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To Eglantine





This is the story.

There was a king, Lear, or Leir, son of Bladdud the Mad. Great gift-giver, with his many knights and liegeman Kent, he ruled for decades. He had three daughters, no sons.

When old and care-bent he said to these daughters, I will pass on my crown and divide my kingdom, and give most to the one who says she loves me best. And the Lady Goneril said, I do love thee most, and won a portion. And the Lady Regan said, I do love thee better, and won a portion. And the honest Lady Cordelia said nothing, and was banished, married to a foreign king over the seas. And Goneril and Regan took all.

Alas for foolish Lear, he went to Goneril and said, Will you care for me in my age? and she said, No. And he went to Regan and said, Will you care for me in my age? and she said, No. And so he became mad as his father had been.

And Cordelia and her king returned, to conquer his land and care for him, but were broken in battle with the sisters, and Cordelia killed where she stood. And the ladies Regan and Goneril did die of spite. And Lear died of heartbreak for Cordelia; and only his liegeman Kent was left, to mourn him.

So: hearken to this, messengers, men on the fleetest of horses.

Care-bent king Lear is dead.

His two eldest daughters, the Lady Regan, the Lady Goneril, dead.

His youngest, most beloved, Cordelia, dead.

No sons.

So let it be known.






BOOK 1






1.

The word has come that he is dead, now, and the girls. And that it is finished.

Today they will ring the bells. The priest will say four masses, for their souls. The autumn light is fragile and my veil is thick, and I must descend. To light the candles. This is just and Christian, and I am afraid.

I pause now at the head of the stair. The arc of a silvered glass on the wall holds my face, its jaw thrust like blackthorn. Through the density of my linen veil it loses its distinguishing parts, becomes mass and hollow, an unnamed plain. I trace the forehead, the lips he once called house of all my country, and they are foreign, without place. Hidden, like a white fox in a blizzard.

Though my sight is covered I feel the first shadows of vespers arriving. The peeling off of sky.

I am the queen of two crowns, banished fifteen years, the famed and gilded woman, bad-luck baleful girl, mother of three small animals, now gone. I am fifty-five years old. I am Lear’s wife. I am here. History has not taken my body, not yet.

The lady Ruth holds my arm, her shoulder’s serving thickness at my back. I lean to the wall of the stair and pitch forth, into the dark.



In the abbey chapel they are massed, waiting. Few of them have seen me; I am mostly myth, the abbess’s legendary woman. Taut in herself. Their covered heads turn: nuns are not invulnerable to curiosity – they seek God in every small stone.

Shame flows into me. That the queen should be here, that she is thrown so low in the world. It makes me ache in my lungs and mouth, a pain that smothers even the misery I have been under since yesterday, when the messenger came. That was low and brutal, a keening. This new raw feeling is higher, cruel, as if pressed burning on my hand.

Ruth moves to lay my veil over my shoulder. As a modest widow should wear.

I feel its weight on my body and am engulfed with fire. Scorch across the floor. The bloodiness of my rage, the colour of it on my skin, burning all that touch me. Hence Lear would call me storm-wife, as he walked through the upper hall banging shutters in pretended caution, knowing that my anger could tear away a roof, strip a palace clear.

I full throw the veil across my forehead and find the light. My age-scored cheeks, the famous eyes that Lear’s Fool held as ‘sweet vipers’ in verse: let them witness it. A queen wrapped, indistinct, is no queen. Let me be fresh to them, bleeding, brought in still shuddering from the hunt. Let them prise me from the jaw of this.

A woman’s small intake of breath, at my nakedness, the raw circle of my face. Which they have never seen. Then silence.

So unveiled I take the front pew, with its royal mark, the crest of the king upon a cushion never used. The priest Manfred will not look at my face. Begins.



After he has done, we process down the aisle. The abbess pauses, lets me pass before her from the front pew. Rank is here even in death.

So: I lead them all out into the pale sun of the abbey cloisters. Head of the funeral column. I think of horses, of a small local animal being hitched to tiers of carriage-ponies to guide them across rivers or dense marsh ground. Pushing through mist in the royal coach, I once looked out and saw a donkey raise its trembling ears at the front of the train, listening to the air.

They are expecting me to weep. Also they wish to see me in full, the sun on my half-greyed hair, and compare my face to the circulated woodcuts from my marriages. Most had it near to the bone: a long chin, high eyes in a watchful oval under a blotted, spiked crown. Ancient blood pooling in my cheeks. The artists gave me a small mouth for fashion, but really I have a broadness in the lower lip, which Lear’s braver poets liked to pun upon. She’s of good stock, she has the lip of a stockfish.

What one remembers, what comes swimming up from the silt.

I have been here for fifteen years.

The abbess comes and places her fingers on my bare wrist, then does the sign of the Holy Cross, stitching it into the air, where it hangs. In great grief there is still the glory of the Lord, she says, and is so deeply young she has perhaps not presided over a memorial of rank before. Even a mocker such as this – a funeral with no bodies, merely four candles on the altar-cloth, to signify. One flame, and one, and one, and one.

Suddenly my density, the anger that had weighed me to my seat, like a stone, is dissolved, and instead there is dangerous lightness, hollow, as if a child could blow and collapse me.

I take my wrist from her and give it to the lady Ruth, who grips it wholly, within both hands. She has been crying, the moist edge of her habit clinging to her neck. The abbess wants to speak, looks at my face, retreats.

When the messenger came I was rising from prayer, shaking the dust from my tunic, which has Flemish thickness to distinguish myself, my visible rank. I heard his horse stamp beside the gate and thought, Stallion, eighteen hands, hard-ridden. I have animal-sound in me: I can hear the brush of them through walls and know their bone-weight, how they move.

He came through the courtyard, asked for the abbess by name to give his news. Had sweat across his back down to the slick of his breeches from the swiftness and inelegance of the ride. I knew and measured men by that once.

The abbess said, May his God protect and cherish his soul.

A violent thing descended. Hawk-swoop. All that was raised in me, every round part, was flattened. Scraped clean. The remainder was sheer, one could not grip it. I felt slick, slipping out of palms like a wet stone. Forgot speech, forgot how to move my throat for breath.

A nun offered me her hand. In what I distantly recognised as an indication of my own madness I took it. I who would not accept an arm to aid me onto a horse fifteen hands high.

The thought surfaced: Once again he surprises me.






2.

I remember the king learning: of nothingness, of the idea of being gone.

There was a noble’s eldest boy at the winter court – he’d been trained in the city in the new Arabic numerals, for his accountancy. When Lear and I tired he offered to show it. Wrote it out, his strange system, on the back of a book. A family of symbols: 8, 3, 2, 5. Watching I thought they looked like animals, curled in on themselves, or stretching light limbs, showing a neck to the breeze, a tail, a tongue. The last he explained denoted nothing, the state of it, to have an empty purse or no more debt. This shape: 0. Like a mouth; like a cunny.

Lear had difficulties. What is this, this round thing? You cannot build on a hole in the earth. If I have nothing surely I need no mark of it.

Can you not leave a space? I wondered. Surely that was sufficient. A gap, a fall through the ink: here is naught, avoid it, map elsewhere.

The boy drew it again, larger, struggled to explain. Lack defines plenty. It is how we know that we came from God: darkness, and then the light. So we are aware of the light.

Lear was beyond youth then, beyond the subtleties of abstract thought on a winter afternoon in a cold hall; preferred old bloated epics, his own verse, rich food and bad sport. He snorted. Religious arguments are perfidious. I have no pigs of a saleable size, no purple weave, no fruit left after my daughters finish with the stores. You would spend an eternity enumerating what it is I do not have. No, keep close to the real. Hand banged on the table.

Forgive me, my king, but if you die, would you not like your subjects to have a word for your absence? ‘There is no king.’ Not a space, or a gap in the ledger. We must acknowledge loss and account for it safely, otherwise—

I was astonished: the daring. Talk to Lear of king-death, the end of himself! I looked then at the pate of the king, its rushed redness, the flush of broken veins around his eyes, and felt the metal of it: his will. That would not vanish; that would drive his mortal softness on, even through rot, through fields of sharpened pikes, the things that lay us low, and still push forth into the world, livid as living flame.

Ah, he said, drawing his robes, preparing to rise. Old; or feeling age, experiencing its indignities, the crackle and fuss of bones. Your death may be an emptiness, boy, but the world would know of mine even if they were blind, or senseless. They would look at the hole and say, ‘There was Lear.’ That’s a king, boy.

The boy was right: it is necessary to leave a mark. To say, There was, and now there is not. To draw the circle, and stand within it, and hear – what?

Silence, now. The end of the account.



Back in my rooms, this little eyrie for noble visitors marooned above an abbey courtyard, I have taken the pins from the funeral veil and let it slough off behind me, like a skin.

How is it possible to have been married once, let alone twice? To be that animal condition mate. When you are knotted – and put your head to his shoulder, find the small softnesses.

Even in years alone, locked in this place, I was Lear’s wife, I had threaded his body with mine, like a long needle. And still then I was another wife, the first, of the boy who died. And still now I am wife to them both, perhaps. Is this possible? Like being the mother of many different children, mother and mother and mother, all laid upon one another like layers of leather in a saddle.

I shiver, my body vibrates, a bird arranging its feathers in a new wind. I will be leaving this place, perhaps soon; perhaps in the next hours. Before vespers. They may see fit to do it then. As Lear is gone, as the protection that glazed me here, in this place, has cracked, and the clay shown through. They have no more reason to harbour me, and so.

Whom will I be out in the world now, after so long? What is my name, when the man who named me has entered the roots of the earth, and opened his mouth to the deep death-waters? Queen of no-word. Queen of stopped breath.

I am dressed in white; this is the noble’s mourning-clothes. Ruth had found some paler robes and laid them in lime in the autumn sun, until they washed into pale grey. I feel as if I am wearing cloud, as if I am no longer a solid thing.

When my first husband died I remember I was portioned his mother’s mourning-clothes. Lace darkened by sweat. Her arms even in age were thinner than mine, and as I prayed for his soul in his chapel the cambric sleeves split gently at one elbow, then the other, in what felt like an act of sarcasm. I thought then, This cannot be worse, and here I am, in bleached robes discarded by religious sisters for their threadbare elbows and knees.

The woman who gathers the funeral veil, who tends me in my rooms after the funeral, the lay sister, has never married. Will never. Her family have sent her here to shift water for the nuns and aristocratic dying, her broad back for heaving our washing, her thick wrists over our slops. I watch her and her high skull as she crushes the veil into a square for storing, and am conscious of how skinned I am, how my nerves are standing thick across my forehead. But it is better than the idea of the deaths, of the four little ghosts, husband and three daughters dead, so I speak to her.

Stupid girl, will you ruin everything.

I am sorry.

Just take it away. Burn it. I will not wear it again, peevishly, knowing the smallness of this. But she goes, stolid and rebuked, and the four little ghosts recede, under this weight I have placed on them.

I do not wish them to be married, Lear had said. Half-day. Religious, to honour a saint who’d died spectacularly; a feast, dancers flickering their bells, mummers doing the saint-death again with paint for blood and paper spears. Too much ale. They will be ruined, some useless man’s donkey.

I was combing his hair. The two eldest girls were young then, small babes. We were still hopeful of a son. Had spent the feast crushing their floral wreaths and being fed fingers of meat by my ladies. The notion that they would elongate, would unfold and harden into women with plaited hair and husbands, seemed blindly impossible, particularly in our drunkenness; of course they would be young, round as buns, for ever. The youngest, Cordelia, years away, hidden in the lining of my body.

I am not a donkey, I said, laughing. Will you send them to the convent then?

Nuns to pray for their old father’s soul and grow pale and stupid as flapping geese! No. He was tired. Even then he had the purple circles of an old dog around his eyes. By God’s eyes I want them happy. I have always said.

I can hear myself scoffing. Girls like ours need men. Think of them – each pecking at her sister. They need playthings – a house to run, servants, a husband. Alone they’d eat each other. Like lampreys.

Yes. He turned his face to me: the glorious profile, struck into coins, medals, the heart-place on the armour of ten thousand men. Kiss us then, kiss our old face, the king demands.

The messenger said they killed one another. The two. The pair of them, kissing each other’s cheeks to lick off the sugar.

There is no looking at it directly. One must run at it, and dive, as if throwing oneself into a well. As a child in the convent where I was raised, we were told to fear wells. I would lay my head over one, dip into the black mouth for whole inches of time, then run, with a new cold skin to tell of my courage. Here it is. The well-mouth, where there was Lear, and my girls.

These rooms, the halls for rich visitors to the abbey, where for fifteen years I have lodged, as if on my way elsewhere, merely a passing guest. The falsehood that I could leave, at any time, that this small restraint was temporary.

My thoughts seem to come from a great distance and strike me till I resonate, as arrows against a shield.

It is necessary to be practical. To moor myself to an object, outside my own body, which may yet betray. To my name. Which has not corrupted, which I retained before I was wife to anybody, and keep now, telling nobody.

I kneel before my possessions. A row of white sacks, against one wall untouched. Packed in readiness for fifteen years, so that I could return at a moment’s notice: I am prepared, let us go.

I saw the abbess looking at them once, eight years in, as we mulled a plan for an extension to the kitchen garden: maps, on my bed. Leave them be. I am a witch smuggling my familiars in them, I said, and she smiled and turned away.

Such ordinary things. One packet cracks at the corner under my fingers, shows its innards. Pieces I had forgotten I owned: small scissors in the shape of a hand, a folded belt. Ruth has taken care of them: the coils are still in place. They are innocent of everything.

I will be leaving once more. I lay the sacks each on the floor, with wide spaces between them that could take my entire body. Six of them. Stand above them, seeing them laid out, in a constellation: shoes in this, a travelling shawl I think in another. For a higher perspective I step up onto the linen-chest. Lear and I would do this, plans pinned to the floor, to see the fringes in the whole, how territories interlocked and moved across one another like moss. It was a trick I taught him, like so much else, an education I gave to him, as it was given to me.

I have made a circle. I may step inside it. The nothing of my life may become something, and so.



What you take when they come for you. What becomes treasure?

Fifteen years ago I took linen: bundles, some still stuffed with scent from storage. A chatelaine, inlaid with silver, from my first marriage. Hard shoes for walking – there would be walking. Furs for warmth, a black comb, a book of prayer. I gathered less than I could have, for propriety: the queen does not carry like a beggar. A small bright knife. My girls’ hair, in a pocket. Cordelia’s from her first illness at three days old, white wisps, barely real.

Coins loose in my bodice. The attendants strapped them to me quickly, whispering, palming them against my chemise, then dropping them down my clothes in handfuls, like leaves. I walked into the dark fearing they would fall from me and be lost in the mud, that it would seem as if the queen’s flayed skin had peeled off gold.

I step heavily down from the chest and the floor shudders. The assembled parts scatter into the darkness. The circle is broken.



Night. I open my eyes into darkness. Which? The parts of time have moved off. I am lost in the turn. Men talk of a sudden return of memory after long sleep, in a flood. As if grief could possibly give you respite. No. It slept with me; it rose as I rose, like a well-trained dog after its master in the night fields.

Ruth breathes beside me on her pallet bed. My mouth tastes of iron.

If there were papers of law for the funerals of my girls, my king, I would sort them. Clothes, I would lay them out for the air; cool bodies, I would wash them in oil and anoint their foreheads. Soften bruises with tallow and paint. Instead this. Space, dark, cold. Habit sews us into sanity like a cloth.

No word from the abbess. Most nights we would come together and pray, in her apartments, and discuss: Here is the latest bishop’s gossip, here is the new novice’s angular misery, how can we untangle this problem of the souring ale? Pouring my thought into her over years, the vessel of her spilling. Tonight, no. I see her podding the peas of her rosary now, her face open, waiting for obscure voices to sing out advice from the woodwork.

Perhaps she will come for me in the night, shake me out like seed into the world, as it was the first time. Exiled again. You are free, Lady Queen, and I’ll be bundled off, and left to fend for my old self, outside the abbey wall.

I hold to my bed. She will have to fight. I will bite. Old teeth have hardened cores. I’d blind them all with a thumb before I’d be turned out. Nobody tells me to go, not now.

Where are my family lying in the ground? Had they been folded into the soil in royal clothes and thick dark coffins, or given to a hole in the earth, by the side of the battlefield, in shrouds of army cloaks? Did any person put coins on their eyes, and say a prayer for their flickering souls, or were they just thrown in a row in one rut of dirt, four astride, a family band linking arms?

I think of sheaves of birch, of sticks knotted in the middle. For better burning.

The messenger to the abbey did not know, was surprised to be asked. The manner of their deaths, what had passed to bring this calamity: end of all, end of life, star-fall and sun-crack. A dolt in new riding leathers, perturbed by the questions of an old woman of no obvious rank. Had his message: Hark.

I forgot, in the moment, that he would not know who I was.

But how is this possible?

I am charged to deliver news of the king’s passing, and that of his heirs. That is all.

And their husbands? They were killed too? Did some mad stallion come and trample them in their beds? This is – this is insanity. That was all that could occur to me. Tragic accident, a fallen wall or fire. Kent, I thought, would not allow it: his conscientiousness would forbid the whole act. Slave, speak swiftly, I am not patient.

The king was mad, madam. He was calm, evidently believing me strange and affronting, but withheld from smacking me. I know very well when a man’s palm itches in that direction. Divided his kingdom. Banished his youngest daughter for a trifle. Not balanced. Cordelia, I thought. Was it my fault, whatever it was? What did I do to you?

And what? Did he take a sword to them all?

No. No, there was a battle; at the last there was terrible confusion, and by dusk the princesses and king were dead. War being what it is, madam.

Madam. Perilous territory! Madam me no madams, I told him.

There were gaps in this too terrible to be filled. And yet I wanted to know; I have always wanted to know, even when the knowledge damned me.

He is whispering. Has a gathering of news, wants to scatter it like salt, make the ground a misery.

They say the eldest girls killed one another.

Weak like women are. They say poison. Cool, like glass.

The youngest died in prison. Her fancy Frankish husband could not save her. She of all of them looked the most like her father, a mirror to him.

Lear died of a broken heart, or madness, or both.

Or they were all killed together. Monsieur France does not say, he is quiet.

I will give you more words, Abbess. You are amazed.

I am weeping now, and am astonished to be weeping, thinking my body too dried and painful to emit anything. Instead this wholly useless act.

Damned man, he could tell me no news of Kent, either. Kent, whom I had known since my youth, when barely breaking out of childhood. Kent the boy-page, who became the long-haired diplomat in pearled velvet. Kent who tied the flowers to my arms at both my weddings and said, My lady, and flushed with happiness, both times.

He has fallen into nothing. Into that hole on the page.

Lear’s other death is with me, too, the planned one. We had designed it, out of caution, years ago, before I had the girls. Kings die; battle scars thicken and push out fluid; a stallion cracks a lung open, like a pear. You must be sensible. So we laid out the lines of it: the rings of thanes that would process for the funeral, the vaulting spear and sword across his breast, even the pale flowers to be knotted on shields, bone-white. (He wanted feasts and fire-jumping – he was very young then. Get the archbishop to lay on a holiday! Make sure they bring out the jesters. I told him they would be in no mood, and he laughed.) As the girls were born they were studded into the vision: Goneril on his right hand, then Regan on his left. The young Cordelia kneeling, at the foot of the casket.

As I lie still in the abbey room I can sense those griefs lapping over one another. Like ice-floes on the river, flanking and bruising. A surface I cannot walk upon. And yet must, now, hour after hour after hour.

I feel blind, my old eyes are so sore; I must go through this by feel alone.



Kent. Kent, I am in my bed at fifty-five, and at the same moment I am seventeen in the garden of my first husband the young king, on my knees. Digging. My body holds both these things.

Afternoon, crushing down the camomile-paths of the royal palace grounds, and empty paths of white gravel curling between the hedges, soft with dust, and my young hands were in the earth. I had taken off the pink-laced gloves I loved; they lay on the grass.

All the grief of my self was in my digging. I had been married two months; my new king had the outrageous beauty of a fresco, and was inclined to forget my presence, when I sat beside him. I was fed sugared quinces by maids to fatten me for children, and sat and rotted with frantic love; he prayed for hours in sackcloth.

That afternoon – it was a green, anxious spring – he had wanted a purgative for a stomach-ache, To cleanse my body, he said; we had none. Wormwood galls, blister-bodies, heartsease, no use. The palace searched everywhere, while he lay pleasurably suffering. All his small life he would walk cheerfully into pain, expecting to be gilded by God for it.

Desperate, I had come out to the flower-gardens and looked for irises – their blue tongues.

Kent found me there, under the massed roses. A flotilla of dark scent. Queen? He would unfold into genteel boniness later, but then was all lean flesh and translucent veins around the eyes. Large-kneed and uncertain. Had known me only weeks, the new wife of the boy-king he served.

I looked up, and we saw each other. Fresh as ivory struck by a knife. Weak little people, both a bit ugly.

I want the roots, I said, gesturing at the flailing plants in high wind, which mocked in their intense vitality the lush fertile pollen-heads. The petals were shocking. The king can have them boiled in milk. The mother superior did it at my convent, when I was a child.

Could the gardeners? Your hands— He was biting the inside of his cheek. Indeed there were gardeners, watching from the paths. Small peach-skinned queen in the undergrowth, digging perhaps a magic thing, a mandrake root. They were a contented audience: royals were hilariously unknowable and, besides, they saw my will in the shape of my body, my uncovered arms, and kept off.

I will do it myself, I said, high-voiced. He saw and understood that this was my service. I would prove my love in humiliation. And dirt to the elbows. And so show my adoration to my holy husband, bearing him the little round bulbs on a platter, like Saint Agatha’s breasts.

He breathed in, politely. I see. But the ground is hard. Perhaps a knife? And came down into the earth with me. His best service hose would ruin, I knew, and sag at the knees.

Chipping intent at the root-parts, levering out the flourishing flowers into my hands, which we severed between us, sawing away the remarkable pale root, like an angry moon. Our hands, our hands, filling with blind eyes, the sap of brutalised iris-throats.

Occasionally a rose would burst and collapse over us, and I would want so much to cry. My love for that first husband swelled in my lungs. Already I was understanding that I could not triumph, that his frail golden body in that bed would give me only scraps, fragments, but I loved in hope. And here was a garden full of flowers, and a friend.

Kent, who came in behind me as I walked in dirt-smeared holding my crop aloft, astonishing the kitchen-boys, and watched as I fed the purgative in sips to the king, and held the bowl for his relieved vomiting. For ever ago.

That king is dead near thirty years. Lear is dead. Kent, where are you?



The wind shifts the curtain. The bells sound.

Into the afternoon I lie here and am assaulted by this. Oh, here is a woman watch her body it will not move again. Watch her head it will not crack open though the agony comes up from the root of her.

The abbess has given warning: None disturb. I turn from books, from food, from light, from sleep, from prayer. Today I would not rise from bed, rolled in my blankets like an infant, and refused even spoons of soup. Ruth despairs of me and lays her hands behind her back in blank defeat. The turning is perhaps the only true thing: I am a gyre, a small knot of wind unworking itself in a field. No no no no.

Dead and dead and dead. Under the crack of this grief I feel myself slipping out into other forms: animal, vegetal, sea-spill foam, winter wind, a boar roaring blue in the dark. Then at least I would fit the tales: story-woman, death’s head, corrupting flesh at the touch. Oh, I know them, every ghost has good ears.

I lie and dream. I knew this place, this abbey, by writing before I ever saw it made. Shapes outlined on a map: somehow men had brought the squares and polite stone of civilisation to the Pictish north, its cool becks and white acres of cloud. Mountains that would not speak. Against that blankness, that landscape of refusal, here is drawn the blotted rectangle of the cloisters, heavy on one side with abbey and refectory. It is the centre, it buds out into other apartments: a strip-thin infirmary, visiting-quarters for nobility, a miniature garden for abbesses to pace in line with God. Dovecotes, bands denoting vegetable-beds. Around the buildings a loop of ink, a wall, hooping it inward, then purple patches signalling fields, in the abbey’s service.

Over years expansions were paid from Lear’s purse: a wider orchard, more stewponds, carp to be brought in wooden tubs from the lower rivers to breed. Green-eyed carp, golden-eyed, seething in the ponds as nuns scattered grain on the surface. In return for his largesse, prayers flowed, thick as honey, for his heart, his health, for his life to be brimful with son after son. I have seen none of this, except on paper.

I paid for that hanging, I told the abbess once, when she wanted to replace the old tapestry in the chapel – God, angels, various holy beings in attitudes of indignation at something, badly done – with a new, expensive working. As I live it remains where it is. For my comfort. She acceded. The tapestry was ugly as God’s wounds but the point was made. She is a natural servant, she has always known; I am the stronger, the better – I have the greater subtlety. She has bowed her head to my will, fifteen years’ worth, and come out shining.

Do people know of the place of their greatest suffering when they come to it? No, not in logic. But entering by force I should have heard some small thing, some sound, crying from the stone. Beware, this place holds black news, beware.

Oh, but what other sort of news is there for mothers? We create mortal things, perilous, prone to damage (Regan’s long scar from a horse-fall, Cordelia with her frail skull like a boiled apple). The seed of death is on children from their birth. I hold the blanket against my bare stomach.

Goneril as a girl was quiet, with her own mysteries. Spoke late, and only in brief measures, but for years in her youth would come slyly to me, to entrust me with a feather, a black stone, a husk of wheat. I was her repository for treasured things; my pockets swelled with her apothecary’s store of scraps. And then would tell me, after her gatherings had stretched over weeks or months, that today was the chosen day, and process with me to arrange all these selected parts on open ground.

Little wild witch. She laid out feathers in long curves across the bridge near the summer palace, ringed them with stones. I stood guard (and the Fool, who came also, carrying the excess in all seriousness) but could not approach her logic.

She had a horse’s tail once, lopped at the base, where it was bound with rope. Some stabler’s cure for a mare’s temper. Half hardened with mud, longer than herself, and she laid it in the sun and fussed over it. And I looked at her bending, the line of skin visible in the parting of her hair, and the soft space behind her knees, and thought, You will die. It is inevitable. You are to die, daughter, one day.

When she passed I took her wrist and kissed it, and she took it back from me with angry swiftness. My mother-love lapped at her body but did not enter it. She had her business, and I was to follow, carrying the horse’s tail, its brute tendrils flicking at my legs like a switch.

Pain is endless renewal. Pain is a discovery at every fresh breath: oh! Here is agony again. I had forgotten. Breathe: oh! Here it is, once more.






3.

On the fifth morning, as the seal of the sun rises (which it continues to do, which is affronting, and the day pushing out like a boat into the morning), I begin to gather myself slightly, and to think: Out. Out into the world.

My bundles. I am packed, folded. I will be ready. The call has not come, out of mercy for me. But it may come at any time. I expect it and will be prepared. The abbess will say, And your protection here is ended; the king is dead; you have served your punishment, and now must go. And so open the gates for me to stumble out white as a newborn and gaping. Though I have been so kind to her, though I have layered my metal into her, over years, and so strengthened her, from the inside.

I wonder if the land knows. That the press of a single king is no longer on it, and so it is split from its brothers. What God imparts to stone of its ownership, to water.

The collection of lands was Lear’s great aim, in the years before my exile. Rich soil, forests we would never see, stretching to the necks of mountains. He studded his counties with castles and we moved between them through the seasons: rich summers in the cooler north, among heather and the bee-wild slopes, then south for winter, in wide pale palaces that swam with sun. The populace felt us move in rhythm. There were crowds on every road: to be thrown favours, coins, sugar. Women stood among the flowering gorse with their heads covered and sang for us, in the dark evening.

To be in Lear’s country, to be one of his peoples! They will not see his like again.

Lear was a lover of wholeness, of adding; I learned this quickly. Would not halve a biscuit to place in my mouth and his: he thought it insulting. Would give us both wholes, layer them with curds and meat, and let us both feast. If there was one biscuit he ate alone.

And now it’s likely split down map-lines, and squabbled over. When every foot on them for years had held his crest on the sole. I think of the gorse-women, of the men on the roads, pausing at the plough with their eyes shadowed, to see us pass.

I remember the map-room, when the girls were children, long before Cordelia was born. Kent in his bronze-flecked armour, trusted beyond all else, was looking at an image of the kingdom two men wide, holding a single fingertip over an inked part. The walls were striped with shadow. You could give a little corner here. The head of the army has been loyal. Water, corn, air.

No. Let him be satisfied with wealth. I gave it fairly. Lear was quarrelsome.

As you say, said Kent.

It is beautiful. Look at this! Lear swept his hand across the map. Lear’s world. All the mass together. Connected. What a thing! Ah. He had noticed me, standing at the door. Queen?

I had come in and was silent. Tolling my pearls in my hands.

He looked and he knew. Lost, then?

Yes.

I could not go further. He filled the map for a son to inherit, unadulterated, edge to edge, the full swathe under a single sky. And my gut would not hold now: each fresh baby would flee, this one barely a month in. Sweet-spotting on my petticoats that morning. Hopes perhaps smothering it in the womb.

The death moved between us, split down the middle. Halved biscuit on a plate. I shut my eyes.

I heard Kent. I am so sorry.

Lear sighed. He was beautiful in his ripening age, thick-haired and red-mouthed. Autumn’s king. How will you administer to this leviathan country if I die? I can barely keep it in hand.

I smiled, though my throat was full of bile. Kent and I will keep it together. Kent and I, brothers, manning the dispatches and hard-headed diplomats!

Lear snorted. So you say. Or else you’ll fall to some conspiracy. A little dagger in the night, and you two will be in a box, and a new man on my throne!

I smoothed my dress and was shaking, placid. Good luck to them who try. He had suspicion black in him, in those days. A king with only two daughters looks like good game: plump, hapless. So plotters emerged, and would lunge, and discover in their mouths instead of placid flesh a snake-head, thrashing.

No, Lear gave nothing. Or else everything.

He was tired, now. Perhaps you’ll pull off bits and sell them. So generous, both of you. Kent laughed at that, as he gathered the maps. It was true: the Fool teased Kent about his bountifulness to peasants, to boys wanting alms, little stable-hands. No children of his own, he told me, so the world in general might as well feel the lushness of his luck. Other courtiers distrusted it, but Lear and I knew what it was: just a good man, throwing coins.

Lear was in his furs, holding his throat. All his life he would have eyelashes that drooped to his cheekbones, petal-curled. Do you know what they eat in monasteries on fish days, Queen?

No, King. I had come to his arm. We were close at that time.

The archbishop told me. The babes pulled from a ewe’s stomach. Tiny lambs. He showed me the size between two fingers. Barely the width of a child’s fist. Apparently their eyes are like small fruits. I would like to taste them, one day.

I will ask the kitchen.

He had my arm; we were arranging our robes to process. You see, don’t you? he said. Taking the lambs from the belly. Killing the ewe. It’s waste! To divide a country poorly produces waste. His hand, tracing the air. As if along skin. I do not know how to do it well.

Yes, King. May it never come to that. I must have looked ghostly, as he kissed my forehead.

Ah, be hopeful, wench. There are sons in you yet. You’ll give me four in a row and I’ll have to give three to the priesthood.

I have always been the kind to turn brutal luck to a better chance. I lie, and plan.

Out.



The abbey I know is one of the biggest. As befits me, as befits my state. It is huge, white, astonishing. Walls within walls: abbey, cloister, refectory, inner gardens striped with grasses. In the dark it seems collapsible, abundant with lines, as if children had assembled a play-place of placards. One push, it whispers.

By daylight, as in this blooming day, it regains its solidity. Rich and thick as cake or hard cheese. Boxes inside other boxes open, reveal their intimacy; the gates between the walled gardens unlock, and sweetness passes through.

Other queens have had their initials laid in the nape of the stone in the courtyard, in iron, white as holy bone. Faces in the glass rose windows, reaching. Sweet-mouthed in painted glass.

Should they start sketching me for my window? I suggested to the abbess once. She smiled. Did not say what we knew: exiled queens are a burned-out window, a hole in a face.

I have been the abbess’s friend chiefly. The nuns are known by sight from my window but I have remained aloof, a sparsely seen thing, like a rare animal in a king’s forest. Watch it pass, keep well off for fear, you may catch it again later in the season. An exile does not flaunt presence. One companion, of suitable rank, suffices, and the servants. Ruth is a good girl.

Segments, pieces. Out of the casement one sees the curve of the abbess’s orchards, the thin path to the chapel, the infirmary’s high white walls with visible pink insides, like a fruit. My circled life: chapel, chamber, walks in the dark garden. As the trout in the stew-ponds, swimming in their miniature world, the span of one man’s arms.

The abbess has arrived. Ruth had told her, She is awake, and so she has sat by the bed, with her psalter, bound by her gentleness, her etiquette. She has sweet skin, the kind that comes from full hours indoors and (I know) an occasional, secretive milk-bath. Dairy-buckets in her room, the servants haul them fresh, and hours afterwards empty them rose-scented and cold into the yard. I think of her head emerging from the white to look upward, her pale shift rounded and flush with milk.

Perhaps concealing through kindness the edict: out. Out. Not knowing that it is my own secret-self thought now, germinating. But I will not tell her. People who intend to punish you are best not informed that you desire to be punished.

She clears her throat. Nervous. It is a rare day. This late in the year. Let me take you into the abbey a little. The wells that we planned, last autumn: they’re bringing up water. The nuns enjoy them.

She is an opaque thing. Glows, like a cluster of grapes. She is only grazing forty; for an abbess that is indecently youthful. She would have held me back from hearing the full news from the messenger – blood, ruin, my husband mad as a frog, my two eldest girls battling over something (nothing) that drew them into death – but I would not be held. I heard all. They were stupid, the girls. Always stupid.

I have slept little. I feel a different species. Wolf, dog, fox. I thank you. Company is likely not to give me great solace. Wells even less. Who would speak to nuns of emotions? Better argue a point on politics with a piece of wood.

Not for company. For something else, perhaps. She searches for other reasons. I know that death frightens her. Fearing a bite, that I might lunge and do some injury. To see the places you have built. The new kitchen gardens. We plotted them well, and they bore good crops, this harvest.

It is a tender thought. I have been an anchoress: I have ruled this abbey out of sight, crippled into silence, disfigured behind a screen. Put me in any place and I will warp it to my weight; I will shape it out though it never hears my voice. And yet, of course, it is stupid.

Rows of onions and carrots. I will be succoured of the loss of all my children immediately. You are brilliant.

This is the first of it: the grief as the weapon. I can fling out poniards, the woman on the pyre, aflame to my hairline. The abbess flickers for a brief moment. Then smiles.

You forget the lettuces. They are remarkable at this time of year.

I would never forget the lettuces. I am grave.

She at least persuades me into a dress and into the yard. Ruth loops buttons loosely, hurrying, before my mood shifts and I am engulfed again. My train is white veils tacked together from the laundry. Long rips along a thigh. Another on the stomach.

We do not talk. A cart is being unloaded and men are hauling vast cloth bundles (meat, she says; the grazing lands of the abbey are considerable) into what must be the kitchen passage; three nuns walk to the infirmary arguing a problem. They are careful to look at a place just over my head: seeing me clearly may set them alight. It is bright, and clear; the mud slips at my ankles. (Are women mud-made? Regan, coming in at the age of twelve with white clay to her neck, delighted: Look, I am a statue. I will be beautiful.) I stand with the abbess’s arm in my sleeve. Here is a place that takes Lear’s death, hears it, and throws it off, so much dross. Passages of state (deaths of kings, of the children of kings) pass through the packages of meat, without touching. They are embedded in the work of themselves. The abbess herself is meat; her knuckles show dark pink.

I breathe. I breathe the silver light, the meat-weight, the green fingers of sky. The lesson of this is obscure to me, God. You show me a place that I have never seen, that I will shortly leave – for what?

I decide it is a message for me. May I be as unassailable as the hunk of flesh hauled by shoulder down to the spit, Lord. May I be that strong, and hard, in the days to come.

That is enough.

The abbess holds me by the arm. She is distracted; my grief engulfs her, as if she has part-ownership of it. Her vision of correct behaviour and its variations, its holes and slips and violences, swims; gets in the way of the world. Her knee knocks against mine.

I feel a wash of anger, like ink over vellum. It is a game I will not play.

When do you believe the snows will be, this year?

The snows? She is looking at our feet, stepping over the mud. Oh, early. You can have more furs. We will get a good ermine, from William’s boy in town, when he calls. Or some rabbit – they had lovely rabbit gloves last year.

Because I should be off before they come, if possible. Out. Out, and the landscape of bones, of scapulae. And the clearest opportunity I will have, before the winds come over the mountain and the abbey descends into its winter burrow.

Yes. Sister Maria, would you take the other arm, please? She has not heard; is still thinking, about furs, about slipping her small hand inside a fold of rabbit and feeling perhaps its heart murmuring inside. My mouth is dry with resentment. I am a parcel, which she is handing up the stairs.

Another nun comes, and raises my elbow; we ascend.

Boots, I think. Well-soled shoes.



Queen, they are taking you.

What?

I am to rouse and dress you. And fit you for travelling.

Let me see the king.

You shall not.

Kent! Call Kent to me. Call the Fool.

The Fool is your daughters’ and will not come.

Am I to be so disgraced? No reason? No help? What am I said to have done? Let me fight in the open, as an honourable woman. Let me know the offence.

You know your crime.

On my God, I know nothing. I know nothing! May your houses feel your betrayal against your queen, to the last maggot in the flour-bin. Daughter! Regan. Regan. Look at me. Look at me.

She will not. She told of your shame.

I have none. I know nothing. Lear. Lear, come to me.

Step onto the cart, now. You’ve a long ride.



Did you want me, Lear, as you drifted and were borne towards death? Did your body betray you into primal need, for the woman who opened and gave you daughters, will, the lines and structures of your thought? Did you reach for me and encounter only traitor air? I think you didn’t. I think pride kept you, and killed you, and flayed you down. And you died without my grace, and hadn’t even the flickering sense to regret it.

Night, again. The nuns process, the evening offices. Then silence.

If she will be a coward, I will not. There is a brave shape waiting here, for somebody to assume it, and I can form my body to fit.

By the time it occurs to me that I am leaving I am halfway across the courtyard, approaching the night gate. Its vast weight pressing against the dark.

In my pockets small coin, a candle. All my folded precious parts, looped to my body, against rib and flank and back. Veil of bedlinen. Fifteen years. Sturdy boots I found, I will walk to their graves. I will walk to where they have been laid down, and I will lie down too, and tend the burial plot, eating sweet roots and the white bulbs of grass, and pressing my hands to the earth. In the summertime the graves will attract bees like a crown.

This is what women do. If my daughters had ever listened to me, they would know.

Where have they buried them? England, England, the messenger said, far south, in the chalk. White soil that will hold their bodies until their souls turn pellucid and run through it in rivers. Here the northern soils run red over your hand. Well, and I will walk there. Pilgrims have travelled to Compostela with less fervour and more insignificant purpose.

Here, here is the gate: which I have not passed since I was first borne through it, fifteen years ago. Milk still darkening the scarves at my chest, then, for Cordelia. Weeks, before it dried up; I gave it into bowls; Ruth gently pressed it from me and buried it at night. It was barely three months since the birth, and my belly barely concave and still soft as dough. I touch the gate’s cool wood, the dark fastening-bar that was lowered at compline.

I have been so quiet, I have done my penance fivefold. Nobody could tell me for what, and I took the punishment in any case, because the king my love required it. Skewer through my temple, above my ear. Outside these walls, wilderness, says the abbess, when novices come. Within, God. But I want to be without, a roofless woman, alone on the heath and mountain roads, moving to her family and then past them to what lies beyond. God may find me there if He dares. And if the abbess is too milk-weak for the cut of the blade, I will reach up and bring it down upon myself.

In the distance there is a torch-flare. It throws my hand into relief, the shadow of me.

Ho, a light here!

As I turn she is coming down and there are torches at her head. The abbess, who has seen. Perhaps there was a guard, for this, to observe me in case I attempted it. She has assembled herself quickly from sleep, is barefoot; small pink feet. Pink like the underside of a hare-foot.

There are others, faces gathered at the edges of the light. Nuns. They are astonished by me, I think: the monstrous woman they have seen just once, the hidden queen. Holy girls in torchlight, scraped open with fear. Perhaps they think I have tentacles, snake-throat, a black tongue. I would bare my teeth at them; I would be mythic.

What are you doing? says the abbess.

I have no further business here. I am formal, out of embarrassment, some sense drifting in that this is not proper, to be stood slinking by a gate in the dark. As you well know. I would go.

The nuns do not shift. Ravenous in their curiosity, seeking to devour me gently. I cannot blame them. People would wait by the roadside for a glimpse of my golden hand in a window – a maidservant’s sometimes, paraded in my glove and rings, while I rested on the carriage-floor. Queen-bodies are desired, even when secret.

And go where? Her voice is dark with sleep and something else. Slow stubbornness. It is not a good hour. You should be in bed, you are still recovering from your tragedy. The lady Ruth says—

A grind of anger in me that has been moving against my bone and flesh all the day. Tragedy! Naming it thus, neatly, is cheek. As if words could hold it. Language runs up against it and draws back, maimed. I would like to tax your kindness no further.

Fifteen years I have been with her, in my three rooms. You are to pray for the soul of the king, they said. You are to remain. Until summoned. Until the sky falls in. Until Lear is a whisper and his soul is beyond your reach.

The abbess ignores me. You are only recently well. You should be resting, she repeats. I have astonished her: she is grappling with an oddity, like a strange animal with unknown wants. And you barely have a cloak! Not even a fur!

I thought furs would be too heavy, I say simply.

And think, To crawl to my children in dead sackcloth, to grieve my king in rags, that seems holy, that seems full of worth.

Abbess, what is it? Has somebody come? A face, some stewardess or nun, swimming into the circle of light to speak. Pale carp, I think. She has a thin face, hard-lined.

None of the other women dare talk, but are shivering, bound to watch me. I think of funeral-mourners in Lear’s villages, circling the byre all night to bind the corpse’s ghost to earth, holding its edges with small red stones.

Nobody has come. Nobody is going, either. She stands thinking. Then looks to the women. Why do you wait still, sisters? Go in!

The women remain fixed, in their clot of skirts. Peering, their faces like ovals in the darkness. There is a sour current here. One I do not understand. Then the thin-faced woman says something, indistinct but sharp as broken slate, and they bend, begin to move away.

The abbess turns her face from this, and extends an arm. Come to my chambers. It’s not long till lauds, at least.

I am led. The gate I can hear is checked behind me. Perhaps I have gnawed it, perhaps my rage has rotted the wood. Careful, I have left a stain, I might say.

The women move away. I hear them whisper; they feel a crack in the nature of things, perhaps, seeing me in close quarters, hearing me speak. As if the monkeys and angels from the illuminated manuscripts had stood, and stretched, and leaped into the light.

You are vexed, I say, when the abbess shuts the door to her rooms and tells her servants to go.

After a public scene she seeks the safety of mutual politeness. I am surprised.

I had intended it to be easier. Since I must leave, and you are so kind. We have been friends.

You must leave? I did not say so.

I had expected it.

She starts to laugh. Her lovely throat rises and in that moment I see the other life, the merchant’s wife, ornamental, in a salon fanning through the sultry evening. Roses at her neck. The halved self of the holy woman. Instead here; instead now. The women gathering at the gate, unlistening; a leader whose country is shifting, beneath her. I had thought her stronger than this. But no matter.

You are unaccountable. No. This is the house of God. You are welcome, as you were welcome years ago. And, she adds, self-slaughter is a mortal sin, which is what would amount, if you started out in the night alone. For – where?

Dover.

Dover?

To their graves. Conventional manners, I explain, in the logical voice I used when young Regan ate a bad cheese and wondered why she was ill, dictate that wives generally mourn their husbands and children in person. I am welcome, but perhaps I do not wish to stay.

Conventional husbands, she says quietly, do not put their wives into abbeys and treat them as condemned wood. She looks at my hands. Unfit even for burning.

Are you speaking darkly of the dead? That will need a confession. I am poisonous. Have been intimate with her for fifteen years. Only her, and Ruth, picking lice from my hair and wringing out my month-blood in the basin. So there is canny reading here; so there is a mutual language, with absent spaces, sigils for deep and unspoken hurt.

I am only ever your friend. She is upset. Between Lear and my body, then, she picks my body, but only because she never met him, never saw him, never felt the great tidal wash of his love and will. Do you believe that I will allow you out alone into strange countryside with no map and no light, to fall into a ditch or be done to death by passing vagrants? I could not.

At least the wolves wouldn’t eat me, I say, taking the offered cup of milk and lifting it to drink; we have warmed it, as we always do together. I have no good flesh left, I may as well be condemned.

You are not condemned.

You cannot know that. I have shut my eyes. We do not even know what my crime was.

My crime, we call it, my vice; the unknown offence that led to my sentence, here. Pray for the king’s soul, they said, and left me at her gate. No word, no judgement pinned to my heart with the wax seal of the king. The open space of it, that writhes.

No, she says. We do not know. Milk stirs under her, her breath.

I wrote: hundreds of letters, sealed with my ring on weeping wax, to courtiers, to old Gloucester the knight with his two boys (envious, envious of him always), to the king, to the king. The blind eye of the question: what have I done? Tell me. And gathered only a crop of dead silence. As if I were burned ground, as if famine was in my body, and wind that threw dust into the air.

After five years of it – she knows – I went silent, put ash into my mouth, devoted myself to the thought of plump nuns and flourishing carrot-gardens I could not see, sat quietly. Enough time, perhaps, and silence, and Lear would forgive, and consider me cleansed. Like a rotted skull lying in the grass till the bone shone white as pearl.

Yet in the evenings the abbess and I still wore it smooth, this question of the offence. We palmed it so often that it gave nothing to the hand, like the hand or foot of a statue worn to gilt. On Lear’s statues they touched the royal mouth, the tongue. So that his lips were gold. The thought pricks my throat.

You know all of this. We had our orders, to keep and succour your body and soul, which were sufficient. And no other word. You know I believe it cruel, to send you here without explanation. She was not frank when Lear was alive, but I knew that she prayed for his soul, because she believed it had a streak of blood, dark as midwinter. This is very old meat that we are chewing.

Well, the gaoler is dead. You may turn the key.

She looks at me. You were never barricaded in this place. You know that.

No. Only held by promise. The idea that perhaps this was purgative, the long scrape of whip across the back. Salt into flayed scourge-wounds.

I must strive at least to appear conciliatory, and return one of her ideas to her, as a compliment. You mentioned furs. I do think it wise. To make the journey as it begins to cool.

Down to England.

Yes.

And after you have seen the place where they died? She has not sipped her milk. What then?

I will find their graves.

And then?

This I contemplate, rolling it in my hand. An orange, a ball. Act my banishment. Do honour to the graves, find the details of how and where and when. Throw dust upon my hair. And then raise myself, and breathe, and then?

I always saw the multiplicity of things, Lear loving this in me: the many threads of event and consequence, the tracing of harvest-fail or war-victory or fall of rain, that could shape his fortune. Futures spun out from the loom of his body. Now I am surrounded by nobody, the loom is myself; and I may make a deeply rich thing, yes, I may. I am the first of my family, and last to survive, because I alone, as I always told them, was cunning; I alone had the luck.

Goneril didn’t believe me. Now perhaps she would.

Kent. I think, Perhaps Kent. Yes. I may yet find him. He must be somewhere, lacquered in grief, enamelled with it in a dark wood. Or else laid in the soil, his body over Lear’s, shield across the old and broken chest.

It is a gold thread through dark cloth, this idea: to seek Kent, to cup his face between my palms. Yes. It is not known that he is dead. The others have sunk beneath the earth; I am beginning, slowly, to accept this, to grasp it with both hands. I am moving into this terrible knowledge, a river flowing into dark ground. Kent, though, lived through everything, the madness and death of my first husband, Lear’s wars, the careening ship of our marriage, the births of the princesses. Kent, hollow at the temples and older than I – but quick, slipping through fate like an otter. He may have survived. And be searching, perhaps, for me, in what remains.

You see there are bigger questions than furs, the abbess is saying. Here in this place we are close, and safe. For you to consider your choices, and your friends.

I have no friends. If I did, I would not be suspended here in agony, like a fish on a pike.

Perhaps you were exiled because you are horrendously rude.

I hit her. The flat of my palm resounds, it cracks, the sky hears it, the dead hear it. The milk is on my knee, sodden. I alone can accuse myself: I am the court of my own judgement, I hold the rope of execution. Nobody else may dare. Not even Lear.

She has down on her face like my mother, like the girls when they were small. It waves in the torchlight. Soft, smashed like fruit, her face. Blood clenches at her throat. I do not breathe quickly. I am not moved.

A breadth of silence. The milk cools over my legs. Then I give my hand. She kisses it in apology, with the grace of long performance. A scene we know: we inhabit it frequently.

We both know I would scale the wall, would raise the bar alone and slip into the dark. Order or not.

I will consider, I say. And think of my friends. As you say.



In my cell Ruth waits. Has slept in the hollow at the bottom of my bed these years, and likely woke missing the warm of my resting body.

Would you have left without me? Plaintive. Like all of her class, she has simple emotions. Happiness. Misery. Fear.

I choose to lie. I would never have left without you. And hand my cloak to her. It is kindness, it is long-worn gentle feeling, that means I deliberately do not see her face’s wetness, the lift of relief in her hands as she folds the cloth.
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