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Author’s Note


In 1527 King Henry VIII asked the Pope, the leader of the Roman Catholic Church, to grant him a divorce because his wife Catherine of Aragon had not borne him a male heir. The Pope would not agree, so Henry broke with the Church and in 1534, through the Act of Supremacy, made himself the Head of the Church of England. In the 1530s he closed down some eight hundred monasteries across the country, taking over their land and property.


His daughter Mary became Queen after Henry’s death and she tried to restore the Roman Catholic faith in England. When she died in 1558, her younger sister Elizabeth was crowned Queen, and England became Protestant once again. In 1570 Elizabeth was excommunicated by Pope Pius V who called upon loyal Catholics to remove her from the throne.


English exile William Allen set up a seminary in Douai in France to train missionary priests, ardent young men prepared to risk their lives to serve the Catholics in England. By 1580 over a hundred priests came to England, but a number of plots by Catholic conspirators and the Northern Rebellion made the Queen suspicious of all Catholics – and this led to the execution of around two hundred priests and ordinary Catholics by 1603. In 1584 Parliament agreed it was treason to be a Catholic priest in England.


Heretic: A person who holds an opinion at odds with the official or orthodox position; having a religious belief contrary to the views of the established Church – from the Greek hairesis, meaning ‘to choose to depart from the truth’.




Awakening


Pale November light gleamed through wet, black branches. Fallen leaves lay in a sodden cloak on the floor of the forest. Among the dark stripes of tree trunks, the last autumn leaves were glimmers of gold. The rain had passed, but the forest dripped.


Curled in the empty stomach of an elderly oak, the child was half awake, half asleep.


The tree was like a long, hollow cup, open at the top, the child lying like the dregs of a drink, at the bottom.


The forest poked cold fingers into the child’s dreams – the sound of birds in the treetops, the perfume of damp wood and rotting leaves.


At last the child turned in its sleep. It hadn’t moved for a very long time – so long that strands of ivy had grown down into the long cup of the hollow trunk and right over the child’s body. Now the child tugged at the tough cords with its hands, but the ivy was tight, leaving thin red marks on its skin.


The child was still dreaming of the other place – the shadow land with its circles of stones and bright fires, and the crowds of tall people dressed in green and gold and black. They spoke in deep, cold voices and wore thick bracelets above long, white hands. Jewels burned on necklaces and rings. The child didn’t belong to them, the crow people, but didn’t want them to leave either. They had taken something that didn’t properly belong to them and the child wanted it back. They weren’t always kind, the other people. Now they drew away, taking the shadow land with them, like a sea tide sinking away, leaving the child high and dry – stranded in the forest.


If someone had peered into the tree trunk, while the child was in the shadow land, what would they have seen? A heap of dried leaves, perhaps shaped like a figure, and underneath, a dry bone or two – the link holding the child to the ordinary world. Now the child had left the shadow land behind, and its body had emerged and formed itself again around the bones and dust of its earthly remains.


The child turned, scratching at the ivy. A crow landed on the oak tree. The wind ruffled its feathers. Spotting the creature inside the trunk, perhaps the bird was surprised. It hopped from one lip of the tree cup to the other. The bird considered, head tipped to one side. Then it flapped silk black wings and gave one rough call. The sound echoed in the hollow of the tree and the child opened its eyes.


Nothing made any sense at first. The round of light above was broken up by the shape of the bird. The child struggled out of the ivy ropes and sat up. It straightened its fingers, and then rubbed its hands over its face. It was hard to gather fragments of self together, after so long in the shadow land. The body moved of its own accord, but memories were scattered. Who am I? Where? How? It was frightening not to know these things, like standing at the edge of a cliff with nothing to hold on to.


Don’t be afraid, the child reassured itself. Wait a while. You’ll remember.


There was nobody else to lend a hand. The child tugged away the last strands of ivy and stood up. A litter of leaves fell away, strays that had fallen into the tree. The bird, alarmed by developments, flew off.


Although the child could not remember who it was, the method of climbing out of the tree was not a problem. The inside of the oak was rough and woody knobs provided convenient steps. The child’s feet were bare and excellently flexible. It reached the top and climbed out, to see the forest from a viewpoint some twelve feet up. Trees spread away, in every direction. The sky, through a gauze of bare twigs, was dull grey. A huge fungus, like a toad, clung to the broken bark by the child’s right hand.


What to do now? The child clambered down the tree to the ground and sniffed the air. At first the child found it difficult to walk upright. Perhaps the muscles and ligaments of its legs had shortened. With a stoop it half walked, half ran, using hands to help itself along.


The forest hadn’t changed, except in the detail. The generality of trees and undergrowth, the familiar outfit of the autumn season, were just as before. But many of the individual trees had altered. New grown, or gone, or split in storms.


Not far from the oak tree, the child halted and tried to stand up straight. Then it hurried on, clambering over fallen branches, ignoring the scratches of brambles. Ahead stood a tumbled hermitage – its soft brown walls standing among the trees. The child remembered this. It was a holy place, a spring and a tiny stone hut where an old man had lived. How inviting and welcoming it looked. The child hurried, out of breath now, loping like an animal on all fours.


Then it skidded to a halt. The hut was a ruin. The door on the hermit’s cell was ripped away. The child hesitated, afraid to look any further. A picture rose in its mind – an archway where a statue stood, above a pool of water and the bubbling spring. Now the statue was gone and the arch was broken up. Chunks of stone lay half buried by leaves, all around the little clearing.


The child began to shiver. Panic rose, like a flock of dark birds flapping about in its head.


Who am I?


The child scurried into the ruined cell, a bare room with one window. Not a scrap of furniture remained. No ash in the fireplace. The child ran around the room, like a trapped animal. Then it stopped and banged its head on the wall, once, twice, trying to force a memory, wanting to remember. But it hurt very much. The pain stopped the birds flapping in the child’s head, but blood trickled down its forehead. In a daze it stumbled out of the hermit’s cell to the spring. It dipped fingers into the chilly pool and dabbed the water onto the wound. The sun broke through the cloud and spilled light into the clearing. The child leaned over the pool, startled by the reflection in the pool.


What did it see? Long, long hair fell over its shoulders. Skin was stained green and brown, from the long years of fallen leaves, ivy, moss. A child? Not really like a child any more. Something else.


It searched its face, looking for clues. Who was it? Where did it belong? It strained to remember, gritting its teeth. The child beat at its head with the palms of its hands. It threw itself on the ground and thrashed its arms and legs in a desperate blind panic. The inside of its head seemed to burn up in a storm of black and red, and the outside world disappeared altogether.


Then – the sound of a snap.


Someone had trodden on a twig, close by. The child froze. It lay still on the ground, in a sudden terror. Who was coming? Often the child had to hide. The hermit had been the only one to be trusted. So the child lay still, listening intently. A minute passed, and another. Perhaps it was safe. The child’s heart beat fast. It waited another minute, in the cold bed of leaves. All was quiet. Like an animal, the child lifted its head, looking for the intruder. It crept to its feet, snuffed the air. It turned back to the spring in the broken shrine, and looked directly into the eyes of another human being.


A girl. Yes, a girl. The child held its breath.


They stared at each other, wide-eyed, hypnotised – face to face, just a few feet apart. The girl’s mouth dropped open.


The wind rose in the trees. The moments passed. Feelings churned. The impulse to run wrestled with the desire to ask for help. What to do? The child ground its teeth.


How long would they stay like this, just looking at each other, neither knowing what to do?


The child moved first. Fear was winning out. It shrank back, preparing to flee, bunching fists. But the girl dropped her basket and held out her hand.


‘No, wait,’ she said. ‘Don’t go. Wait. I won’t hurt you.’


The child turned again, considering the girl. It knew it should run away and hide but the sound of the girl’s voice was sweet. It was so long since the child had heard a truly human voice.


‘Wait,’ the girl repeated.


The child trembled, torn between hunger for companionship and a fear for its life. It hopped from one foot to another, in an agony of indecision.


The girl reached into her basket and took out a loaf of brown bread wrapped in a piece of cloth, and an apple. She took a step forward.


‘Are you hungry?’ she said, stretching out her hand.


The child could smell the bread, and its mouth watered. Still it was suspicious. Was this a trick? There had been tricks before. No-one could be trusted, except for the hermit. The girl sank to her knees, making herself less threatening. She waggled the bread in her outstretched hand. The child took a small step forward.


‘Take it,’ the girl said. Her voice lured as much as the perfume of the fresh bread. The child’s keen nose also registered the scent of the girl herself, a mixture of wood and tallow smoke and baking. The child took another step forward. It could see the girl’s pale, clean skin, her blue eyes and a few stray strands of blonde hair escaping from the rim of her white cap. The girl’s hands were pink from the cold and her knuckles were raw, from work. The child snatched the bread and darted away again. The girl didn’t move. She just nodded and smiled reassuringly.


‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘Eat it. I’ve got some more.’


Keeping its eyes fixed on the girl, the child tore into the bread. How hungry it was. Perhaps its belly was packed with bark and moss and acorns. The bread tasted good. The small loaf disappeared in a minute or two. Then the child regretted its greed, for right away its stomach began to ache. After so long in the shadow land, perhaps it should have eaten more cautiously.


The girl held out the apple next and the child took that too, though it didn’t eat it.


‘Are you living here?’ the girl asked. ‘My mother sent me out to the shrine, to tidy it up. We’re not supposed to, of course. I haven’t been here for ages. And I don’t know what I can do, because they took the statue of the Virgin away and broke it up. But I’ll do what I can.’


She stood up and walked to the spring beneath the broken arch. The child followed her, hanging back. The girl picked up half a dozen birch twigs from the ground to make a simple brush and she swept away the fallen leaves from the low wall around the pool and the ledge beneath the arch where the statue used to stand.


Then she turned to the hermit’s cell, sweeping out the leaves. She poked around in the empty fireplace, clearing the dust. The child slunk in behind her, to watch. The girl talked a lot. She chatted away as she worked, explaining what she was doing. Although she seemed relaxed, the child was aware the girl was still wary, keeping a watch. Then something else caught her attention.


‘Oh!’ she said, squatting in front of the hearth. ‘Oh! Look what I’ve found.’


She tugged at a loose brick at the back of the fireplace. Her efforts dislodged a fat lump of soot, which fell into the hearth in a puff of fine black dust which settled on the girl’s face and apron.


‘Oh!’ she exclaimed again, wiping the soot from her eyes. She pulled out the brick and thrust her hand into the hole behind. She took out a small pewter cup on a piece of broken chain and showed it to the child.


‘This is for the spring,’ she said. ‘It used to be fastened in the wall, so people could drink. There’s something else though, further in.’


She put the cup on the hearth and again reached into the hole at the back. She drew out a large bundle of very ancient parchment, haphazardly folded and rolled. The papers cracked as she pulled them open. The parchment was damp and mouldy, brown-stained. Still the black ink marks were clear to see. The girl glanced at the words of the pages, turning from one to another.


‘Latin,’ she said. ‘Prayers.’


The child hopped from one foot to the other, peering over the girl’s shoulder. The parchment smelled unpleasant, except for the faintest familiar aroma of the hermit, once the child’s friend. The girl, however, did not seem impressed. She stuffed the parchment back into the fireplace and replaced the brick.


‘It’ll be safer here,’ she said. ‘There are papers everywhere. We have to be careful.’


The child didn’t understand what she was talking about but it squatted beside the girl. They were very close to each other now and the girl wrinkled her nose. The child realised its own smell must be very strong.


‘Where are you from?’ the girl asked. ‘Have you lived here a long time? Are you an orphan?’


The child stared into the girl’s small, oval face, studying her features. She had very fair lashes and shapely, pale pink lips. Her teeth were clean and white. The girl stared back with equal curiosity.


‘Can you speak?’ she said softly. ‘Do you understand me?’


They stared at each other. The child frowned. Then it nodded. Yes, it understood perfectly. Could it speak? Once, before this last long, long sojourn in the shadow land, yes it could. The child was beginning to remember. Memories of the ordinary world were coming back. But it had to be patient, not to grab, not to want it all at once.


It opened its mouth.


‘Yes,’ it said. The sound was like a croak. It was hard to speak after so long. Its voice sounded very odd.


‘Yes,’ it repeated. ‘I can speak.’


The words came out slowly, as though the child had to find each word.


Wide-eyed, the girl smiled. Her eyes were shining.


‘My name’s Elizabeth,’ she said. ‘What’s yours?’


This was the question the child dreaded. A name. It wrinkled its face, knowing not to try to force the remembering, but to let it happen of its own accord. It closed its eyes. Elizabeth waited patiently.


The child dropped its face forward and cleared its thoughts, and at last a doorway seemed to open in its mind. The child gave a huge, profound sigh, through its entire body. It turned to Elizabeth.


‘Isabella,’ it said. ‘My name is Isabella Margaret Leland.’


Elizabeth hurried back to the town. Already the afternoon was gloomy, the evening swiftly drawing in. Elizabeth’s dress was sooty, and mud clung to the hems of her skirt. Her excitement, however, exceeded her worries about the scolding she expected when she got home. She had left Isabella at the hermit’s cell with the rest of her own bread and a warning not to stray from the shrine. Elizabeth wanted to keep this extraordinary discovery to herself. A green girl! Perhaps she was a faery or a changeling. How strange she was – moving like an animal. And the way she smelled – of mud and earth, mixed in with some peculiar sweet and exotic perfume.


Elizabeth had to think carefully what to do next. If anyone else found Isabella, they might take her away before she had a chance to work out a plan. She had heard of wild children before, like the story of Romulus and Remus, who were raised by wolves. Had Isabella been raised by wolves? But Isabella had learned to talk. Not a snatched baby, then. Perhaps a lost child.


Elizabeth trotted back to the muddy highway through the forest. Not far ahead the trees gave way to fields, the crossroads, and further on, the town on the hill. The sun was sinking. Light reflected on long puddles in ruts left by cartwheels. Threads of smoke rose from the houses on the hill. The broken ruins of the old abbey were plain to see, rising above the level of the rooftops. Elizabeth was hungry, having given all her bread to the wild girl, but it was hard to think about food when her thoughts were taken up by the fact of her marvellous discovery.


At first she had been afraid, spying the low shape leaning over the spring. She had thought it was a wolf. The creature she had seen peering into the water was dun-coloured, from a distance, with a thick pelt hanging over its back. Then the animal began to beat its head with its hands, and Elizabeth feared it was something unholy, a goblin, or a lunatic. She was torn, between fear and curiosity. Elizabeth was brave though. She didn’t run away. Slowly she inched her way around the creature, trying to get a better view, to find out what it was. And then Elizabeth realised she was looking at a human being. It was a girl. And the girl threw herself on the ground in a kind of tantrum and Elizabeth stepped closer. Clumsily, she had broken a stick beneath her boot.


The wild girl’s hair was very long, hanging in heavy brown clumps right to her knees. And her skin was green. Yes, it was truly green. The girl was wearing a torn brown tunic, very ragged and too small for her. This left her arms and legs bare, and the skin was mottled with the greens of moss and oak. Green dapples on the pale face. Patches over the backs of her hands, though when Elizabeth handed over the bread she saw the girl’s palms were white. And the wild girl – Isabella – had huge long nails on her hands and feet. Like claws.


She guessed Isabella was about twelve – the same age as herself. It was hard to be sure because the wild girl was very thin. She didn’t look frail though. She looked strong. She would have to be tough to survive on her own in the forest.


Elizabeth hurried through the crossroads. The place was haunted. Several years ago a robber had been hanged and buried here, outside the town, and after darkness people avoided it. But Elizabeth was nearly home now. She walked at the edge of the highway, trying to avoid the mud. She passed two fields full of cows, crossed the bridge over the river, and ran up the steep cobbled hill to the marketplace.


She lived in a house on Silver Street, among the other merchant families. Her house was the largest on the street, with coloured glass in the front window. Despite appearances, however, the family was not prosperous. Their stubborn loyalty to the Roman Catholic Church had cost them dear. Elizabeth’s father, Edward Dyer, was away on business but never made any money. No-one wanted to work with him. The house was cold and quiet, only one servant left, which meant Elizabeth, her mother and younger sister Esther had to take on the work of the household. They scrimped and saved to educate her brother Robert at the university in Oxford.


Elizabeth opened the front door and took off her muddy boots. Inside, the house was dark, the candles not yet lit.


‘Elizabeth? Is that you?’ A voice came from another room.


‘Yes, Mother. It’s me,’ she called out, quickly brushing gluey crumbs of dirt from the bottom of her skirt. She put her boots to one side and replaced them with a very old pair of woollen slippers.


‘Elizabeth, come here!’


She hurried through the living room to the kitchen at the back of the house where Mary, the housekeeper, was tending a pot over a fire in the large hearth. After the chill of outdoors, the kitchen was hot and bright. Elizabeth’s mother, Jane Dyer, was standing beside the long wooden table with her head in her hands. Elizabeth’s younger sister Esther was sitting on a stool by the side of the fire, fussing over a piece of embroidery.


Jane looked up when her elder daughter came in.


‘Where have you been?’ she said. ‘I was afraid for you. I shouldn’t have sent you on your own. What was I thinking?’


In a miniature portrait, painted when her mother was just sixteen and engaged to be married, Jane was a beautiful young woman with a wide, pale forehead and curls of golden hair. Twenty years later, it was hard to see the remains of the glowing girl in the tired woman. Jane was thin but her body was saggy. Her face was always grey and tired. Life had been difficult for them all, and Jane, more than any of them, had to deal with the difficulties. This wasn’t the life she had expected to lead.


Elizabeth’s father was often away from the town with his business, and Robert was at the university. It wasn’t easy for the girls when the other merchants’ daughters paraded in new dresses and Elizabeth still wore her mother’s cast-offs. Elizabeth’s hands had grown red and chapped from scrubbing vegetables and helping with the laundry while the other girls read poetry and learned to play the lute.


‘Did you find the saint’s shrine? Did you go the way I told you?’ Jane said.


Elizabeth nodded. Mary glanced over her shoulder, still stirring at the pot.


‘What is it like?’ Jane said.


‘Broken. Deserted. I tidied it, as you said. Swept out the leaves.’


‘Did you pray?’


Elizabeth nodded, but she looked away from her mother. She hadn’t prayed. The wild girl had distracted her. The prayers had been forgotten. Jane looked at her closely, perhaps sensing the untruth. Elizabeth’s cheeks burned.


‘Did anyone see you?’ Jane said softly. ‘It was a foolish undertaking, but I wanted it done. Did anyone see you?’


Still staring at the table, Elizabeth shook her head. Isabella did not count. This second falsehood was perhaps only half a lie. Isabella didn’t belong to the ordinary world. She wasn’t a threat to them.


Jane still regarded her carefully.


‘Well done,’ she said. ‘Go again, but not too soon. Take your basket and if anyone asks you, tell them you’re looking for mushrooms, or firewood. People know we haven’t the servants to do all the work any more. And the Virgin Mary, she will see we haven’t forgotten her. Saint Jerome will pray for us.’


Jane crossed herself, and the servant, by the pot, nodded and crossed herself as well. It was a risky, secretive business, clinging to the old faith.


Elizabeth helped her mother and the housekeeper prepare supper. If her father were home, they would light the fire in the main room. Tonight, though, Elizabeth would eat with her mother and sister in the warmth of the kitchen. Edward had been away a long time. He had travelled across Europe to Venice, hoping to make money importing silks and spices. His letters were infrequent and his family missed him dreadfully. Somehow the straitened circumstances didn’t matter so much when they were all together – and Edward rallied their pride in the Catholic faith, telling them how generations of Dyers had served the great abbey. And they cherished a great secret – a trust bestowed upon the family by the Catholic Church long ago, a secret they would protect even unto death. Pride in the importance of this trust helped them bear the persecution and held them all steadfast in the faith.


Elizabeth sighed. Sacred trusts were all very well, but they didn’t ward off the cold or help pay the fines they faced for not attending Protestant church services. When Edward and her brother were away, only Jane and her sister were left. The glamour of their faith had faded. Life was falling apart at the seams.


They dined on a broth of barley, onions and root vegetables, with pieces of coarse bread. Elizabeth was very hungry. Mary lit a tallow candle that cast a dim yellow light on the table, and brought them stewed apples and a handful of dried raisins to follow. Esther was chatting on and on about her afternoon helping with the baking but Elizabeth could see her mother wasn’t paying attention. She wriggled on the bench, trying to keep warm by the fire, her mind full of Isabella.


After the meal they sat together in the warm space before the hearth and Jane told them a story from the Bible. Then they bowed their heads and prayed for a blessing, for the health and safety of their father and brother, for the forgiveness of their own sins and the restoration of the true Church. When the candle began to die the girls left the sanctuary of the kitchen and made their way through the dark, cold house and up the stairs to the bedroom they shared.


Elizabeth lay awake beside her sister for a long time. They went to bed early now, because candles were expensive. She couldn’t stop thinking about the wild girl. What would she be doing now? Where did she sleep? How cold and dark it must be sleeping alone in the forest. Elizabeth shivered, pulling the blanket closer around her body, sensing the warmth of Esther close beside her. Elizabeth had to find some way of bringing Isabella back to life – to human life, a home and a family to be with. She had to rescue her. This would not be easy.


Outside Elizabeth could hear the voices of men, as they walked home from the taverns. The moon rose into the space of the little window. A dog barked. Esther gave a tiny snore and hiccup in her sleep. The stairs creaked as Jane made her way to bed.


Elizabeth tried to will herself asleep but she was wound up tight, thinking about the wild girl and what she should do. Tomorrow she would go to the forest again, with food and something for Isabella to wear. Complicated plans unfolded inside her head. She tossed and turned, growing hot and itchy.


She drifted into sleep for a while. She dreamed the wild girl was eating the sheaf of papers they found in the fireplace. Elizabeth scolded her for destroying a piece of the old religion and the wild girl was sick, bringing up long shreds of parchment with the words still written upon them, except that the words didn’t make sense any more. Then the wild girl began to beat her head again. The sounds of her blows were shocking and loud.


Elizabeth jolted awake, her heart thundering. Someone was knocking on the door.


She was afraid. Who was it, coming in the night? The moon had sunk from the window. It was very late. The knock came again, a low, insistent thud.


She climbed out of bed and hurried into her mother’s room, the floorboards icy beneath her bare feet.


Jane looked very peaceful when she was asleep, as though her worries had fallen away. Elizabeth didn’t want to wake her up but the knocking came again. Elizabeth ran to the window and looked down to the street in front of the house. Two men were standing there, heavily cloaked. A face turned up, to the window. Her heart seemed to jump to her mouth.


‘Robert!’ she said aloud. ‘Mum, wake up. Wake up. Robert’s here.’


Jane’s eyes flicked open.


‘Robert?’ she said. ‘What’s happened to him?’


‘He’s here! Outside the door!’


Not waiting for Jane to climb out of bed, Elizabeth ran out of the room and down the stairs. She drew back the bolt on the front door. The servant, Mary, was behind her now, coming from the kitchen, where she slept, tugging a shawl over her shoulders. Elizabeth flung open the door.


‘Robert!’ she cried. The two men stepped over the threshold. They were well wrapped against the weather. Robert’s companion was swathed around the neck and face with a woollen scarf. Elizabeth flung herself into her brother’s arms, not minding the icy cold of his coat against her warm body. He laughed, ruffling his hand through her hair.


‘Robert!’ Jane was standing on the stairs, a blanket over her long white shift. She stretched out her arms and reached out for her son.


‘Robert,’ she said again. ‘Quick, Mary, light a candle. Revive the fire. It’s so dark. I want to see my son!’


Mary nodded and hurried into the kitchen. Little Esther emerged from her bedroom, very sleepy. Robert and his guest were given the chairs to sit on, close to the kitchen fire, while Mary warmed beer and food for them. Jane perched upon a stool, beside Robert. Her pale blonde hair was loose over her shoulders, her face bright and happy. Elizabeth stood to one side, hopping from one cold foot to another, as the men slowly warmed and took off their hats and coats and scarves. How grown up Robert looked now, hardly like the brother she remembered. At nineteen he was a man, with a man’s voice and a man’s confidence. He was not as blonde as his mother and sisters. His eyebrows were dark, his hair wood-coloured and trimmed to the shoulders and he had a neat beard. How handsome he looked to Elizabeth, aglow with the adventure of his night ride.


The womenfolk waited patiently while the men dined, bursting with curiosity about the man Robert had brought home with him, and the need for a journey by night. But it would be rude and disrespectful to ask before they were ready. Esther clung tight to her sister’s skirt, intimidated by the stranger, but eager not to miss any of the excitement. Elizabeth watched her mother stare at Robert, her face so keen and hungry she looked as though she wanted to eat him up. But Elizabeth sensed the change between them, Robert a man now, his mother an old woman who must wait on him.


‘I’m sorry to wake you so late,’ Robert said at last. ‘I think you will understand the need for discretion and for speed. I want to introduce you to a very important friend of mine.’


He gestured towards the other man.


‘This is Thomas Montford. He is a priest and a Catholic and he has come from the seminary at Douai in France. He has a mission to bring the English back to the true faith. He has spoken secretly to Catholics at the university and celebrated Mass in private rooms. But the church authorities got wind of him, and what he was doing, and it was necessary for us to leave as soon as we could.’


Jane drew back, and put her hand over her mouth. Elizabeth looked at the priest, this Thomas Montford. He was older than her brother by some ten years, strongly built, like a wrestler, with black, curly hair and a beard. When Robert finished speaking the man leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs.


‘Thank you for the shelter you’ve provided me,’ he said. ‘I understand your family follows the true faith. Your son has been an ally and support for me these last months and when I was in danger he offered me the safety of your home.’


Jane nodded, her hand still over her mouth. Elizabeth could see she was afraid. Jane didn’t look at the priest. She turned to Robert.


‘Do you know what danger you bring upon us?’ she whispered. ‘Do you know what would happen if it was found out we harboured this man? For pity’s sake! Do we not suffer enough for our faith already? What about your sisters, Robert, what about them? And your own safety? Do you understand what they would do to you?’


Robert stared at his mother and his lip trembled. For a moment he looked like the boy Elizabeth remembered. He was about to speak when the priest put up his hand.


‘Do you think I don’t know the danger I bring with me?’ Thomas said. His voice was rich and warm, and his eyes, fixed on Jane, were passionate.


‘I have celebrated Mass in people’s homes, and I have spoken out for the need of England to return to the Catholic faith, and against the heretic Queen,’ he said, in a fierce, low voice. ‘If the authorities catch me I will be tried and convicted of treason. Do you think I do not understand the penalty for treason? That I should be tormented to reveal the names of my fellows, and then I should be executed?’


Jane couldn’t draw her eyes from the priest’s face. Her breathing was fast and shallow. Elizabeth lingered in the shadows. Her mouth was dry. She couldn’t swallow.


The man spoke more gently now.


‘If the people of England aren’t taken back to Rome they will not find salvation,’ he said. ‘They will be doomed to an eternity of torment in hell. Our Lord Jesus Christ was beaten and executed for his faith, to save us, and I am prepared to take the same risk, to follow in his footsteps. All I ask of you, is to hide me here for a time, until the furore in Oxford has passed and I can move on again. There are more Catholic sympathisers in the north, and that is where I will head.’


‘We must help him,’ Robert said.


Jane nodded. She wiped her nose on the sleeve of her shift, and crossed herself. The priest sat back in his chair.


‘Of course we must,’ she said. ‘Forgive me my doubt and fear. We will do whatever we can. Will you pray for us?’


The priest nodded. They all fell to their knees and the priest spoke a Latin blessing over their heads.




Brothers


Robert got up early the next morning and dressed by candlelight. He ate a generous breakfast with the priest Thomas. Together the men polished off pork chops, nuts, cheese and apples, while the women hovered around them, anxious to give them a good meal. The small store of food was stripped bare, in honour of the guests. Robert told his mother and sisters about life at Oxford, the long lessons in Greek and Latin and mathematics, his cold lodgings and the miserable landlady who grumbled about the hours he kept. He moaned about the poor clothes he wore, compared to the bright silks and furs adorning the richer students, though Elizabeth noted his poor clothes were still warmer and finer than her own. She loved her brother, but listening to him, she wondered if he truly understood how hard it was for his mother and sisters, to live on the meagre money left over. His battle with student poverty seemed like an adventure – not the day after day grind endured at home, the endless cutting back, the poor food and hard work.


Elizabeth sighed. It was hard to be cross with him for long. He looked so happy to be home and their mother had come alive, to be with him. And now he was leaving again, heading back to Oxford and entrusting Thomas to their care. He would walk to the crossroads and take the coach on the long, muddy journey to the university. After the meal Robert and the priest shook hands, and embraced awkwardly. Then Robert threw his arms around his mother and kissed her hard, on the cheek.


‘Goodbye,’ he said, unwilling to let her go. ‘Take care of Thomas, and yourselves.’


He turned to his sisters, embraced Esther and patted Elizabeth on the head.


‘Be good,’ he said. They all stood together a moment, the mother and her three children, and the priest who had come from France. Elizabeth squeezed her eyes shut, wanting the moment to last, this circle of precious people, believing the feelings they had for each other might protect them. ‘Please, God, please, Holy Mother, please, take care of them,’ she prayed silently, longing for safety, for the family to be together again.


‘I have to go,’ Robert said, breaking the spell. His face was tired and white and his eyes watered. For a moment Elizabeth thought he was about to weep, but Robert coughed loudly and turned away from them. Then he straightened up, becoming a man again. He opened the front door, stepping out into the bitter cold air. He looked back and waved awkwardly. Beyond his head, the sky was washed out, a pale dawn with a powdering of red over the rooftops. One last star twinkled. Robert picked his way over the mud along the cobbled street, and disappeared down the hill. The priest returned to the kitchen but Jane stood a long time in the doorway, until he had disappeared from sight. Even then, she didn’t come in. Elizabeth pulled Jane’s sleeve, wished her mother loved her as much as she loved Robert.


‘Come in, it’s cold,’ Elizabeth said, still tugging. ‘He’s gone now.’


Jane pressed her lips together. Her body was stiff and resistant, like a piece of wood.


‘Mum, please.’


Jane shivered. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, still staring through the doorway. ‘Elizabeth, I’m so afraid. I have a terrible feeling.’ She pressed her fingers to her chest, above the heart. ‘I don’t know why – but I can’t help it.’


‘What? What is it?’


Jane stared over Elizabeth’s head. ‘It’ll kill me,’ Jane said. ‘It will be more than I can bear. I’ve tried so hard. I’ve endured so much. But this, this will be the end of me.’


‘What?’ Elizabeth cried. ‘What’s going to happen?’


‘I am so afraid for him,’ Jane said. ‘He’s so young and brave. But I have a premonition. I don’t think he will ever come home. I am not going to see him ever again.’


Elizabeth swallowed.


‘You don’t know that,’ she said. ‘How can you say so?’


But Jane wasn’t listening. Her eyes were fixed to the point along the street where her son had disappeared from view. Tears leaked over her face.


‘You don’t know that,’ Elizabeth repeated. ‘You mustn’t say it. And we’re still here,’ Elizabeth whispered. ‘Esther and I. And Father will be home soon.’


Jane nodded, holding her daughter against her. But her eyes were still on the doorway.


Elizabeth went to the kitchen to eat her own meagre breakfast. The priest was sitting on a stool by the fire, staring at the flames and lost in thought. He didn’t seem to notice her, as she ate and observed him. Was he afraid? What was he planning? Elizabeth had heard the stories about other heretic priests, who had been captured and charged with treason, suffering terrible torments and a bloody execution. And now Thomas Montford had brought those dangers to her own home, and like a cloak, the threat spread out to cover them all.


The priest sat up straight, and turned to Elizabeth.


‘Your brother has told me a great deal about you,’ he said. ‘Robert told me you were very clever and lively, never stopped talking – but you are quiet this morning. Are you afraid, Elizabeth?’ The priest’s cheeks were ruddy from the fire, his lips still moist from his breakfast. Nothing about Thomas’s appearance suggested priestliness. He wasn’t lean from fasting, or pale from hours in prayer. Instead he looked like a man who could wrestle and ride to hounds, who would spend his days in the sun and weather, and his evenings relishing hearty meals.


Elizabeth put down her crust and tried to swallow the halfchewed ball of bread in her mouth. The priest intimidated her. She looked at the table and swallowed. The bread seemed to lodge in her dry throat like paper.


‘Yes,’ she said simply. ‘I am afraid.’ But she lifted her face and looked directly at the priest. His eyes were green, lines curving from the corners in a way that suggested he was a man who often laughed. He smiled now, and his face looked so warm and generous Elizabeth’s shyness melted away. She smiled back.


‘Aren’t you afraid?’ she said.


‘Of course.’


Elizabeth continued to look steadily in his face, trying to understand him.


The priest continued. ‘What I have to do is so important I have to put my fear to one side. I see my fears and I say how-do-you-do to them, and then I put them behind me. Do you understand? My fears are still there, but I don’t let them worry and gnaw. The job has to be done, Elizabeth. I heard God’s voice, and he wasn’t to be put off.’


Elizabeth’s eyes widened. ‘God spoke to you?’


The priest nodded. ‘He speaks to all of us, if we listen hard enough.’


Elizabeth looked at him. Had God ever spoken to her? She prayed every morning and night, counting off the prayers on the clay beads of her precious rosary, the blue paint worn away beneath her fingers. No, God had not spoken to her yet, and perhaps she was glad he had not, if the voice might ask her to risk her life as the priest risked his. Of course she should be prepared to die for the Lord, as he had died on the cross for her. But Jesus hadn’t wanted to die either. Even he was afraid, as he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane before the crucifixion and asked for the cup of death to be taken from him. Elizabeth’s eyes filled with tears, to think of it, Jesus all alone while his friends slept, Jesus knowing what would be done to him, how he would suffer. Her heart was already in turmoil, missing her father, seeing Robert, and losing him, and now talking to the priest who risked death every day he remained in England.


The priest’s smile was gentle now, seeing a tear slip down Elizabeth’s cheek.


‘There,’ he said. ‘God is with us. Take heart. You have a job too, you know. Take care of your mother, Elizabeth. Help her and be kind to your sister. Say your prayers. Wait for God to speak to you too.’


Elizabeth wiped her nose with the back of her hand. In the hearth the fire crackled and spat. The servant pushed her way through the back door, dragging a basket of logs and cursing under her breath.
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