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‘A daring debut novel . . . Emma Darwin’s prose is golden and convincing. Addictive’ Daily Express


‘Convincing and involving . . . a book to lose yourself in’  Daily Mail


‘The reader is spellbound . . . electrifying’ Independent


‘This sweeping tale of nineteenth-century war and courtship and twentieth-century teenage rebellion has a real flavour of its own that will grip you to the end . . . an accomplished, vividly realised debut’ Marie Claire


‘Absorbing . . . will fit comfortably beside Birdsong or Captain Corelli’s Mandolin’ Tatler


‘A beautifully written, intelligent book . . . as historically graphic and passionately romantic as Sebastian Faulks’s  Birdsong’ Waterstone’s Books Quarterly


‘Fascinating . . . If you’re in a book club torn between lovers of nineteenth-century and modern fiction, The Mathematics of Love may be just the thing to square the circle . . . hauntingly beautiful’ Washington Post





Also by Emma Darwin and available from Tinder Press

The Mathematics of Love




Two murdered princes; a powerful queen betrayed; a nobleman riding towards his certain death...

The story of the Princes in the Tower has been one of the most fascinating – and most brutal – murder mysteries in history for more than five hundred years.

In a brilliant feat of historical daring, Emma Darwin has recreated the terrible, exhilarating world of the two youngest victims of the War of the Roses: the power struggles and passion that lay behind their birth, the danger into which they fell, the profoundly moving days before their imprisonment, and the ultimate betrayal of their innocence.
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The type is cast in a mould that can be opened and shut very quickly. The metal, which is ladled into it, consists of lead, arsenic and regulus of antimony. At the same time as the metal enters the mould . . . a rapid movement is made by the hand holding the mould, which increases the pressure on the bottom where the actual letter is formed.


 



R. R. Angerstein on Baskerville’s type foundry





Prologue

 



 



 



What I have known, I shall not set down. My habit is silence, and it is a habit that has served me well. Words set on paper are dangerous. Wise men will write no more than is needful, and give it into the hand of their most trusted messenger. No more, that is, than gains the messenger stabling for his horse and safe conduct into the hall, and a privy hearing with its lord. All else is a tale for the messenger to tell: arms and allegiances, open war and secret plans, love and hate and the safety of the realm. So it is with me. After a lifetime of such tales there is no house so safe they may be told within it, no castle so strong it may not be breached at the turn of Fortune’s wheel. At the hour of my death my memories, my tales, will die with me. The great men and their masters, whom I have served with so much diligence and secrecy, expect it.

There are men, and women too, who have witnessed these events and others that I have not. Like pilgrims we have travelled the same road, stumbled over the same  stones, knelt at the same shrines, yet each one of us has made a different journey and met a different end. And what our journey truly was, what story each has to tell, none can discern until all journeying is done.

Even the one I loved above all others did not know everything that I have known. He was spared that much sorrow. I sang the ‘Chanson de Roland’ and he spoke of Gawain. I held him in my arms while he wept for his father’s murder, and side by side we shed the blood of traitors and the infidel. We rejoiced in our love: body and soul together. Though seas and mountains and the enmities of princes kept us apart, there was no distance between our hearts. That I could do nothing for him when his boy was taken is the great bitterness of my long life. That he is dead is my great grief.

But my greatest secret he cannot know, and that is a mercy for which I thank God. For I know what came to his boy, and the younger one too. I know as few others do, for few others could have found it out. I could not tell my love, so I told the woman he loved most in the world, as he would have wished. She is wise, and discreet, and lives retired. She will not speak of it.

No human creature knows all. That is the power of God alone, and to God alone shall my story be told.

Louis de Bretaylles




Part One

Beginning


 



 



 


MATERIA PRIMA is that which has been stripped of every form by putrefaction, so that a new form can be introduced.


 


Sir Isaac Newton, Index Chemicus





I




Elysabeth - the 31st yr of the reign of King Henry the Sixth 

The road home to Grafton was always a merry one. That it was the custom of families of our degree to send their children away, the better to learn the skills and lessons proper to their estate, did not make my childhood’s exile from Grafton to Groby any easier. Sir Edward Grey of Groby was kindly enough, but his wife Lady Ferrars was not. Besides, what girl of seven or eight would not miss her home and her sisters? Nor is the promise of a good marriage much comfort to such a child. When my sister Margaret joined me at Groby it was better, and as I grew older I learnt discretion, so that Lady Ferrars could find no fault with my words or my duties, still less in my seeming submission to her in all things.

That year we lay for a night at Harborough, for Sir Edward Grey’s man that rode home with us from Groby said that with the snow threatening as it was, it would be folly to press on further and perhaps find ourselves  stranded at nightfall. As ever when journeying I slept ill, as much from the joy of being headed for home - and for the whole of Christmastide - as from the weariness and aching cold that seemed to have seeped into my bones with the ride and not let go. Our bed was warm, but more than once Margaret protested in a whisper that I had woken her with my restlessness. At last Mal, sleeping beyond her, was roused by her sighs. She propped herself on one elbow. ‘Are you sick, Mistress Ysa?’

‘Yes, sister, are you sick?’ said Margaret, poking me in the side. She was ever one of those who is always either wide awake or dead asleep. ‘Or do you just wish to keep us all from our rest?’

‘If I could sleep, I would, sister,’ I said. ‘And, no, I’m not sick. But it’s not given to us all to snore like a pig in shit as soon as our heads hit the pillow.’

‘Mistress Ysa, if Her Grace your mother could hear you she would give you a box on the ear,’ said Mal.

‘Yes, but she can’t.’

‘Have you said Paternoster and Ave?’

‘Yes, Mal, many times.’ Had I not said them wholeheartedly enough, or was God not listening tonight? I wondered. Mal would say that the words were enough, which set my sleeplessness at God’s door, but such a blasphemy mercifully stuck in my throat before I had uttered it, so that my penance would be that much less at confession.

The bed wobbled as Mal sat up and swung her feet to  the floor. ‘I’ll make us all a posset. There’s some ale still in the jug, and the fire’s well enough.’ She pulled her cap tight down about her ears, put on her shawl and pushed her feet into her shoes, for even with the fire still alive it was very chill. I kept my shoulders well under the covers, so that only the tip of my nose was cold, while she shuffled to and fro, kindling a taper at the fire to light the candle, then stirring up the coals and putting the poker into them. She swilled our cups out with washing-water and tipped it into the chamber pot. We had thought this inn a slovenly place, for no servant had come to clear the dishes after we had supped, but now we could be glad of that carelessness. Honey and camomile and cinnamon Mal conjured from somewhere in her baggage, and spooned into the ale jug.

Margaret rolled over and got out of bed to piss, complaining about the draughts as she sat on the pot. She got back in, with much uncalled-for flapping of the covers, and moved across so that the linen of her smock touched me like a cold hand, and she put her elbow on the plait of my hair, then protested when I pushed her off it.

Mal straightened up with the poker in her hand. For a moment I saw it, white-hot against the dim cold of the chamber, and then she put it into the jug as if it were a knife and she killing some beast. The crackle as it struck the ale made a little thrill run down my spine as it always did, and after a moment the scent of hot ale threaded  through the cold air to warm my nose. I sat up and put my pillow behind me.

Mal gave Margaret and me each a cup, blew out the candle and got back into bed with her own. The cups were wooden and no more than warm in the hand, but the ale was almost too hot to sip and rather than cool it by blowing I breathed in the fumes of honey and herbs and spice.

‘Will Master Antony be at Grafton, Mistress Ysa?’ asked Mal. ‘Oh, Mistress Margaret, your feet are like ice.’

‘Yes, I think so. I hope so. I haven’t seen him for an age.’

‘He said he would be,’ said Margaret. ‘He told me so.’

‘And what do you know of it?’ I said. ‘In his last letter he was not so certain he would be let come home.’

‘And what of Sir Edward and Master Grey?’ said Mal, in the over-calm voice that seeks to dispel an argument. ‘It is said they come to Grafton for Twelfth Night, and we know what that means.’

‘So you are to be married to John Grey, then?’ said Margaret, before I could decide how to answer Mal, for I did not understand what I felt about the matter, still less what I was prepared to say. ‘Ooo, Ysa! What will it be like to be bedded by him? Will you like it?’

‘Well, I shan’t tell you anything about it, you nasty, inquisitive brat! It’s my affair, not yours.’ The ale had cooled a little, and it tasted like summer, sweet and heady.

‘But such a match will be arranged for me in my time,’  said Margaret. ‘I have a right to know!’ Had we not both held our cups, I would have swatted at her as I would a wasp, more in irritation at her buzzing than in any hope of quieting her.

‘Now, now,’ said Mal, ‘there’s no need for you to be worrying about that yet, Mistress Margaret. Could Mistress Ysa not have been married two or three years ago, with her the most beautiful girl in all England like her ma before her? If your father had wished they could have sealed the bargain long since. She could be a mother herself. But no, they’ve waited till now. Sixteen’s a good age for wedding, and no doubt they’ll do the same with you. Now, you both drink up, and I’ll set the cups down and we can all go off to sleep. We’ve a long ride in the morning, and the snow thick too, like as not.’

We did as we were told, and snuggled down again. Mal leant over and set the cups on the floor, then pulled up the covers over all three of us. The ale and the camomile together were making me sleepy, and Margaret too, I thought.

What would it be like? I wondered. I knew John, of course; when I came to Groby he was as kind to a home-sick brat of seven as a grown young man of twelve will trouble to be, far kinder than Lady Ferrars, who had only ceased to call me a tiresome, froward child when Margaret arrived and played the part better than I ever could. Once John mended a toy that Margaret had broken, and sometimes he would let me watch him as he tried the  paces of a new horse in the paddock, and when I stumbled and lost my place in a song, he would cease piping and start again at the beginning without a sigh. Lately he had lived at Astley Manor, which his father had given him, and I saw even less of him, for it was thirty or forty miles away. We both knew, though it was unspoken, that we were to be wed. But I could not really believe it would happen.

‘Mal, what’s it like?’ said Margaret.

‘What’s what like?’

‘Being bedded by a man. By your husband. What was it like for you?’

‘That’s nothing you need to know about yet, Mistress Margaret, and I’m not going to tell you. ’Tis private, between a man and his wife. Have you never seen such things on the farm?’

‘But it’s different for people, you know it is.’ Margaret’s voice was slurring. ‘And Ysa needs to know, only she’ll never ask.’

There were times when I was almost grateful for Margaret’s shamelessness. She was right, I did want to know, and here was a better time to find out than most, in the warm dark where my face could not be seen, and told by Mal, who had been wed, and borne a child that died of a fever. Her man was killed by falling in the mill-stream not long after.

‘Well . . .’ said Mal, slowly, as if she was considering what to say. She dropped her voice as she used to when  we were little and she was telling us tales at bedtime of Robin Hood or St Francis or Queen Mab. ‘Of course, your father will pay for a Mass. You’ll go into church after the wedding, not like me and my man. Or maybe it’ll be private, in the chapel. And then you’ll have the feast. It’ll be a fine one your father’ll give for his oldest daughter’s wedding, you mark my words. And then the women will take you to your wedding chamber and help you to undress and put you to bed. And then his friends will bring him to you, with singing and pipe and tabor, and leave you together.’

She ceased speaking just where my mind always ceased to be able to imagine it. By my ear, Margaret heaved a big sigh that ended in a snore, and I knew that she slept.

Mal heard it too, and only then went on speaking, more softly still: ‘And then he undresses too, and gets into bed. And you kiss and hold each other and he touches you all over, wherever feels good to him. And it feels good to you too, you’ll see. And then when he’s ready, he lies on you and you open your legs and he puts his thing in you.’

I knew where she meant in me, for a faint, fearful excitement trembled there when I thought of such matters and made me run my hands secretly over my breasts and waist and thighs. ‘Does . . . How does he?’

‘Oh, Mistress Ysa! He’s hard, you see, with all the kissing and the touching. And - and it hurts a little. That’s your maidenhead breaking. There’s blood like  when you get your monthlies, only just a little if he’s kind, and I’m sure such a fine gentleman as Master John will be very kind . . . And then you’re truly man and wife, till death takes one of you, and again in Heaven, so they say. I’m sure my man’s waiting for me . . . Now, we must both be off to sleep.’

Soon she, too, slept, but I lay awake for some time until I could help it no longer, but tried to feel through my smock what Master John would feel. The fear and excitement grew, though for a while I dared do nothing in case I woke the others. But I longed for more, and at last had to rub myself until I trembled all over as if at the edge of some abyss, then fell hot and sore into it, and slept at last.
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It had indeed snowed in the night, we found, but by dawn it had stopped, and the wind had dropped too, so that although there was no sun the ride from Harborough was more pleasant than we had expected. Still, it was slow enough going, Sir Edward’s man having Mal behind him, that we decided not to break our journey in Northampton to hear Mass, though it was the feast of St Thomas the Apostle. The horses clopped over the bridge into Far Cotton. We were nearly home, telling the villages as we passed through: Blacky More, Collingtree, Roade, the turns to Ashton and Stoke Bruerne, the bridge, the turn to Alderton, and then the road lifting away from the  river in fading light until we could just see the church and the roofs of the Hall.

At last we turned off the high road, at last we turned into the gate, and there was Jacquetta running through the yard. She had grown, I thought, but her face was red and tear-stained. At the sound of horses she turned and saw us. ‘Ysa! Margaret! John and Lionel took my poppet! They’re going to burn her!’

I rode towards the mounting block to get down, but Margaret kicked her foot free of the stirrup and slid down in the middle of the yard. Jacquetta seized my hand and dragged us to the rough ground by the muck-heap behind the stables. The boys had built a bonfire of sticks too green to do much more than smoulder and, sure enough, Jacquetta’s poppet Igraine, that had once been mine, was perched on top.

I boxed John’s ears. ‘Take her off now, you bad boy! And never do that again!’ He’d grown too, but he was still too short to reach Igraine with the fire burning even a little. I looked round, and saw a branch they hadn’t put on. ‘Margaret, hold my gown.’

She kilted up my skirts and held them clear of the fire as I leant forward with the branch and managed to knock Igraine off the top. She rolled down among the sticks and I snatched her up and gave her to Jacquetta, who cradled her and kissed her. Margaret grabbed Lionel by the shoulder and cuffed him soundly. He tried to shake himself free. ‘We were only playing the witch Jeanne  d’Arc and Duke John of Bedford!’ he said. ‘Jacquetta’s too old for poppets. I heard my lady mother say so! She’s going away soon.’

‘None of your business!’ I said. Lionel always heard more than he should. ‘How dare you take great Duke John’s name to be unkind to Jacquetta?’ I looked round. Jacquetta was holding Margaret’s hand and sniffing into Igraine’s cap. ‘Now be off with you, before I decide to tell my lady mother.’ The boys took to their heels and disappeared through a gap in the hedge, for all it was almost dark.

‘Mistress Ysa!’ It was Mal, calling from the yard. ‘Where are you?’

I shook out my skirts and straightened my back against the weariness of a long day’s ride. ‘Coming, Mal! Margaret, you’ve got ash on your nose.’

‘Well, your hands are sooty, and the bottom of your gown, too,’ she said over her shoulder, jogging towards the yard.

I followed. ‘Wash first or greet first?’

‘Ask Mal,’ said Margaret, rounding the corner.

Mal was standing at the top of the steps and by the light of the cresset at the door I could see she was tired and cross. ‘Hurry now. Her Grace is in the Great Chamber.’

‘How is she?’ I said, when I had caught my breath.

‘Her belly’s so great now, she looks as if she doesn’t sleep so well.’

Margaret and I glanced at each other, and spoke at once. ‘Wash first.’

My lady mother was sitting at the table in the Great Chamber with the account books spread out before her, and Master Wooton the clerk hovering at her shoulder. ‘We cannot hope that the revenues from France will recover . . .’ she was saying, as we entered.

We knelt in the doorway, the draught making the candles on the table flicker. She heaved herself to her feet and, peeping upwards though my head was still bowed in proper obeisance, I saw that the frown cleared from her brow.

‘Welcome home, daughters.’

‘Madam, I greet you well,’ I said.

‘And I,’ said Margaret.

My mother walked so heavy and slow that Margaret was swaying on her knees with weariness before she had reached us and we had each kissed her hand.

‘Levez-vous, mes filles,’ she said, and when we did I found that my eyes were level with hers. She kissed my cheek. ‘You’ve grown, Ysa,’ she said. ‘Is all well at Groby?’

‘Yes, madam. Lady Ferrars greets you well, and says that, so please you, Sir Edward and Master Grey will be with us on St John’s Day, God willing, or the day after.’

She nodded, and when she went to raise Margaret, Margaret stumbled and almost toppled over. My mother kissed her. ‘You’re weary, daughter. Off to bed with you. Ysa, stay, and we will talk. Mal, will you have wine sent  up, please? And Master Wooton, I think we must speak further tomorrow.’

He piled up the books and papers and balanced the inkpot on top. Mal shepherded Margaret out, but not before Margaret had made a face that was meant to show Master Grey kissing me.

‘Be so good as to pull my chair to the fire,’ said my mother, ‘and a stool for yourself.’ I was glad to do it, for we had washed in cold water for speed’s sake, and I was shivering still.

She lowered herself into her chair and waved that I should sit too, but kept her eyes fixed on the fire. At last, she said, ‘You know with what purpose Sir Edward and Master Grey will come to Grafton?’

‘Yes, madam,’ I said. Even in my weariness I felt again a little shiver of fear and heat.

‘And you are content?’

‘Yes, madam.’

‘We are alone, Ysa, you may speak freely. Truly, are you willing to be married to him? It is not . . . You know Master Grey quite well, of course. And he will have his mother’s title in time. He’s not ill-looking, either, though one could wish him taller. But are you sure that he will be a good husband?’

‘I think so. But how can I be sure when I have never had a husband before, nor he a wife?’

‘It’s a good match for both families, but your father and I want you to be happy, too. When I was wed for the  first time . . . Well, His Grace of Bedford was a very kind man as well as a very great one. But it is never easy, the business of becoming a wife.’

I wanted to ask, ‘Was it not easy for you after, when you became my father’s wife?’ but did not dare. It could not have been like the marriage they set before me, that was sure. They had loved each other so much, Mal said one evening, when Sir Edward and Lady Ferrars were away and we were sitting over the fire at Groby. They had loved so powerfully that they endured scandal and poverty by being married in secret without asking the King’s permission. ‘For though he was His Grace of Bedford’s seneschal in Normandy, and a knight, he was not more,’ Mal had gone on, whisking the next chestnut out of the fire and tossing it to me. ‘While your lady mother was the second lady of England. And so newly a widow.’ I had almost burnt my fingers, peeling off the chestnut’s blackened skin. Inside, the flesh was hot and sweet and tasted faintly of burning.

‘Yes, madam, I know,’ I said now to my mother. ‘But I shall have you to advise me, and though she would like to, Lady Ferrars has trouble finding fault with how I do my duties or my lessons.’


She reached down and stroked my head. ‘C’est bon, ma chère fille! I am glad to hear it.’ I was not sure what of my words had made her glad: that I should do my work well, or that Lady Ferrars was annoyed by it. ‘We might bespeak a hanging from the sisters at Lincoln,’ she went  on. ‘Melusina, perhaps, for your ancestry, as well as for good fortune in childbed . . . But, daughter, if you have any doubts - any matters that you would like to be settled before the contracts are drawn up - you must tell your father, or me, and we will arrange things as best we can.’

I had not thought she would consult my wishes thus. True, provided it was made with due courtesy, my mother listened to any request or complaint that even the lowliest of the household had to make. But on so great a matter of family business as an eldest daughter’s marriage? I had not expected this, and had no answer ready. And yet, did I truly have no concerns in the matter of my own future? I stared into the flames until my cheeks felt scorched, and realised that I did, but that my doubts were not ones that I could have spoken of to my lady mother, or dictated to a clerk to be written into my marriage deeds.




Una - Monday 

There’s scarcely a house’s depth between Narrow Street and the river: the back of mine hangs over the water. I let myself in and dump my bags in the hall. It all looks clean enough, though it smells of tenants: fag smoke, takeaways, and the cheap furniture that Uncle Gareth let us have from the Chantry so that we could take our own things with us to Sydney. But still, underlying it, I can smell the Thames: wet and cool and slightly rotten. It’s  high tide, and in the sitting room the midsummer light is liquid, with sun-struck scraps of silver dancing over the ceiling in the way that Adam loved.

Two years is not long enough to have acquired equanimity. For a while the fog closes in on me, grey and suffocating.

When I can breathe again I stare across the river, trying to find something impersonal to hold on to, something that won’t remind me of Adam, nor yet remind me that he’s dead.

From here there’s little indication of the passing of time, except for the moon-drawn rise and fall of the river. At low tide there are a few yards of rubbish-strewn shingle; at high tide the water runs perhaps six feet below my study window. Rotherhithe on the far bank is too distant to be real; we watched what was renamed Docklands as one might a strange colony of insects. First the sturdy cranes began to rust and the fog-blackened warehouses emptied. Next they were tramp-haunted shells. Then they sprouted spindly builders’ hoists that vanished as suddenly as they had come, leaving smart little flats and restaurants garnished with industrial chic, the warehouse pulleys shiny and unturning. Now the millennium is only five years away. I never thought I’d see it in without Adam.

When I’m steady I haul my bags upstairs and start unpacking. It was winter at home, and I’ve brought too many sweaters even for an English summer. I unlock the  tenant-proof cupboard, find our own clean sheets and make up the bed. My jet-lagged flesh aches to lie down, and I mustn’t: I’m only in England for a week, and there’s a lot to do.

This isn’t a professional trip: I haven’t got time for archives and seminars and working lunches. I’ve brought plenty of work, nonetheless. On the plane I picked my way through Charles Ross on Edward IV, and compared him with Michael Hicks on Richard III, though I must get down to primary sources soon. Just after Dubai I dropped a photocopy of a learned paper that I foolishly hadn’t stapled, and was still apologising and retrieving pages of references from under people’s feet over Cyprus. No, this isn’t a work trip: it’s to sell the house and see the family. It’s to sign away the last of my English life, and go home.

‘It’ll be lovely to see you,’ said my cousin Izzy on the phone two weeks ago when, late one evening and two whiskies down, I finally decided to do it, that there was no reason to delay. When we bought the house in Narrow Street it wasn’t a Queen Anne Residence Convenient for the City, it was a tenement, in a slum. You could almost smell Sherlock Holmes’s opium dens, see the lascars and hear the drunken sailors. Not any more. There’s every reason to put the house Adam and I bought when we married - to share for the lifetime that we thought our marriage would be - into the hands of a sharp-suited, slavering estate agent. ‘And it’s good timing from the  practical point of view,’ Izzy said. ‘There’s a bit of paperwork to do with the Chantry. You know the house is going to be sold?’

I hadn’t. Even with Australia no further away than reaching for the phone, even though Izzy and Lionel are all the brother and sister I have, sometimes news takes a long time to get to me.

‘Sold? When was that decided?’

‘Only last week. I was about to write to you. And it’s not the workshop, not for the moment, just the house. The Press will carry on,’ Izzy said, the echo of her brisk, working morning booming off the satellites towards me. ‘It would be hard to think of the Solmani Press not existing, wouldn’t it? Though I’m afraid it won’t be long. Uncle Gareth’s not getting any younger. If you ring when you get here, shall we have supper? I can fill you in properly then, and we can have a good old catch-up. Lionel’s around: I know he’d love to see you. D’you want me to tell him? Save you the phone call? And Uncle Gareth, of course, he’ll be so pleased. Anyway, have a good flight.’

And now I’m here, and due at Izzy’s at seven. I want to see her, but why must it be like this? Why can’t it be her coming to us? Stupidly, I can’t believe I’ll never be ‘us’ in this house again: Adam’s medics, hard-drinking and funny; my historians, dryer and quieter; Joe and David, the couple next door; someone over from America for a conference; Izzy, perhaps, or even Uncle Gareth. Perhaps  I’d had time to cook a big casserole or maybe pasta, perhaps Adam led a foraging expedition to fetch food from the Indian restaurant: they didn’t speak much English there, but it didn’t matter because we were usually the only English customers; they made no concessions with the spicing. There were evenings when hospital pagers went off as regularly as clocks, others when we’d gather at the sitting-room windows in silence to watch the moon and its reflection moving over the waters, or noisily to cheer the fireworks of half a dozen Guy Fawkes displays; once we held a Midsummer’s Eve party, and watched the sun rise, spreading silver-gilt across a mother-of-pearl morning.

It’s Midsummer’s Eve any day now. Like a child I want to cry at the smashing of my world, and then at my own impotent petulance. And when I’ve mastered myself I realise just how much I ache, ache with dreariness, deadness almost. There’s always the fog of missing Adam that fills my head, and hangs between me and everything else, but now all the trains and tubes, airports and aeroplanes seem to have laid a grubby, sterile carapace over my skin. I haul off my shoes, strip off my jeans and T-shirt and get into the shower. The water’s scalding and fierce, cracking the carapace, bouncing off the bones of my shoulders and running through the roots of my hair like hot fingers. I tip my head back so it streams over my face and fills my ears till all I can hear is water. I want to stay like this for ever.

I can’t. I open my eyes and reach for the shower gel, which does hair as well. Someone gave some to Adam for Christmas, ages ago, and I liked the smell so much, and the straightforwardness of it, that I took to using it too. Neck, chest, arms warm and slippery with eucalyptus and mint. When I’m clean I take some more gel and try to find all the twinges and aches of travelling: shoulder muscles tight under my fingers, sides and lower back so stiff that when I dig my thumbs in it’s as sharp as pinching myself. Even the soles of my feet seem to have knots in them. But at last I must get out, get dry and dressed, must find my England Admin notebook and ring the estate agent, then make appointments with banks, solicitors, accountants and stockbrokers.

I pull on sweatpants and a top and go down to the corner shop with the air threading coldly through my still damp hair. Last time we were here the shop never seemed to have much more than UHT milk and sliced white, but it’s changed hands. I come back with an expensive bagful of organic salad, wholegrain bread and free-range eggs; the wine’s much better. But I’m suddenly so impossibly weary that I don’t want to eat anything, or even have a drink. ‘Grief is exhausting,’ I remember Adam saying of someone else, some patient’s wife or husband. ‘It’s like having a permanent leak in your vital systems.’ I can do nothing but go to bed, defying travellers’ wisdom and medical sense, and I dream, as always, of Adam.
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I don’t remember Izzy’s block of flats being as tall, dark red and unrelievedly Edwardian as it looks to me in the yellowing evening light. She herself has narrowed and neatened inside her well-cut black sweater and trousers that make my jeans and T-shirt seem too casual; her hair is short and sharp, more silvery than dark but, then, she is five years older than me. We hug.

‘Una, it’s so good to see you. You’re looking well. How are you? How are things?’

‘Fine, thanks. Busy, you know. Sorting out the house and so on.’

She takes my statement at face value. ‘Of course. Still, it shouldn’t be hard to sell.’ And then, like a satellite delay, what I haven’t said reaches her, and she answers it with another hug of my shoulders. ‘I’m so sorry. But I’m sure it’s the right thing to do. You must say if I can help.’

Izzy flew out to me when Adam died. There’s nothing else she needs to say. ‘Of course I will,’ I say.

Her studio’s at the back. I stare down into the communal garden, where a blackbird is standing in the now violet light, his ebony head cocked and his yellow beak ready to stab into the earth. To the left of the great, north-facing window is her Ballets Russes shawl, framed in dark wood and hanging on the wall. The fringes are combed and pressed straight, and the light from the window lies on the glass and makes it hard to see the silky  curls of orange and scarlet and peacock blue. Evidently she doesn’t wear it any more. I remember her trailing around in it at Chantry studio parties. Even the smell of her studio is the same as it was then: the familiar creamy-sharp smell of paper and ink overlies the faint spice of seasoning box and pear-wood blocks. For a moment I’m wholly, head-spinningly, back in my childhood, watching the way she moved, laughed, talked, and wondering if I’d ever have that ease with all these people, that grown-up kind of belonging.

There are a couple of photographs of Izzy’s daughter Fay, and a charming wood engraving - Izzy’s work - of her digging in the sand at the seaside. But on the workbench I see that Izzy’s sandbag has no half-sketched-out block waiting, and she’s set aside the big lens on its stand.

‘You know the Chantry archive’s going to San Diego now I’ve finished cataloguing Grandpapa’s letters?’ says Izzy to me. ‘I’ve only got to get it all together now, and it’ll be ready for shipping. They’re going to put everything on microfilm for anyone to look at. Even on a computer. I’m going to get as much publicity as I can when the archive transfers. San Diego are good at that. There might even be enough interest to persuade someone to republish  At the Sign of the Sun and Moon. Perhaps even a Collected Letters. There’s so much interest in fine printing, these days. I get an enquiry from a researcher every few weeks. Red or white?’

I’m familiar enough with publishers to know that her thinking is almost certainly wishful. And those research enquiries don’t sound enough to fill her days. How does she fill them? Once, she had three projects running most of the time: one in the clean light of early morning, research and reading in the bright, dull light of noon, and another as the sun slanted, picking out the grain and curve of every stone and blade of grass. I can’t see any sign of such things now. Is being the family historian, as she calls it, the only life left to her?

There are prints on the walls. I can see four that were published as headings to a nicely produced anthology of poems about the seasons. A few years ago I found a copy secondhand in a Sydney bookshop, and gave it to Adam for some small anniversary. ‘Autumn’ is the best, I think now; the foreground is a dried leaf, exquisitely curled, with every vein and rib as exactly and gloriously necessary as the arches of a Gothic window. But though the studio isn’t specially tidy, there’s no sign of fresh ink on the stained central table or any cutting tools or knives or fragments of wood or lino that would suggest work in progress. I wonder how much work she’s getting these days. Most of my childhood drawing and story-writing was on the back of her declared failures. When I was little at the Chantry, and everyone was busy, I used to crawl under her workbench in the studio, and find the tiny scraps lying on the floor, as secret as treasure. The wood ones were impossibly pale and fragile, no more than grains of gold and silver  still magically clinging together, while the curls of lino were thicker and browner, reticulated like little caterpillars, still faintly smelling of warm linseed. I’d look up and see Izzy’s legs in their darned stockings and lace-up shoes hitched round the stool’s legs, and hear her heavy breathing. She never minded my being there, unless things were going wrong. Then she’d suddenly tell me to go, not unkindly, but without leaving any room for argument, and I’d crawl out and stand up, picking more debris from where it had stuck into my bare knees, and comforting myself with a hope that there’d be a new cake for tea or that Uncle Gareth would help me with my history prep.

‘Red or white?’ asks Izzy, again.

‘Oh, red, please.’

She heads for the kitchen. ‘Shan’t be a moment.’ I see a copy of At the Sign of the Sun and Moon on the shelf.

The roundel again on the title page, and a quotation I know by heart because it appears, set small, in every book the Press has ever issued. ‘As the Edda tells it, in the land of the giants lived a man named Mundilfoeri and he had two children: his daughter Sol was the sun, and his son Mani the moon.’

I riffle through the pages.



In 1936 Kay Pryor graduated from the Slade, and decided that the development of his painting would be best served by moving to Paris. He had never been as deeply concerned with the day-to-day work of the Solmani Press as his younger  brother, Gareth, and his departure made little difference to the running of it. But, as William wrote in a letter to Beatrice Webb, With Kay gone, the house is quieter, but we realise how much his work as a painter has kept all us craftsmen up to the aesthetic mark: as he used to say, in the dramatic manner of the young, he had no allegiance to anything but art. Gareth in particular misses him; he has looked up to him since they were boys, and it is always he, when some question of design comes up, who says, ‘What would Kay think? He’d know the answer.’ But Kay’s leaving does ease one private fear of my own. Ever since the day, all those years ago, when Maud and I first saw the Chantry chapel among what were then orchards and fields, and knew that we must make it the soul of our house and workshop, the soul even of our family itself, I’ve feared that one day Kay and Gareth - so different in temperament - might not be able to agree over the running of the Press. Elaine is married to Robert Butler - had you heard? - and if she has a son the problem might yet be compounded, or indeed resolved. Who knows? But for now, at least, I may take pleasure in news of Kay’s successes abroad and Gareth’s passion for the Press at home, and know that no rivalry troubles our family.





Having, as he said in a letter to his mother, ‘[g]ot what there was to be got,’ from Paris, in 1938 Kay moved to New York. There he joined circles that included such up-and-coming  painters as Ben Shahn and Charles Demuth, and in such works as Battery Park, Nightfall (1938, Museum of Modern Art, New York) and The Dock at East Egg (1939, Private Collection) he was quickly recognised as having brought a uniquely English sensibility to a circle otherwise much concerned with industrialism and its aesthetics. At the outbreak of war William took on the full burden of running the Press again so that Gareth could volunteer for the Royal Engineers; he was taken prisoner at Tobruk and repatriated in 1945. On a visit to London in 1941 Kay received his call-up papers and joined the 8th Royal Fusiliers: he was wounded at Coriano during the Italian campaign, and the war ended before he recovered. He returned to New York, where in 1946 his mistress Lucie Lefevre, an artist’s model whom he had known before the war, gave birth to a daughter, Una Maud Pryor. In the following year Kay and Lucie were killed in California when their car ran off the Coastal Highway at the Bixby Gorge, and baby Una came to the Chantry, to be brought up with Elaine and Robert’s children, Isode and Lionel.




It’s beautiful letterpress: Plantin, pressed richly into fine paper by one of William’s most gifted heirs, sitting well in the hand, the jacket heavy matt paper with a roundel of Izzy’s engraving of the Solmani Press sign, which hung above the workshop, festooned with ivy. The roundel is blocked in gold on the boards too. It’s Izzy’s history, the official version, the story of record; I notice she even refers to herself in the third person. It’s my history, and not my history.

She finished the story with the death of our grandfather, and when it was published I read it quickly, always with only one eye while eating breakfast or on a bus or somewhere else distracting. Then I put it away, and since then I’ve only opened my copy - first edition, personally inscribed ‘To dear Una with all love from Izzy’ - when there was nowhere else I could check a necessary reference.

I put the book back and move round the room. Here’s the big group portrait: The Solmani Press, Silver Jubilee, 1936, the brass plate says, shiny and faintly green round the edges with polishing. Grandpapa - William Pryor - standing beside Grandmama in the basket chair. And their three children: my father Kay on his right with a palette was a quicker, darker, wirier version of Uncle Gareth, the portrait tells me. I wouldn’t know. Uncle Gareth himself in the doorway to the workshop, with the current apprentices to one side of it - very little younger than him, but somehow so clearly not sons of the house - and Aunt Elaine slightly separate, with an apron and a trugful of carrots.

Izzy returns.

‘Don’t they look proper to us, these days, all wearing suits and ties?’ I say.

‘It was usually shirtsleeves and aprons in the workshop. This was a formal portrait. I don’t know why he insisted on Mummy wearing an apron. It makes her look as if she wasn’t part of the Press. I’ve left it to the  San Diego collection in my will. It’s a particularly nice portrait of Uncle Gareth, I think.’ It’s true, though he’s younger than I ever knew him, standing with one long-fingered hand on the frame of the doorway, and that look on his face that I never thought about then, but now I read as kind, amused and always welcoming.

‘Tell me how Uncle Gareth is. I’m going down to Eltham tomorrow.’

‘Come into the kitchen while I deal with the food,’ says Izzy. The kitchen’s narrow and dark, as they always are in these mansion flats that were built for a world with servants, and the view is of drainpipes and blind bathroom windows. ‘Well, he is seventy-eight, so I suppose it’s only to be expected. But you’ll notice a big difference.’

I pick up the handful of cutlery that Izzy’s put on the table and lay it out. ‘He was spry enough at Aunt Elaine’s funeral.’

‘I know. It’s since then, I think. I suspect he doesn’t eat properly, with Mummy not doing the cooking, and I live in terror of hearing that he’s hurt himself on one of the big presses. Imagine if the motor on the Vandercook was going.’ After a career of studying printing presses, I can imagine only too well. ‘He’s living in the workshop, did you know? And very short of money. He’s had to let out the whole of the Chantry house. That’s why it’s got to go, sad though it is. It’s impossible for him to cope with. It’s full of students and fly-by-night types. Goodness knows what they get up to. I don’t think he ever gets  round to going upstairs and seeing. Lionel’s begged him time and again to get a management company to deal with it, the way you have in Narrow Street. References and proper tenancies and everything. But he just says that the Chantry always has been a haven for people who don’t fit elsewhere, and he’s not going to change now.’

‘Well, that’s true enough. Was there ever a time when there wasn’t some defecting Hungarian painter in one of the attics? Remember Theo Besnyö? Or one of Aunt Elaine’s friends running away from a bad marriage. Or me, even.’

‘But you were family,’ says Izzy, bending to get supper out of the oven. ‘Sorry, hope you don’t mind it’s only shepherd’s pie. I remember Mummy lying in bed with flu and explaining it to me, when Uncle Gareth went to America to fetch you home. She said it would be like having a little sister of my own. I remember she was worried that Uncle Gareth wouldn’t be able to manage; she felt terribly guilty that she’d been too ill to go. “Babies are hard work,” she said, “even once they’re walking. I’ll need your help.” And then you arrived. Funny little thing, you were - what were you? Fourteen months or so? I think I thought you’d be like Lionel, always shouting and running about, only you were so solemn and quiet, holding on to Uncle Gareth with one hand and Smokey Bear with the other. You’d only just learnt to walk. Mummy thought of you as her third child till the day she died.’

It’s true, she did. With Aunt Elaine it didn’t matter that I had no parents of my own, that no one had been able to find out much about my mother, that my parents hadn’t been married. There was Aunt Elaine’s husband Uncle Robert, but for all practical purposes she and Uncle Gareth were my parents. They were my parents just as Izzy’s my sister and Lionel my brother. ‘I know,’ I say, and I don’t have to say any more because Izzy understands, and gives my hand a squeeze before starting to dish the shepherd’s pie out of its carton. But perhaps the old ache kindles something else old in my memory, because I add suddenly, ‘And then there was Mark.’

‘There was, wasn’t there? He must have been one of the longest-standing ones. I wonder what happened to him.’

‘I suppose we’ll never know now.’

‘Funny he never got back in touch. For a reference, if nothing else.’

‘Maybe he wasn’t going for skilled jobs,’ I say casually. ‘He was very practical all round. Then he’d only need ordinary references from whatever his last job was.’

‘A fully trained fine printer, taught by William and Gareth Pryor, being a caretaker or something? Why would he do that?’

‘I don’t know. I never did . . .’ Perhaps it’s because my grief for Adam never sleeps that such an old bewilderment can still make my throat ache. ‘It’s sad to think of the Chantry going out of the family at last, after all the  times when Uncle Gareth managed to rescue it.’

‘I know. But he ought to be retiring, not coping with tenants. He’s not going to be able to go on with the Press for much longer either. And what matters will be safe at San Diego: the archive, the proof prints, all the rest of it. And the history in the book. There’s so much interest in the fine presses of the past.’

‘The Solmani Press isn’t in the past.’

‘Well, technically, no.’ She spoons peas into a dish. ‘You would have got in touch, if you’d needed to know anything about it for your own work, wouldn’t you?’

‘Of course. Though it isn’t really my period, twentieth-century fine presses. I’m more about early-modern European printing. Gutenberg’s heirs, the rise of individual piety in the the late medieval period. Presses and typography, of course, but reception history as well.’

‘What history?’

‘Horrible word, I know, but interesting subject. What people actually bought, how the industry worked. Readers as well as writers and printers, if you like.’

‘So what are you working on now?’ Izzy sits down. ‘Do help yourself to peas. Only frozen, I’m afraid.’

‘Well, I’ve only just started thinking about it. But I want to spread out from pure bibliography. I want to write about people . . . It’s still very easy in bibliography to forget that books are something real people buy and read and lend and lose, and they’re not always the fine books, the grand ones, the innovative ones. I want to  make a different kind of shape out of books, the shape of people’s lives. All those colophons and presses, all that paper and iron and ink, I’ve had enough. I want to know someone - really know them - by their books. I . . . Well, I’ve decided to write about Anthony and Elizabeth Woodville, but in terms of their books.’

‘Who? Oh - yes - hang on . . . Wars of the Roses? Didn’t she marry someone?’

‘Yes. They were brother and sister. Elizabeth was married to Edward IV. She was married to Sir John Grey before, though, and had two sons. He was killed in battle, and she married Edward. And Anthony was the first writer that Caxton printed in England.’ The shepherd’s pie is very hot; I have to drink some water before I can go on. ‘It’s about what books they owned - what Anthony wrote - and what they might have read, and what that tells us about them. And what it tells us about their world, their cultural background, about how the book trade worked.’

‘You’ll be on home ground in Eltham tomorrow, at the Chantry, with the Palace up the road. Do you remember how we used to bike past and see Army officers sometimes, and wonder if they were spies? Even though we knew it was only really a staff college?’

‘I’d forgotten that . . .’ I can almost smell the hot tarmac. ‘There’s been good research on her books, but nothing on his. And no one’s pulled it all together into a narrative. Elizabeth had two more sons by Edward, and Anthony brought up the older one, Prince Edward, the  way they all used to, having their children brought up by someone else.’ She tops up my wine glass. ‘When Edward IV died, his younger brother Richard, Duke of Gloucester, seized the throne and put the two boys in the Tower. And he imprisoned Anthony in Yorkshire. Anthony didn’t have any sons himself, and his things were scattered. It’s a struggle to find enough material to put flesh on the bones . . . Did you say that Eltham Palace was being restored?’

‘Yes, English Heritage have just taken it over, Lionel says. It should be very fine when they’ve finished. All that art deco, and Edward IV’s Great Hall. Pity they wouldn’t be interested in the Chantry, with so little of the chapel left.’ She laughs. ‘Maybe we should blame Hitler for demolishing that and only leaving the house. That’s in a bad state, too, now. I think you’ll be pretty horrified. Do help yourself to more wine.’

As we eat I ask after Fay, Izzy’s daughter. Her husband works for Shell; Izzy shakes her head, puzzled almost to the point of disapproving. ‘She hates Bogotá, but other than that she seems quite happy drifting along in his wake. I think she does occasionally use her anthropology degree, but only as a hobby.’ She reaches behind her to take a postcard down that’s stuck on the fridge. It’s of a tapestry of some sort, with brilliantly coloured squared-off characters: The Marriage of the Sun and Moon, according to the back. ‘Her father was out there, and they went up into the Highlands, looking for folk traditions. This was  from some little local museum. He rang me, said she’s fine.’ Izzy and Paul divorced years ago, and though there was another woman involved, I got the feeling she was a symptom more than a cause; she’s certainly not on the scene now. Izzy went back to calling herself Isode Butler, as she always had for work.

We’ve finished the wine rather quickly, and the jet-lag fog’s creeping over me again. ‘You said there are things for me to sign, to do with selling the Chantry?’

‘Lionel’s got all the documents, though there’s some complication with his share of the freehold so he may not have them ready yet after all. Apparently he passed it on to Fergus: some tax thing. It may all have to go off to him - to Fergus, I mean.’

‘How is Fergus?’ I ask, getting up. ‘I’m sorry, I’m horribly jet-lagged. I’d better go home before I fall asleep.’

‘Of course, poor you. He went up north after he’d finished his sculpture Master’s. Goodness knows why - you’d think once you’d been at the Royal College you’d want to stay in London. Somewhere near York, I think. His girlfriend came from up there, but they’ve just split up. When did you say you’re seeing Lionel?’

‘Day after tomorrow. He’s invited me for the night.’

‘That’s good. We should be able to get going, then. I’ve done my best with the archive, but what with the stuff I’ve got, and what’s still at the Chantry, and a bunch of the Press accounts books and records lodged at St Bride’s Printing Library, it’s all a bit of a muddle. I’m spending  this week sorting it out before it goes to California. Doing an inventory and so on. When do you go back?’

‘A week today, I couldn’t manage to get away for longer. It should be enough, if Lionel’s got ready the things he needs me to sign. And . . . apart from catching up with you and Lionel and Uncle Gareth, I don’t want to linger over - over all the sorting out.’

‘I know.’ She kisses me. ‘Dear Una, it’s so good to see you, and looking so well all - all things considered.’

‘Yes,’ is all I say, but again she hears what I haven’t.

‘Poor old Una. I’m sorry. It’ll take a while, Adam and all. Especially . . . Well, he was so right for you. I used to envy you, it all coming right in the end.’

I know what she means. Funny how fifteen years of, well, unsatisfactory relationships can come so right, so quickly. It occurs to me that Izzy’s own married life worked in reverse - a good-looking marriage that wasn’t so good after all - and for all my grief I suddenly don’t envy her that, but I don’t quite know how to say it. She was always the one who did things well. I was the little sister who didn’t know how to go about doing the same.

‘I know how busy you are,’ Izzy’s saying, ‘but shall we meet up again this week? Go out for a drink or something? How are you getting home?’

‘I came by tube, but I thought I’d get a cab back. Will there be enough black cabs around for me to hail one?’

‘I don’t know.’ Perhaps black cabs are a luxury she can’t usually afford. But she produces a mini-cab number, and  after the usual awkward wait for it to arrive, I clamber in and am driven away.

Jet-lag loosens the moorings of your everyday mind. I’m thinking about the ruins that are all I’ve ever known of the chapel at the Chantry, the thick stumps of flint and stubby buttresses that were once walls; the tarry beams and props supporting the wall of the house that once joined it; the tiled floor, with the white harts and fleurs-de-lys still visible, though the grass creeps over them. Once I dug some tiles up in search of buried treasure, and found only earth and worms.

In that memory the tiles are quite big so I must have been small. I imagined a ruby or a diamond or a gold ducat tucked under each one, mine for the finding, though I didn’t know what a ducat looked like. I prised up one tile after another with a palette knife I’d borrowed from the studio without asking, scattering white harts and fleurs-de-lys about me and scrabbling in the earth beneath, and I thought about how I would share out the treasure when I found it. Lots of ducats for Aunt Elaine, so she could have a washing-machine in the kitchen instead of the copper in the outhouse, and some of the rubies and diamonds for Izzy to wear with her best frocks, and a few ducats for Lionel because he wanted a camera of his own so much, and all the rest of everything for me so that I could buy my ticket to go on a big ship and a fast train across America to find my father’s pictures and bring them home.

Uncle Gareth found me as I was trying not to despair. ‘Oh, Una, Una,’ he said. ‘Did you have to do that?’ I must have said I was looking for treasure, because he took out his hanky, which always smelt of the workshop, and wiped the earth and the tears off my face and said he understood, he’d always wondered if the monks had left any treasure when he was my age. But monks didn’t have treasure, they took vows of poverty. Or if they were given any, they spent it on helping people, or making the chapel beautiful, just the way Grandpapa had, so I mustn’t spoil it by digging things up.

‘But I need the treasure!’ I said, and told him what I needed it for.

Uncle Gareth scooped me on to his lap, and didn’t say anything for a long time. ‘I know,’ he said at last. ‘Poor old thing. I understand. I miss him too, you know. Very much.’

‘Will I ever see his pictures?’

‘I’m sure you will, old girl. But they’re very grand - very special pictures - and they’re safe in San Francisco in a big gallery. One day we’ll go and find them, shall we?’ Even Uncle Gareth’s smell made me know he meant it, and we would go. ‘One day, when you’re older. And when we dock in New York we’ll ride up and down in the lifts in the Empire State Building.’

He gave me another hug, and helped me put the tiles back so that no one would know what I’d done, and then asked if I’d help him with a very important job in the  workshop. So that by the time Aunt Elaine came looking for me to give me my supper, I was covered with oil and ink and the glory of having put the Chandler & Price press back together all by myself, with only a little help from Uncle Gareth, he said, and only with the hardest bits.

Even in the Chantry house you couldn’t help thinking there was something more in the world under your feet. The thick smell of damp, stone and earth when you first went down to the undercroft beneath the house seemed to breathe it, as if the dark was older and fuller of history, even, than the stones of the walls all round you: as old as the earth itself.

Actually, the walls of the undercroft were only as old as Grandpapa. I knew because he’d told me: he’d made the undercroft when he built the house. And when they dug it out, he said, he found a beer bottle from the Great Exhibition, and a coin from the American War of Independence, and lots of those clay pipes with long thin stems, and bits of blue and white china from the days of Queen Anne, like in The Tailor of Gloucester. He had to put the stones in to keep the earth back and build the house above it. But maybe if he’d dug more, he said, he’d have found a gold cross and candlesticks. Maybe a statue of Mary and baby Jesus that the monks had buried in a hurry to keep them safe from King Henry’s soldiers. Maybe silver coins or jewels, or secret maps of treasure islands and magical rivers, or goblins’ teeth, or the bones  of other monks from even longer ago, when the chapel was new and everyone believed. I wouldn’t mind the bones if Mark was there, I thought but didn’t say, or the goblins. He and I could tunnel deep enough, long enough, for a year and a day, through thirteen waxes and thirteen wanings of the moon. And there’d be an underground river, and I’d use seven of the monks’ gold coins to pay the ferryman, and when we landed we’d walk down an aisle like a church’s, and there’d be another undercroft, like this one only much, much bigger, wide with pillars as tall as trees, a hall so high you could hardly see the roof. There’d be a great fire in the middle, the light leaping and licking into every corner so there was no dark left. Lying around it on bearskins and piles of silvery straw, with their swords and their armour shining in the firelight, would be the knights. And with them, on a bed made of ivory and gold like an altar and heaped with furs and silks, would lie King Arthur and Queen Guinevere, hand in hand, waiting to be woken.
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All the way home in the stale-air-and-diesel grumbling of the mini-cab I think of Adam, because that’s what I do when I’m too tired to stop myself, though what I think of is nothing I could draw, or speak of, or write about. I can’t hear his voice or feel his touch, but what fills me is too real, too whole, to call memory or even remembrance.

The mini-cab drops me at my front door in Narrow  Street, and all is quiet. But if it’s late enough, if the fog’s closing in, if you’re sad enough, jet-lag makes you hallucinate. When I walk into the sitting room I see a figure standing by the window, looking out over the dark water. I dig my fingernails into my arm to wake myself up, and walk forward. He’s not there.

It isn’t Adam who’s not there, though. It’s Mark.




Antony - Matins 

I do not sleep so well, these days, and wake early. This morning I stood watching the sun rise over the Fosse and Sheriff Hutton village, and listening to more noise of business from below than I have been accustomed to hear so early in these long days.

When the sun had risen in all its blind glory, I turned away.

It is said that a chamber such as this is all that the soul requires. Four paces wide, and six deep. It is the same at both sides, I know, for I have measured them. Four well-made walls of pale grey stone, a high window to admit God’s light and air, the timber under my feet and above me as straight and seasoned as the door.

My old friend Mallorie, and the Duke of Orleans: it was enough for them. They even wrote great works in their imprisonment. Is it enough for me? Here I have all that a man’s body requires: food, shelter, clothes. The sun and the moon shed light for me, and I have my book of  hours. I would I had Cicero or Boccaccio, or better yet Boethius in my hand, but perhaps to have them in my head and heart - as I do - is enough.

I have my rosary, and I have that which I could not have hoped for: the Jason ring. I pray that Louis is safe, and have some hope of it for he, of all men, will know how to slip through Richard of Gloucester’s net. It were no true love that could wish him prisoned, but such is my love that even as I thank God he is not, my heart aches with wishing that he were with me.

‘If wishes were horses, beggars would ride,’ Mal used to say, when we children pestered her to bring us fairings from the market: gilt gingerbread, whip-tops, ballads, ribbons for the girls. I said it in my turn to Ned, for even the wishes of a prince may not be granted if the good of the kingdom, or his soul, says them nay. Ned is not held thus, is he? A child of twelve summers, not yet a man to offer them any threat. Can it be God’s will to hurt such a good, such an innocent prince? I will not believe it. Ned is no enemy to Richard of Gloucester. He has Ned close, and thus has no cause to do him greater harm. I know it to be true - I know it to be true.

And yet my spirit requires a consolation I cannot have.

To face all that Fortune brings with steadiness and faith is the highest virtue a man may seek, whether he be the meanest or the most worshipful in the world. That is what the philosophers say, and what I have written many times. When I was first taken, I thought they would make  away with me privily. I feared that I would not know the hour of my death, so I tried to keep my soul in readiness for the end.

Each time I heard the bolts drawn back I would pray,  Deo, in mano tuo. It was weeks before I realised that it would not be thus. For an hour or two I hoped. And then I understood that I would still die, and that it no longer mattered if it were known, for there was no man with the power or the will to protest, or to do Prince Richard, Duke of Gloucester, harm in revenge.

And now I know the hour of my death. We ride today from Sheriff Hutton, south and west, to the great castle at Pontefract, and there, on the morrow, I am to die.

I have made my will. I shall not see Louis again in this world. There is nothing left to me, either of duty, or of love, except for God.

When there is nothing left, there is always prayer.

Beyond the door I hear the sharp stamp and clatter of men called to attention. The bolts are drawn back, and the well-oiled lock turns like Fortune’s wheel.




II




Antony - Prime 

This midsummer dawn is so early that the world seems barely to have slept. I pull on my gloves, for my hands are still cold: the leather presses the Jason ring into my skin as if Louis himself touches me. Even the horses, dozing in the chill mist, hang their heads as if exhausted, with none of the scuffles and nips that horses do, as men do, to find out who is master this morning. It is sixty miles to Pontefract. We will ride it in one of these days, almost without end, that are bringing me so swiftly to my own.

The Constable has given me his word that at Pontefract lie Elysabeth’s boy Richard Grey, and my cousin Haute, and good old Vaughan. They were taken because they were doing their duty, and under my command. God send that I am allowed to see them. God send them courage.

When most of the men are horsed and ranged about me, I mount too. They are never insolent, rarely even  surly, yet I feel their presence about me as I would a steel chain. The Constable has a pouch of dispatches for Anderson, who commands the troop; they say a few words.

It is the horses as ever who know before we do that the time has come. They are suddenly alert, shifting and tossing their heads, then orders are spoken, the dark bulk of the main gate cracks open, and we ride over the drawbridge and through the bailey, on to the open road.
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