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PART ONE



The night that William Jones’s world changed began like any other.

At six o’clock he rose from his bed, made his prayers and his ablutions. At quarter-past six he took tea and toast with his wife, Eleanor, in their front parlour. And at half-past six, to the beat of the bell of the grandfather clock, he buttoned up his coat, pulled his hat down upon his head, kissed his wife and lifted the latch of his front door.

The steady pace of his footsteps marked out the half-hour walk across Oxford. It was a cold February night. The sky was clear and pinpricked with stars. The moon was nothing but a splinter, the curl of a stray feather stuck to the velvet dark of the sky. William pulled up his collar and watched the mists of his breath rope through the air before him.

He always loved the turning from the lanes of Jericho out on to St Giles. It was an invisible boundary between the quiet domestic world where he was a loving husband and the University where he was a watchman at the college gates. Every time he trod this path he would reflect how the change in the streets echoed the differences between his worlds. The roads of Jericho twisted in upon themselves, and a man could get easily lost. It was sometimes thus when he was sitting by the fireside with his wife. The conversation would ebb and flow between them, full of affection, and talk of the daughter that was blossoming in her belly. But there were times when there were shadowed corners in their speech, when a thing might not mean to Eleanor what it meant to him, and he would feel that he had taken a wrong turning down a dark alley, and was sitting in a room that seemed in outwards appearance to be his home, but was not.

Whereas when he emerged on to the University streets, there stood the broad walls of the colleges, set shoulder to shoulder, their domes, spires and battlements pointing magnificently towards the heavens. And here William knew exactly who he was: he was Porter Jones, warden of the nights, the man who watched over great minds as they slumbered. Here William had a place and a function, and no one could shift him from it.

But on this particular evening, the University was retreating from him as he walked through it. It was often thus when the moon waned. The college walls were swallowed by the night, the lamps that hung over the entrances illuminated them in piecemeal: the mouth of a doorway, say, or the curve of a window. As the scholars slept, it was as if the University simply dissolved itself, brick by brick, stone by stone, and drifted off into the night, leaving only a cornice here, a buttress there, and a few curious gargoyles peering down at the shattered world below.

But if William Jones understood one thing in life then it was the ways of Oxford. He had been at the college his whole life. He had worked his way up from kitchen boy to scout to watchman. He had walked the streets at dawn, dusk, and all the hours in between. He knew every whim of the city and nothing could break his stride. He marched past the expanse of shadow that was St John’s College and turned left down Broad Street. There was Balliol at his shoulder, and its companion, Trinity, with its vaulted roof and gated garden. And huddled next to Trinity, the White Horse tavern, with its belly of a window pushing out upon the street. Every night it framed the same tableau: roaring men, jostling against each other, their backs bent by the beams. It was still remarkable to William that it was here, two years previously, that he had found the woman who had made him a husband. But that was the truth, and all he could really conclude from it was that there was opportunity in any corner of this world if only one had the wits and the will to look for it.

William was by the crossroads at the bottom of Broad Street when the sky split open. He did not register the start of it. A single star fell from its fixture, flared through the sky and was gone, leaving a trail of gold, as if the velvet damask of the heavens had been sliced open. No sooner had it passed than another fell in its wake, and another, and another.

William was striding up Hollywell Street when he noticed the change in the elements. The road before him had a golden sheen about it, turning the cobbles into a river of scattered sovereigns. He looked up. The stars were falling so quick on the heels of one another that they could not be separated. The sky was a smelting pot of liquid light, picking out the ridges of the rooftops. And as the sky spat and hissed, William saw that the college he was set to guard had come alive. It was a creature with a bristled back. The bell tower was the neck of the beast, flame-snouted, snarling into the night. William shook his head, as if to shake the fancy from his mind. The college was a thing of brick and stone and well he knew it. A porter got his position for his watchfulness, not for his dreaming.

He set his shoulder to the door and walked across the threshold.

After her husband left for his night watch, Eleanor Jones sat restless by the fire. The quietness of her life was all so very new to her that often she found herself at a loss about what to do with it. As the daughter of a innkeeper, she had known every evening to be measured out by the beating of fists upon the table and the clashing of glasses. The roaring noise of the tavern was something that she had spent her life waiting to run from, and yet now sometimes she would find herself walking through her house at night, pulling books from the shelves to hear the hammering of them upon the floor, or racing up and down the stairs, for the echo of footsteps.

As a young girl she would kneel upon the window seat at the front of the tavern and watch the passage of the gentlemen striding down Broad Street, willing them to turn and notice her. These men that seemed to have a purpose out there, in the world beyond the beer barrels. So when William arrived she was ready for him. When he courted her with words of love stolen from poets, and flowers stolen from the college gardens, she was quickly won. He was a clever man, and kind and gentle with it. He would take her down to where the parkland roamed wild at the edge of the city. They would embrace in the shadow of the beech trees and he would tell her that together they would have a happy life and he would love her till the end of his days – how could he do otherwise?

She spent the few months of their courtship dreaming of the transformation that awaited her. No longer would she stand at the pumps, watching the beer froth about the tap like the foaming spittle around the mouth of a madman. No longer would she end every evening pitching her father up the stairs. She had found a better kind of man who loved her, and she would set her future alongside his. What matter if his hair was greying and there were lines gathering across his face? Better that than any of the young men who pulled at her across the bar night after night, calling out her name as if they were calling in cattle.

But as they embarked upon the great adventure of their marriage, Eleanor soon realised that what her husband meant by a better life did not quite match her own imaginings. When the college gifted them the cottage, William didn’t see the mould on the walls or the tangled mass of briars and weeds that ranged across the garden. He didn’t see that when they took their tea together, the china would slide slowly but surely across the parlour table, towards the western wall of the house. No, for William the cottage was a symbol of progress, and that was all that mattered. Eleanor loved William for his convictions, but privately, as she passed so quickly from the tavern to the altar, to the marriage bed, to her seat by the fireside with the unborn child turning somersaults against her skin, she suspected that there were things in this world that could neither be foreseen nor forewarned against. As her belly swelled and she could feel the pressure of fists and feet inside her, Eleanor thought about how life had an urgency all of its own, and no fact, theory or plan of advancement could contain it.

When they had first arrived at the cottage there was talk of hanging new wallpaper, fresh paint upon the window frames, the tiny kitchen and scullery being scrubbed from top to tail, even talk of the wilderness of the garden being razed to the ground and replanted by William. But, in truth, the only aspect that changed at all was the front parlour. The shelves became filled with William’s books. He copied out scriptures and set them in picture frames to cover the peeling wallpaper. The Lord bless Thee and keep Thee. Beside them, he placed a map of the Empire and a map of the heavens. William’s telescope was put upon the mantelpiece and, when not at his night watch, he would often be found kneeling up by the window with the brass barrel to his eye, sweeping the curve of the heavens. William, always half in another world.

But still Eleanor knew that having only half of William was a much better arrangement than the whole of her old life. It was worth the damp, the sideways slant of her house, William’s absence at night and his long days of sleeping, for the trade of the beer barrels with the books. All for the lazy embrace of William’s arm across her back when he came to bed at dawn. All for the promise of a daughter.

The child would be a girl, Eleanor was certain. And the midwife had confirmed it: the way the child was changing the shape of her, making her rounded but small-bellied. Boys push away, she was told, setting themselves staring out at the world before they are even in it. Whereas the girls sit close to the spine, embracing their mother.

And when the girl arrived she would want for nothing. In the long nights without William, Eleanor sat in the second parlour, a cupboard of a room set at the back of the house, stitching together dresses for their little girl. Eleanor loved making as much as William loved reading. As a child she would scout the corners of the tavern for scattered shillings, and save them up for a bit of ribbon or lace. For the beauty of the colour and the feel of it against her skin. Her daughter would not have to scrabble around in the dust for such pleasures; she would have them from the very start.

Eleanor was pulling a thread of gold across the cloth of a smock, a tiny thing no wider than the span of her hand, when the sky began to crack. She saw specks of light tumbling past the window and plummeting down into the wilderness. She stood up to get a better sense of it and a pain shot through her belly. There was a mass of water seeping through her skirts. She felt the child tumble inside her. It was too soon. When the pains come you must walk them out, the midwife had told her. Count your hours and send word accordingly. Eleanor braced herself against the doorframe and pushed her way into the front parlour. She began to walk, back and forth, forth and back across the hearthrug.

The grandfather clock loomed above her, the tick tick tick of the pendulum beating out the pain. The painted face of time spun round, a pale moon peeping out from the edge of a sea of stars. On the walls far above, the scriptures ranged. As are the arrows in the hand of a mighty man, so are the children to the LORD.

There was something very wrong in all of this, thought Eleanor.

She hauled herself out on to the doorstep. The sky spat, flamed and tilted. The fire in the heavens was the fire in her belly. Then all was darkness.

In all his twenty-five years at the gates William had never seen a sky like this. The firefall was gathering to a frenzy, streaming down in burning lines of light, arrows aiming straight for their target. Behind the curve of the city wall, behind the bristle back of the chapel, the heavens were emptying themselves into the cloister gardens. There is more to the guardianship of the college than watchfulness at the gate, William told himself, as he pulled his coat around his shoulders, turned the key to the door and set out across the lawns.

When Eleanor came to she was in the front parlour, her back braced by a pile of cloth. Her skirts were pushed up to her waist and there was a grey-haired woman fumbling about her belly.

‘There, there,’ said the woman, smiling a gap-toothed smile. ‘Just lie still and let Nature take her course.’

‘The midwife—’

‘Has been sent for. But this one’s an urgent little thing! It just needs turning.’

Eleanor watched as the woman’s hands pummelled at her waist. The rings upon her fingers danced with light. The sky outside the window twisted and tumbled to the rhythm of the pounding.

Time slipped. Above her, on the painted face of the grandfather clock, the wide white moon smiled down.

Then there was the midwife at her knees. The woman with the grey hair and the sparkling fingers was nowhere.

‘Now!’ cried the midwife.

Eleanor pushed and cried and pushed again, and the child came out, head first, diving into the nest of cloth gathered beneath her. It came rushing out with such an urgency that if the midwife had not been so fast to cut the cord it would have ripped itself away.

‘A boy!’

‘A boy?’ echoed Eleanor, no more than a whisper.

‘A boy,’ repeated the midwife, but she did not sound so certain.

The midwife had spent her life ushering in the lives of others. For over forty years she had, unwittingly, assisted into the world artists, arsonists, cowards, clowns, craftsmen, drunkards, dullards, magicians, murderers, scholars, showmen and men who believed they were God. If not for the spryness of her hands, Oxford would be half the city it was. If anyone had cared to ask her, she could have drawn up a fresh map of the land, marking out its peculiar districts of birth.

In the tiny cottages that carve up the roads to the east of the city, there were the artisans’ children who came into the world running, drumming their heels on their mothers’ bellies, as if eager to take the road to fortune. Then there was the mystery of the tribes who lived along the edge of the canal, the lock-keepers and the boatmen. Within every family there was at least one who was web-footed, or born with grey and slippery skin, as if the mists of the riverbank had crept into the womb and seeded the child. Then on the other side of Oxford, where there lived men who got rich by their thinking, the justices, the clerks and the bookbinders, there in the opulent bedrooms, frowned down upon by oil-painted ancestors, the pale wives over and over again gave birth to the same child: waxen and perfect, but reluctant to uncurl and face the world.

The midwife had pulled children from the womb every which way imaginable, of every shape and size, but never a child like this one.

He was a miniature model of what a child should be and all scrunched up in on himself like a fist. The midwife wiped the blood from his skin. He howled and pawed the air. She sponged down his back. And there, underneath the muck that comes with any child, was a thick line of hair snaking down his spine in a feathered crest. And stranger still, his skin was not that of a premature boy, not the parchment-thin veneer mottled by a blue fretwork of veins. His skin was sallow and dark, like the sunworn skin of a labourer. The skin of a man who had already lived his life, with every year etched upon his flesh by the elements.

Eleanor held out her arms. ‘Let me see him.’

‘In a moment, Mrs Jones.’

The midwife took a length of cotton and bound the boy up tight. Placed in his mother’s arms, he stopped his howling.

‘So small,’ said Eleanor. ‘Can you be sure that he will live?’

‘He’s a fighter,’ said the midwife. ‘He’s got a determination about him.’

‘A boy and a fighter.’

Eleanor gazed into the boy’s dark and wrinkled face and saw nothing she recognised.

William scuttled around the edges of the quad and took the shadowed turning to the cloisters. The vaulted ceiling stretched above his head, the wooden lattice of the rafters sparked with reflected light, carving a great gold net out of the darkness. But this was nothing compared to the fire burning at the heart of the place.

The walls of the cloisters embraced a square of lawn, with a huge tree at the centre, and the tree was aflame. The ancient oak, older than the bricks and stone, older even than the idea of learning, was bursting with light. The branches caught the reflection of the star shower, and the tree was flame-leaved and beautiful. The tower reared above, and the streaming stars picked out the gargoyles cresting the battlements: one open-eyed and laughing, peering down from the eaves as if balancing himself on the edge of the stone to gain a better view; another, turning his back to the spectacle, shoulders hunched, face buried in his hands, as if bearing witness to the end of everything. And rampant above these creatures, stood the dragons, roaring out into the night.

By the foot of the tree was a great thundering hole. William peered down into it. Stuck a foot below the earth was a nugget of rock. He scooped it out and rolled it in his palm. It was still warm. It seemed impossible that something so small could cause such walloping damage. Even more impossible to think that, only moments before, this dull bit of stuff was flaming across the sky.

William placed the meteorite in his pocket. He felt the greatness of creation stretching all about him, the infinity of it crackling through the darkness. The flaming fretwork of the heavens seemed to him the wings of a great angel, beating across the firmament. No sooner had he thought this than the wings folded in upon themselves, sparked once more and were gone. The gap in the sky closed as swiftly as it had opened. William was left stranded in the night, starblind.

He groped his way around the college walls and returned to his watch. Above him the sky seemed fragile, a curve of black glass that might fall and shatter in a moment.

His reverie was broken by a rap at the door. A boy came tumbling into the quad. A young boy, hatless, gownless, out of breath.

‘Porter Jones?’ he gasped.

‘The very same.’

The boy handed over a scrap of paper.

The words were scrawled at an angle, as if trying to escape the page: ‘A BOY’.

When the day porter arrived to assume the post, William could not run from the college quickly enough.

The crossroads at the top of Broad Street was already a scramble of activity: traders were bringing their wares to set up their stalls along Cornmarket. William dodged between the wheels of the carts and the hoofs of the horses. Men sneered down from their perches, souring the air with their curses.

William cried back, raising his hat in his hand, ‘I have a son! A boy!’ but his declarations were lost in the cracking of whips and the thrumming of wheels.

Once the words were out in the air William could not contain them. He went striding down St Giles, hollering up at the college walls as if he were a boy himself: ‘I have a child! A boy, a boy! A son and heir!’

And as he ran, there was a voice at his back. It caught him just by the door of St John’s College.

‘Are you sure?’ A laughing voice, as sharp as steel. ‘Are you quite, quite sure?’

William turned. There was no one, just the wide empty street on either side of him, with the Martyrs’ Memorial anchored into the ground like a great spike. He squinted up into the cloud line, but there was nothing but the scree of the college roof, studded with the bulge-eyed gargoyles, peering out from corner and crevice.

William shrugged the voice aside. It was a trick of the wind, or of the mind or both. In either event, not a thing to be listened to. He picked up his step again, broke into a brisk trot, down into the lanes of Jericho. He passed the townhouses, with their curtains still closed against the day. He turned the corner by the bridge and there, on a spur of land just before the canal separated the streets from the wide open meadow, sat the cottage. And inside the cottage, the bedroom, with his wife under the blankets and a cradle sitting in the bow of the window.

William kneeled down by the cot and plucked the boy out. He could not comprehend the smallness of him, the way the head of the child was dwarfed by the span of his hand, the way the bound-up body was less than the length of his forearm. It gave him a dizzying feeling, a sense that the world had suddenly become unfathomably large. The walls of the room retracted, the ceiling lifted, and he felt stranded in the centre of an echoing chamber. Looking down at the child, it was unimaginable to him that this was how all men began; that poets, priests and thinkers all came into the world as sour-smelling babes.

William pushed back the swaddling bands. The cloth fell away, and there was the scrunched-up parchment face, and the high forehead crowned by the crest of black hair.

‘Welcome to the world, my son,’ he whispered.

The boy opened his eyes and stared straight back at his father.

William looked into those deep dark eyes and saw an undeniable attitude of wisdom. This was no ordinary child, that much was clear. This was a boy who had come into the world before his time, as if he had business to be getting on with that simply could not wait. This boy, made by Eleanor and himself, and yet, also, so utterly otherworldly, was a gift from God. The child came from a place of truth and light. No wonder the sky had flamed at his arrival.

‘Where have you seen, little man,’ William whispered, ‘on your journey?’

The boy blinked but did not answer.

Banked up on the pillows in the bed, Eleanor began to stir.

She opened her eyes and saw William, with their tiny son held in his hand, pulling at the bands that contained him, as if he was unknotting a parcel. And with each unravelling, hair, and leathery skin.

William pulled at the binding cloth until the boy was gloriously naked. He held him up into the sunlight, turning him about. The more William looked, the more he saw that he was holding his own body in miniature. It was all apparent in the detail: the high forehead, the long thighs, the way that one ear was a fraction higher than the other. It gave William an overwhelming sense of pride to think that his son, like himself, was destined to make his way in the world wearing his hat at a slant.

‘We have a boy, Mrs Jones,’ he said softly, ‘and a handsome one at that.’

William took the child to the bed. Eleanor watched impassive as the boy settled at her breast.

‘A strong child is worthy of a strong name,’ said William. ‘We shall call him Edgar.’

Eleanor looked down at Edgar, suckling greedily at her. She found it difficult to hold him.

In the time before Edgar, William would return from his night watch and settle himself down to sleep. But not on this day. Now he sat by the fire and turned the meteorite over and over in his hand. Upon the mantelpiece crouched his telescope. William looked up at it impassively. There was no need to magnify the mysteries of the sky now that the greatest wonder of all had fallen into his house, bound up in skin and hair, and lay in the room above, sleeping.

William took the Bible from the shelf. On the front page there was his name, the dark ink turned rust red through the passing of the years. ‘William Jones, b. 1800?’ Underneath, ‘Eleanor Jones, m. 1845’. He took out his pen and wrote: ‘Edgar Jones, b. 28th February 1847’. William. Eleanor. Edgar. Names that followed each other well.

It was quite a thing for William to look down upon a page and see his name nestled in amongst the company of others, to have a family written out so straight and sure. William was a foundling child, gifted to the college in the dead of night, left shivering and silent by the back gate. He gave the porter who found him no name, and no explanation. But he was a meek and obedient boy, whilst too young to harbour much memory of his origins, quite old enough to be of service.

As he worked his way up the ranks of the college, scrubbing at the cooking pots or bringing a shine to the mirrors in the scholars’ rooms, he was haunted by his own features. His profile was a map of questions. Did he gain his high forehead from his father or his mother? And his fair hair? And his blue eyes?

His questions seeped into his dreams. William would find himself a small child again, walking a maze of unknown streets with a mother or father, or both, holding his hand, pulling at his arm, urging him onwards, faster, faster. And William would be racing at their heels, desperate. But no matter how much he strained to see, their faces were always turned away from him.

William took his dreams and his questions to the college chaplain, the man who had given William his name – William, after free will, Jones as the universal adjunct of the common man.

‘You must ask yourself which matters most in a man’s life, my boy,’ the chaplain said firmly. ‘Is it where one has come from, or where one is destined? Has the college not been good to you?’

‘Yes, sir, but I would still know my own family.’

‘The college is your family now, Master Jones. I suggest that you apply your attention to your future, rather than chasing the ghosts of your past.’

And so William did. Under the tutelage of the chaplain he pursued his learning through his letters and his Scriptures; he chased his ambitions through the mechanisms of the college, up, up and up until he emerged at the gate. And then, in his recent years, he chased the possibility of happiness in his pursuit of Eleanor. Still, in truth, all the while there was still a part of him that was rootless. Even when he said his vows at the altar, in the sight of God and the College, he still felt adrift in his own history.

But now all that was corrected. William was no longer anchorless. He was a link in a chain; his blood flowed through the veins of another. He had a boy: a son who had hidden in his wife’s belly under the guise of a girl. And this, William, was sure, would just be the start of his cleverness.

Edgar. The good son. And accordingly, he would have a good life. He would never be abandoned in the dark night. William would love his son and watch over him. Edgar Jones would know himself and his way through the world, and his life would be full of possibilities.

Despite the thrill in his blood and the joy of the new arrival, sleep reached out to claim William. His eyes closed, his pen sagged sickly in his hand and the soft spitting of the flames was a lullaby.

In his dream William was as he was: sitting in his parlour, the Bible balanced upon his lap and Edgar’s name upon the page. The fire roared and the wood rattled against the grate. The fire roared and the fire laughed. William turned and saw his son, sitting there atop the logs. Edgar, naked, bristle-haired, laughing, with the flames licking up the range of the chimney – gold wings sparking from his back. William grabbed at him, but the fire flared, and he clutched only ashes. Edgar laughed and laughed, ran up the curve of the flames and was gone.

William woke with a start. The ink from his pen had run, staining his fingers soot black. He snapped the Bible shut and posted it back upon the shelf.

After the shock of Edgar’s arrival, the household soon settled back around him. Days passed, with William shored up in bed dreaming his dreams of his son’s future. In the parlour beneath, Eleanor sat by the fire and nursed Edgar. She became accustomed to the pull of him against her, but she still found it hard to look at him, at his sallow skin; at his dark eyes that seemed to stare into the very heart of her and read all her ungenerous thoughts.

Nights passed. William watched at the college gates and Eleanor watched over the edge of the cradle. Edgar kicked in his sleep, as if the bed was a wooden womb that he was eager to break free of. Eleanor’s belly ached with the memory of his passage into the world. And her heart ached for the girl he was not.

Then one morning Eleanor was woken as she always was by the creak of the bedroom door, and the change in the light as her husband filled the frame. She watched as William knelt by the cradle. He babbled wordless nonsense and Edgar chirruped back in kind.

Eleanor went to stand beside them. Edgar had William’s finger caught in his fist and William was grinning down at him as if this was the most astonishing thing he had ever witnessed.

‘He’s got a good grip on him,’ he said. ‘It shows determination.’

‘He’s a child a month old,’ snapped Eleanor. ‘He can’t see further than his own nose. Of course he’s going to hang on to whatever is thrust before him.’

Eleanor went downstairs and set the fire. She put tinder to it and it sparked, spitting her frustration back at her. She drew her chair close and began to pin up her hair, coiling, plaiting and stabbing all into place.

Above her there was the familiar thud of William kicking off his boots. Eleanor shook her head. It was no good throwing her dissatisfaction back at William, as if his love of his son was a thing to be punished. As if he had wilfully cheated her out of a daughter.

She rose from her chair and unlocked the door of the second parlour. The room had been left untouched for a month, and dust was gathering over the silks.

She looked down at the tiny dresses. A rainbow set across the table top: pink, green, blue, purple. All embroidered with flowers and fringed with lace. All useless.

There was a hammering at the front door. Insistent. Fit to shake the walls, fit to wake Edgar.

Eleanor ran through and hauled back the latch. And there, standing on the step, was the woman with the grey hair and the gap-toothed smile. She was wrapped in a velvet cloak and had a bunch of lilies cradled in the crook of her arm.

‘I wonder,’ she said, ‘do you remember me at all?’

She thrust out her hand. The jewels sparkled.

‘We never quite had the chance to introduce ourselves. I am Mrs Simm.’

The old woman had a strong grip. Eleanor thought of herself with her skirts pushed up around her waist and the hands pummelling at her belly, and she blushed.

‘Eleanor Jones,’ she said. ‘And I do remember you, and the great kindness you did to me.’

‘My dear girl, you were screaming fit to shake the street. I would have been a heartless women indeed if I had not come to your rescue.’ Mrs Simm gestured behind her. ‘We have been neighbours for the past year. I have seen you and your husband many times, walking the rounds of your garden and getting yourselves ready for the child.’

Eleanor did not like the thought of this woman peering into her life as if it was some kind of cheap amusement. And she could not help but wonder what else Mrs Simm had seen. Had she been there from the start, when William struggled to lift her across the threshold, his back sticking, almost pitching her into the brambles. And then what? She and William embracing by the window, and the beginnings of Edgar?

‘So,’ said Mrs Simm, ‘shall we go in? Or would you prefer that we discuss our business on the street for the whole world to hear?’

‘Business?’

‘Women’s business.’

Mrs Simm bustled into the parlour. She shrugged off her cloak and smoothed down her skirts. Wide skirts of green silk, and a tailored bodice to match. Eleanor was put in mind of the armies of ducks that paraded the meadow, slipping in and out of the canal, shaking their sheen and honking out their greetings.

Mrs Simm thrust the flowers into the water pitcher.

Eleanor put her hand under the ledge of the parlour table and lifted it an imperceptible inch. The pitcher stayed put.

‘I know it is a little early for you to be receiving visitors,’ Mrs Simm chuckled, ‘but I confess my curiosity got the better of me. I am most eager to see the child.’

‘The child is sleeping,’ said Eleanor curtly.

‘Then you are blessed indeed. And we shall be most careful and quiet in our conversation.’

Eleanor stood stranded in the centre of her parlour as Mrs Simm circled around the room. The tavern had taught her the ways of unwanted guests. She knew how to unwrap the hand of a drunkard from about her waist, how to herd crowds of men out of the door through the ringing of a bell and the flicking of her skirts. But with this woman, who strode up and down before William’s books, peering at the spines, who tipped the telescope and chuckled at the sway of its brass belly, who seemed amused by everything she saw, well, she was like nothing Eleanor had ever encountered and she did not know how to begin to shift her from her moorings.

Once she had done her rounds of the front parlour, Mrs Simm strode straight through to the back, marched over to the table of dresses and began turning them this way and that.

‘What a lucky little thing she is, your daughter, to have such a clever mother.’

Eleanor turned her face to the window, the dead world of the garden clouded with her tears.

Mrs Simm stopped. ‘Forgive me. She came out before her time, did she not?’

Eleanor nodded.

‘There was a deformity, I take it? You must not despair, the doctors are getting cleverer by the day.’

‘Not a deformity as such.’

‘Then what, my dear?’

‘She came out a boy.’

‘A boy!’ Mrs Simm hooted with laughter.

Eleanor did not echo it.

‘I do not mean to mock, child, but that is simply the most absurd thing in the world.’

‘Is it?’

‘Only think of the way the world is set! A woman is a daughter, a wife and a mother, and that is her lot in life. But a boy can be anything that he sets his heart upon.’

Mrs Simm dabbed at Eleanor’s tears with the edge of a gown. Soft blue silk.

‘You are tired, my dear,’ said Mrs Simm. ‘It is only to be expected. But, in truth, the only sadness I can see in your predicament is that all these lovely bits of stuff will never see the light of day.’

Mrs Simm swept out of Eleanor’s workshop and made for the front door. Eleanor followed, pulled along in the wake of her rustling skirts.

Hovering at the doorway, Mrs Simm grabbed Eleanor’s hand again.

‘You are young, Mrs Jones,’ she said softly. ‘You should take pleasure in the surprises of this world rather than grieve over the disappointments.’

And before Eleanor could reply, the door was hauled open and slammed shut behind the visitor. The floorboards jumped with the force of it; the water pitcher went down the slope of the table and crashed upon the floor.

Eleanor squinted through the curtain, watching as Mrs Simm bustled down the curve of the street and entered a house with a manicured garden, and all the curtains closed.

After the floor was mopped, the pitcher cleaned, the dresses stored away, and the flowers set in a vase, Eleanor went back upstairs. She inched open the bedroom door. William was spread across the bed, flat upon his back, mouth open, beached up on the shores of his dreams. Eleanor went across to the cradle. There was Edgar, sleeping with the same aspect as his father, mouth agape, sheets kicked aside, echoing the rise and fall of his breath.

The more she looked, the more she saw. Beyond the surface strangeness of Edgar, there was William rendered tiny and dark – his long limbs, his shock of hair, the way he pawed the air as he slept. And was not William the best man she had ever known?

Eleanor pulled Edgar’s sheets over him and smoothed down his hair. Seek Peace and Pursue It, said the scripture hanging above the bed.

There would be time enough for her and William to set about making a daughter. Eleanor was resolved. Edgar was as Edgar was, and she would learn to love him for it, as she loved William.

But despite all her good intentions, Eleanor struggled with her resolution. Edgar was a slippery child, who fought against her at every turn. When she tried to dress him he would wriggle out of her grasp and burrow down into the blankets, chirruping and barking as he did so, the calls of an animal rather than the cries of a child.

As it was at home, so it was at his christening. Eleanor buttoned him into the robes made for the girl that he was not: a dress of ivory silk, patterned with lace and embroidered with doves, caught at the back by buttons of mother-of-pearl. But when the chaplain poured the blessing down on Edgar’s head, he squirmed as if the holy water burnt him, thrashing about until, Pop! Pop! Pop! The buttons flew off and fell into the font. And there was Edgar in all his glory, with his hair-crested spine, sallow skin and arse tilted to the sky.

By the time he was six months old Edgar had learnt the trick of pilling up his sheets into a mound and scrabbling up to the top of it. Eleanor would wake in the night to Edgar howling into the darkness, and find him standing, hands gripped on the edge of the cradle, chin upon the lip of wood, his shock of hair frosted by the moonlight. She would lay him back and weigh him down with blankets.

But after such awakenings, Eleanor found it impossible to sleep. She would watch the sky turn pale and listen to the birdsong heralding in another day of motherhood. And as she lay there alone, the same question repeated with every rustle of the covers in the cradle: what kind of child have William and I brought into the world?

After eight months Eleanor had had her fill of fractured nights. As the dawn came, she took Edgar and bound him up in her bedsheets. Then she took the cradle and dragged it across the landing, into the room opposite: an upstairs echo of the back parlour. She hugged the belly of it to her and rocked the runners across the floorboards. The striking of wood against wood reminded her of her father, walking the beer barrels across the cellar floor. Her father who, once she left the tavern, had slipped his way to a liquid death within a month. It was no easy task, she knew, to protect a family against the difficult parts of itself.

The room had been unopened since their arrival and was rimed with dirt. Eleanor fetched a brush and a bucket of hot water from the scullery. The rhythm of the bristles against the floorboards soothed her. As the muck was washed away, everything came up gleaming.

William, returning home, went to his bed, only to find Edgar wrapped up in the centre of it, smiling up at him.

‘Hello there, little man,’ he laughed. ‘You set to take your pa’s station already?’

William untangled Edgar, and Edgar was off in an instant, tumbling down the side of the bed, pitching himself on to his hands and knees, racing out the open door, across the landing, into the other room, and hauling himself up against the side of the bucket, set to plunge his fist into the water if Eleanor hadn’t tugged him away.

William stood in the doorway, neither in the room nor outside it.

‘This is all very industrious, my love,’ he said. ‘But surely it’s a little too soon to be best for Edgar.’

Eleanor turned her face to the floorboards and scrubbed harder. The heads of the nails caught against her brush and twisted.

‘And how can you tell what’s best, Will, when you spend hardly a waking hour in his company?’

William looked at his wife. He was a man who prided himself in his observant nature and the change in Eleanor had not gone unnoticed. It seemed to him that for every month of Edgar’s existence Eleanor had aged a year.

William leant down and took Edgar from her, nestling his son to his chest.

‘What do you think, Edgar?’ he said. ‘Shall we set you up with a room of your own and give your mama a little peace? Would that please you?’

Edgar chirruped and smiled and grabbed at William’s watch chain.

‘Edgar is in agreement,’ he said. ‘As am I. It’s never too early for a man to gain his independence, after all. Most likely it will bring him on for the better.’

‘It might.’

William smiled and went thundering down the stairs, with Edgar set upon his shoulder.

Whilst Eleanor scrubbed she could hear them, father and son, babbling away in the rooms beneath her. When she put her cloth to the windowpane, she saw, careering through the brambled wilderness, William, with Edgar swinging from his arms, crying, again and again, ‘Edgar HO!’ And with each great ‘HO!’ he pitched Edgar up into the sky. Edgar flailed out with his fists and laughed his birdlike laugh, stretching up to the apple tree and ripping the golden leaves from the branches.

So things continued, with Eleanor’s concerns and William’s dreams wrapping themselves around their son, and Edgar, tumbling his way through the beginning of his life, unaware of the hopes and fears set upon his shoulders.

Then came the turn of the year. Edgar was ten months old. And as the old year passed and the new one came in, the sky opened up again.

It began with the applause of the evergreens. As William walked the windswept road to the college, the trees whose branches had not been wasted by the winter bent their backs and bowed as he passed beneath them, and the branches came clattering together, leaves playing in the sway of the great wind, giving William an ovation. A polite kind of applause such as might be heard around a dinner table after an apposite observation.

In Jericho the wind whipped through the wilderness to very different effect: brambles struck against each other, and the branches of the apple tree beat upon the windowpane. It sounded as if an army was gathering outside the house. Eleanor sat by Edgar’s cradle, rocking him to sleep. Then the heavens roared and the sky broke across the meadows. The night was shot through with a web of light, a many-fingered claw. The rain followed, falling so hard it sounded like the roof was being hammered apart.

Edgar kicked his feet against the cradle in an echo of the elements.

As William whiled away the night watch, the bells of Oxford competed with the rain, pealing in the new year. At the beat of the final bell, the downpour ceased, as if a valve in the sky had been turned. Then came a bitter cold wind. It licked along the grass, and all that had been fluid was suddenly fixed. William sat there, caged in ice until dawn. When he walked out on to the snow-strewn lawns, the college was a fragile place. It seemed the frost had seeped into the very bricks and turned the stone brittle. The walls shimmered as if they were half glass, half mirage. The dragons on the tower were bearded with stalactites of ice, and looked all the fiercer for it.

In Jericho, Eleanor woke to a street full of cries and hollers. From her window she could see a great crowd of people racing down the road, as if they were fleeing the city.

She went across to the nursery. Edgar was hauling himself up against the side of the cradle and pounding the wood with his fists.

‘That’s right, Edgar,’ she said. ‘There’s something out there and no mistake. It seems like half the world is running to it.’

She pulled back the curtains and there it was: beyond the black stick silhouettes of the wilderness the meadow was gleaming liquid silver. The river had burst its banks and the land was charmed into an icy mirror, which spread out to the mist-shrouded horizon. It was as if the house had upped in the middle of the night and replanted itself at the edge of the world.

William joined them at the window.

‘A new year!’ he cried, kissing his wife and hauling his son into his arms. ‘And what a start to it! We must investigate. Would you like that, Edgar?’

Edgar chirruped on his shoulder.

‘Quite right, you would!’ said William. ‘Put on your warmest stuff, Mrs Jones, and let us set out to the ice.’

William wrapped Edgar up until there was nothing to see of him but his dark eyes peering out of a bundle of blankets. He stuffed the boy inside his coat, strode out of the door, across the bridge and into the meadows, cutting an absurdly pregnant figure as he pushed through the crowds, with Eleanor trailing in his wake.

It was as if the ice had drawn all of Oxford to it – all the tribes of the city, floating across the surface of the frozen world. A few dons clustered under the bridge, conducting cautious expeditions out along the line of the river and back again, their gowns folded behind them. They moved with slow determination, cutting through the sea of people like the great ships of the empire chartering the ocean. Roaring boys darted about like wheeling sparrows, their shouts and hurrahs snapping through the air. They were gathering snow up in their fists and letting it fly across the ice. Couples teetered across the expanse together, some matching each other stride for stride, others falling against one another as if their love had made them drunk. And there, skidding underfoot of all, was a congregation of fat-bellied ducks. Their paddle-feet were unable to find a purchase on the ice as they swayed this way and that, honking out their distress.

The spectacle was matched by a fierce sound that sliced through the air. It was as if the frozen water still held a memory of its fluid form: the turn and tumble of the roaring river rendered sharp and brittle by the swish and sway of the iron against the ice.

William braced his arms around his son. ‘See how slippery the world is, Edgar,’ he whispered. ‘See how most folks spin their way across it without thought or direction. But find a straight line through it and there’s nothing you can’t achieve.’

‘Perhaps the ice is just ice, Will,’ said Eleanor with a smile, ‘and there is nothing more to it than that.’

William shook his head impatiently. ‘There is a lesson in most parts of life, my love, if you have the wits to apprehend it.’

Eleanor looked out into the shifting crowd and saw there at the centre of it was a man spinning free from the masses, turning in circles, dancing across the ice as if it were solid ground. His chest was shielded with armour. A shifting breastplate of sparkling silver. He looked to Eleanor’s eyes like a great coin set spinning across the meadow. It reminded her of the games she played as a child, setting shillings tipping across the bar, taking bets on which way they would fall. Head or tails.

As he spun closer Eleanor saw he was not wearing armour at all, but stacks of ice skates slung about his neck. He came to a halt before them and bowed, and the iron applauded with the movement.

‘Only tuppence for hire, sir!’ he cried.

William shook his head. ‘Still too high a price to pay for breaking my back.’

From the inside of William’s coat Edgar laughed.

The hawker thrust his hand to William’s belly and patted it.

‘Well, aren’t you a funny-looking fella? I bet you ain’t as lily-livered as your pa, are you?’

The hawker swung a pair of skates from their laces. They spun like a weathervane, twisting the light around the metal.

Edgar reached out towards it.

‘If not for your own pleasure, then for the boy’s, sir . . . ?’

William sat down on the snowy verge and exchanged his boots for the skates. As he took to the ice the land beneath twisted against him. The metal teetered one way and then another, and William could not believe that such a thin blade could ever hold him. He curved one arm around Edgar to shield him from the inevitable fall. The other arm flailed in circles like a broken wing.

‘Courage!’ cried the hawker, and he shoved William forwards.

All around there was slicing iron. The trees at the edge of the meadows ran in a black line, turned liquid by his movement. William spun and he twisted until he could not separate the sky from the land. The light on the ice dazzled him. All the elements were rushing into each other and nothing was safe.

Edgar watched from his father’s coat as the sky and the land and the sunlight danced together. The iron shoes of the crowds sparked silver fire and spat up clouds of crystal. The black trees tipped sideways, the blue sky was at his shoulder. Edgar was flying over the skin of the world. The mists opened up in front of him, he was sailing through the clouds.
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Once there was a boy with an extraordinary gift...
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