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They say I was born in a cave at the stroke of midnight amid a flash of green lightning and a thunderclap so fierce it split open gravestones. They say my mother was a whore and my father was Satan. They say that Henry Tudor himself fell under my enchantment, that the great cardinal who would have burned me for a witch found his own life forfeit, that the powerful lords sent to arrest me fell victim to the executioner. Yet others claim that my nose was so misshapen, my jaw so warty, my back so hunched, that no man would lust after me.

The truths in these stories are as few and far between as thimbles baked in a Christmas pudding. But who desires truth? Folks yawn at tales of kindly old women who give alms to the poor; it’s the skin-prickling stories of crones who chop children into mincemeat they crave. A lie can gallop to London in the time it takes the truth to lace its boots.

Can I foretell the future? That much, at least, is true. But my visions do not dance to my tune; they’re as unpredictable as the first snowfall, as fickle as an eddy in a pool of still water, as mysterious as why a man falls in love with one maid and not another. They descend announced by a ringing in my ears and the odor of burning leaves. What is not but will be. The fabric of time unravels, allowing  me a glimpse through the warp before the weft knits itself up.

I cannot explain the visions; I can only tell my story. Judge for yourself where the truth lies.
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Part I


Knaresborough, Yorkshire

1496-1506
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Chapter One
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I am crushed into the crowd next to Edwyn the eel boy, who reeks so strong of pickled fish he makes my eyes water. Squirming away from him, I find my view blocked by the bulky backside of the butcher’s wife. At age five, I am far too small to see over the folks around me even though I stretch on tiptoe. The most wondrous event of my life is unfolding just a few feet away and I shan’t be able to see it.

Oh, this simply cannot be borne! I aim a kick at the back of a stout man’s knee. When he whirls around, cursing, I duck beneath his arm, dive between another man’s legs, and abruptly find myself in the street, about to pitch headlong into the flanks of a horse.

“Here now, lass,”  Jake Bear says with a grin, yanking me up by my apron strings and roughly clapping me on my feet. 

I’m mortified, but my hard-fought battle has won me a place at the front of the crowd, giving me a splendid view of the bridal party winding along the street. To think that such ladies exist! Their hair ripples down their backs in honey-colored waves like sunlight on fields of wheat. They wear cunning little velvet hats and silk gowns in colors like stained glass, cut low to expose the tops of their breasts, with sleeves so wide they drape to the underbellies of their mounts. Perched sidesaddle, the ladies laugh and wave, their satin-slippered feet poking out beneath the hems of their gowns.

Edwyn scraps his way up next to me. “There be the bride,” he says, pointing up the street.

I spot her then, barely visible amid the flurries of flower petals floating down like colored snow from the windows of overhanging buildings. She wears her day-before-the-wedding outfit—a skirt and bodice in deep burgundy over a silver underskirt and a hat peaked like the gables of a tiny house.

“Ain’t as pretty as her maids,” pronounces Edwyn, whose teeth protrude and whose eyes bulge like pigeon eggs. 

“Why she is far prettier, you maggot pie!” I cry, not wanting to admit that Edwyn is right: The bride is disappointingly plain, sallow-complexioned, with lank brown hair and thin lips set  in a rigid smile. Lady Alyson is barely fifteen,  a shy, awkward girl who seems overawed by the family into which she’s marrying—the Cardonells are cousins to the king himself. She rides a little white mare with a lively prancing step, its crimped mane twined with ribbons and flowers.

The heat, the dust, the pressing crowd . . .  my head begins to pound. A sound like sawing grasshoppers fills my ears, the odor of burning leaves rises in my nostrils; my arms and legs prickle as though a cloud of midges have settled on my skin. Feeling as though I am rising up out of my own body, I watch dreamily as a boy darts toward the bride and begs her for a kiss. Her mount shies, skittering sideways. Sitting precariously sidesaddle, the bride loses her seat and falls, her head striking the rim of a rain barrel. She lies still and crumpled in the hard-packed, manure-speckled road. 

“The lady!” I shriek. “She’s fallen, she’s hurt! Oh help her, someone—help her!”

My grandaunt Meg shoves her way through the crowd, seizes me by the ear. “Come along, you naughty child!”

I wrench away from her. “Aunt, the lady—we must help the lady!”  

“Love o’ God, Rowan!” Meg gives me a hard shake. “Stop your clackin’ tongue.”

I blink. The roaring in my ear dwindles; the smell of smoke fades, and I see to my bewilderment that the lady is still riding her capering pony. She passes directly in front of me, her eyes fastening on mine for a moment, as though chiding me. Then she’s past, amid ringing cheers and wishes for many healthy babies.

“Well, thass the end of it then.” Meg grasps my hand firmly and begins elbowing her way through the crowd. “Back to work for us common folk, not like them as eat off  silver spoons and scratches their rumps with golden forks—”

Behind us, someone screams. Shouts, cries, hubbub— the sound a crowd makes at a bear baiting when the hounds draw blood. The people around us surge toward the ruckus, carrying Meg and me along like corks bobbing in a wave, bits of news floating back like flotsam. 

“ . . .   the lass lost her seat  . . . “ 

“ . . . the mare shied, skittish thing  .  . . 

“ . . .  lying there white as a corpse . . “ 

The story emerges little by little. A foolish boy startled the bride’s horse, making it shy and throwing the girl off. She’d hit her head against something—a barrel or wheelbarrow—and had been knocked unconscious. No one knows whether she’ll live or die. Sir William had called for his own physician to tend her.

Even if she lives, it’s a bad omen for a marriage,

“But the little maid here,” Gretna Goudge, the butcher’s wife points a fat finger at me. “She seen the lass fall afore it happened! Heard her say so with my own ears!” 

“If your ears are as dirty as your shop,” Meg snaps at her. “it’s a wonder you can hear your own braying voice.” 

“I heer’d the lass say it, too,” pipes up old Walter Bywater, whose ears are so oversized they flap when the wind blows. “She was screechin’ that the lady were sore hurt!”

“Such a grue thing for a child to say, fair gives me the willy-wallies.” Mistress Goudge makes a  sign of the cross over her large bosom. She’s always disliked me. Perhaps it’s because I look so different from most folks hereabouts, with their straight, fair hair and pink, freckle-spattered skin. My hair is wavy, thick, and so coarse it breaks the teeth out of combs. It appears dark brown until I’m out in the sun, when it takes on a reddish hue the shade of cedar bark. My eyes are brown and my skin never freckles. Meg says I’m olive complexioned—though I once saw an olive, which was such a sour-looking green. I went around for weeks imagining myself turning that horrid color. 

“Summat queer about that little imp,” Gretna mutters, narrowing her eyes at me. “Always have been. I swear I seen her fly up the chimney when she were but two years old.”

“Pig swallop,” Meg sputters.

“I heard that child evil-wish Sir William’s bride!” Gretna insists, her triple chins wobbling.

Meg jabs a finger into Gretna’s chest. “If your brains was as big as your belly you’d still be half-witted. The lass is but five summers old.”

Edwyn and the boys in the crowd begin jeering and catcalling, egging the women on, spoiling for a fight, but Meg turns on her heel, clamps me to her side, and jostles her way through  the crowd, a small, gray-haired woman, mouth clinched like a rat trap and with a scowl that could curdle milk. Meg is a woman you cross at your own peril, and folks give way.

“I’m sorry, Aunt,” I whisper to her when we’re out of earshot of the others. 

“Sorry? Sorry ain’t worth a groat,” Meg grumbles, chivying me along.

My cheeks burn with shame. I don’t mean to have the spells. They come as they please, always announced by the smoke smell, the ant-crawling tingle, the buzzing wasps in my ears. Peepholes, is my private name for them—tumbles into what-is-not-yet-will-be. There was the time I saw Aunt Meg  catch on fire. I screamed and pointed, my eyes wide with terror, and when my grandaunt walloped me to stop my squawking, I burst into tears, trying to explain in my lisping baby voice that I’d seen her burning. Meg snorted, then ordered me back to my job sorting the pebbles out of the dried peas. 

She was prodding the fire to make it burn hotter when a knot of sap in a burning log flared. A stray spark flew to Meg’s apron and began to smoulder; it caught on a grease spot, whuffed to life, and suddenly her clothes were all ablaze, Meg shrieking as the flames flared up around her body. Had it not been for Nob, who threw her to the floor and rolled her in the dirt, burning his own hands in the process, Meg might have died a gruesome death. Instead, all she had were a few singed hairs and a charred apron that went into the rag bag.  

Meg was not one to coddle herself over a household accident. She went back to her chores, but I caught her shooting me strange looks throughout that evening.  

There were more peepholes. I was four years old when I saw Tally the goat lying stiff, her eyes wide open and tiny ants crawling around her nostrils. I’d gone wailing to Aunt Meg, who’d snapped at me that  I was a snot-nosed little ghoul and that the bleatin’ goat was as right as rainwater. But that same night Tally got into the gruit in Meg’s fermenting shed, gobbled the whole batch, staggered around like a drunk tossed out of an alehouse, farted like an explosion, and fell over dead.  

Time and again Meg has warned me to keep my mouth shut about my peepholes or I’ll bring trouble down on us. But today I’d forgotten—I’d cried out about the lady falling off her horse. Now the whole town will once again be abuzz over my fits—Mistress Goudge will see to that! 

Meg finally releases her grip on me when we’re safely back home in Scraggle Bottom, the boggy strip of land between the River Nidd and the craggy cliffs that form the Nidd Gorge. A handful of families live here in shacks and cottages built of wattle and daub, scrap and spit, scraping along by the skin of their teeth, picking up such work as can be had: pack-whacking, sorting fleeces, quarrying limestone, hiring out as farm hands, day laborers, or servants.

My grandaunt, Margaret Birdwhistle—known to one and all as Meg—is better off than most in the Bottom. She rents a half-acre of good barley-growing land just outside town and uses it to brew the best ale in all of Yorkshire—or so she’ll tell you, and who dares tell her she’s wrong? She sells it for a ha’penny a pint. 

Meg isn’t my blood aunt. She’s the widow of Bert Birdwhistle, my mother’s uncle, a feckless man who drank up every drop of ale Meg brewed. One night, stumbling home in the dark, he’d fallen off the Nidd bridge and drowned. He’d left Meg with his gambling debts and a tumbledown cottage near as old as the cliffs themselves, so close to the Nidd it’d almost been washed away in the great flood of 1481.

I’d been born ten years later, when my sixteen-year-old mother gave birth to me on the very cot I now slept in. My mother’s name was Agatha Sontheil. She never said who my pa was; she refused to name him, even though the parish priest thundered that he would not baptize an illegitmate brat unless she revealed the child’s father. Since Agatha would not tell, most folks believed she could  not say. So I was born a bastard, although Meg never used that term. She loved me in her own rough way and tried to protect me from the town’s cruelty as best she could. 

Today, after we return to the cottage, Meg sets me to work chopping leeks for the soup that will be our supper. In a foul temper, Meg jabs a poker at the hearth fire. “Told ye not to blather about what you see in them fits,” she growls at me. 

“But it did happen, Aunt—just the way I saw it!”

“Thass as may be. You’re a fey one and no mistake. There’s funny ones in your ma’s family, going way back to times when them old pagans painted themselves blue and danced around the tall stones on Wynchcombe Heath.”

My lower lip trembles. “I don’t have the peepings on purpose.”

She touches my shoulder, a rare gentle gesture. “I know, child. Wasn’t nothing you did wrong, Rowan, you was born the way you was born. But keep your lips buttoned. Young as you are, there’s them will say them visions of yours are the doings of Satan.”
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


“Whass that you got there, brat?” 

Bessy Tompkins stands blocking the lane, her raw, red hands splayed on hips. Bessy is two years older than me, a knock-kneed tatterdamelion with a mouth like a gutter and a nose that dribbles green snot, winter or summer. Bessy is the oldest of eleven sisters and brothers and should be home helping out her ma, but even though she’ll get a switching when she goes home, Bessy chooses to roam the streets, filching fruit from the market stalls and tormenting anyone younger, weaker, or unlucky enough to cross her path.

My hands clench tightly on the handles of my ale buckets, hanging on both sides of the yoke fitted to my shoulders. Now that I’m seven years old, I’m big enough to help Aunt Meg deliver ale to her customers. She’s told me to carry the ale to the work crew building the new guild hall on High Street. I’m to arrive there at the stroke of noon by St. John’s clock, let the men dip their mugs into the ale, collect fourpenny from the foreman, and come straight back home. I’ve nearly reached the guild hall when Bessy, who possesses a weasel’s ability to sniff out prey, skulks out of the alley behind the blacksmith’s shop.

“I-I-I’m only taking ale to the workmen,” I stammer, my lips trembling.

“I-I-I,” Bessy mocks. “Stimpy, Stumpy Stupidstutter, dropped her tongue into the gutter.” 

“C-come on, Bessy—leave me be. My auntie’ll give me what-for if I don’t—“

Someone shoves me from behind, pitching me forward, making the ale slop around the pail’s rim. Whirling about, I see Wat Scratcherd. My heart gives a sickening lurch. Wat is a stout boy with chin enough for two and eyes like sharp-edged pebbles. He stinks of dog dung and human piss—the stuff used to cure hides in his father’s tannery. At twelve, Wat is old enough to learn his father’s trade, but he’s the youngest of five brothers and is more hindrance than use at the tanning vats. Instead his pa sends him on errands, leaving him free to roam the streets, bullying whatever victims he can find.  

Bessy pinches my arm. “Whass a baby like you doing with ale?”

“I’m not a baby!” I blink away the tears threatening to spill out. 

“She’s a-bawling!” Bessy’s eyes dance with malicious glee. “She’s a puking, puling, mimble-whimble, glubber-blubbering baby, waa, waa, waa!” 

“I’m not crying!” I yell, my hands clenching into fists. 

“Then I’ll gives ya summat to blub about!” She pinches me harder.

“Stop it!” I jerk back from her strong, dirty fingers.

“Stoppit!” Bessy mocks, her voice high and babyish..

I try to dart around Bessy, but Wat yanks me back, and a pint or two of ale splashes out of the buckets and soaks into the ground, leaving a tide of foam in the dirt.

“I’ll have me a taste of this.” Wat thrusts his dirty paws into one of the buckets, scooping up a mouthful and swigs until the ale slobbers down his fat chin. 

I jerk the bucket away from him, shrieking, “It’s for the workmen!” I point toward the guild hall, its beams and timbers a wood skeleton, the sounds of hammering and sawing carrying through the air. Oh, why don’t one of ‘em turn and see what’s happening?

Bessy comes at me again, her eyes like stingers. “I think you stole that ale and run away with it. Cause you’s a bastard, and thass what a bastard do.”
“I ain’t!”
“You ain’t got no pa!” Bessy sneers.

“Heckity peg, heckity peg, she were hatched from a cuckoo’s egg,” Wat chants. 

“Your mum was a brazen whore.” Bessy spits the words..

“N-no, she weren’t!” I choke back a sob. Crying will make them crueler. 

“Your mum were  the town strumpet.” Wat sings out, yanking my hair. “A harlot, a hussy, opened her cunny if you gave her a punny.” 

Whore, strumpet, bastard, cunny!  The words fall like dirty rain, and even though I don’t know what they mean, my cheeks burn with shame.

“Me ma says you’s the whore’s spawn, that you was born in that cave by the river, like an animal,” Bessy taunts. “Like a filthy badger or a nasty old fox!”

“I wasn’t!” Wrenching  away from Bessy,  I try to run, but Wat sticks out a foot and trips me.  I go flying head over heels, the yoke tilts, one bucket hits the ground and spills; the other wobbles but remains upright, still precariously attached to the yoke. Wat snatches up the half-full bucket, tilts it to his mouth, and guzzles, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, the foam making a white beard around his snout. 

“Here, greedy-guts—gimmee some,” Bessy squeals, yanking the bucket away from Wat. 

More of the precious ale splashes out as they yank the bucket back and forth. Hoping to escape while they wrestle, I try to get up, but they turn on me, knocking me back down, kicking and punching, their words scorching me: whore, bastard,  strumpet. I feel a tooth loosen. When I turn onto my belly trying to escape the blows Wat snatches up the bucket and begins beating me with it about my head and shoulders as Bessy chants Heckity Peg in rhythm.By now I’m full-out bawling, no longer caring about the ale, just wanting the pounding to be over.   

“Oi!” A sharp voice cuts through the air. “Leave off.”

Wat drops the bucket. Through tear-smeared eyes, I see a boy wearing a leather carpenter’s apron charge up, running so fast his cap flies off. 

“Keep your nose out of this, you warty little prick,” growls Wat, giving the boy a shove. 

But the words are barely out of his mouth before the boy cocks back a fist and smashes Wat in the face. As he falls to the ground, blood gushing from his nose, a savage joy rises in me. I hope Wat’s ugly face is broke! The boy lays into him, pummeling, thumping, cuffing every inch he can reach. Bessy attacks him, trying to pin his arms, but he shakes her off as though she’s a flea and returns to drubbing Wat, taunting him all the while: “Coward! Milk-livered puttock!” 

Squealing in pain, Wat flings his arms up to protect his face, but the boy seizes a bucket  and claps it over Wat’s head, then slaps the sides of the bucket until Wat’s head must ring like church bells.  

“Next time, you guts-griping hedge pig,” roars the boy, each word emphasized with another slap to the bucket, ”pick on someone your own size!”

Wat wrenches off the bucket and turns tail, exposing his well-fed rump. The boy lands a final kick on his arse before Wat, howling in pain, flees into an alley. Bessy takes to her heels too, uttering a string of gutter oaths over her shoulder and vowing vengeance. 

Turning to me, the boy pulls me to my feet. My sobbing has turned to wracking hiccups and I wipe my snot-smeared nose on my sleeve. “Thass all right now,” the boy says, awkwardly patting me on the back. “Ye be fine, lass.” 

“The ale!” I screech, recalling my errand. “It’s all spilt! It was for the carpenter crew. Auntie will give me such a licking!”

“Ye’ve had one already, I warrant.” The boys points to the guild hall. “I was up on the scaffolding when I seen them two boar pigs going at you. Who was they?”‘

“Bessy and Wat,” I sniffle, wondering who this boy is. I know everyone in Knaresborough, but I’ve never seen him before. He talks with a broad, country accent. His brown hair hangs in his freckled face and his bright blue eyes still blaze with the joy of battle. Despite being smaller than Wat, he’s beaten the stuffing out of him and suffered nothing but scraped knuckles himself. His hands are rough and calloused, with a torn-off baby fingernail and a raw gouge like a burn across his left palm. 

“Tha’s tooth is loose,” he observes. 

I nudge my tooth with my tongue. It wobbles, held to my gums by a thready stalk. 

“Due to come out anyway, I shouldn’t wonder,” the boy says. “Open wide now and I’ll snatch it out, quick as a wink.”

Trusting him, I stretch my mouth like a baby bird waiting to be fed.

He sticks his none-too-clean hand into my mouth. A sharp tug and it’s out. Grinning, he flourishes a gleaming white tooth in front of my nose, then sets it in my palm. “Now ye must throw it over thy roof and say—“

“I know what to say,” I interrupt, and recite the charm all Knaresborough children say when they lose a tooth:

“Blackbird, blackbird, take my tooth,

My wiggly, jiggly little loose tooth,

And bring me a shilling to take its place.”

“Where I come from we say ‘bring me a pickled herring,’” the boy says.

“Well, thass  all wrong,” I tell him, astounded by his ignorance. “Why would you ask for a silly pickled herring? You must come from foreign parts.”

“Harrogate.”

“Harrogate?” He is a foreigner then. Harrogate is the next town over, on the other side of Shinbark Ridge.

“Oh, aye. My da took poorly and died this past winter, see? So Ma packed me up and sent me to live with my grandfather in Knaresborough. Old Amos Shipton, that be. I’m apprenticed to him, him being a master carpenter as has built half the barns and houses for yonks-a-mile. In seven years I’ll be a full-fledged carpenter myself.” Unable to resist bragging, he adds, “I can already drive in a nail straight as any grown man and use a miter saw.” 

“My pa’s dead too,” I tell him—not really a lie. Whoever my father is, he must be dead or he would have come back and claimed me. “My ma—well, she run off when I was little, so  I live with my Auntie Meg, only she’s really my grand aunt.” I turn the tooth over in my hands, realizing that my tears have dried and that in my amazement at meeting a stranger I’ve forgotten my woes. “What’s your name then?” I ask.

“Tobey. Tobey Shipton.”

Tobey. I like the sound of it. “I’m Rowan.”

“Rowan? Thass a strange one. Like them trees with the red berries?”

“Aye. Not my real name, though. I was baptized Ursula.”

Tobey mulls this over. “I like Rowan better.” He picks up the buckets, swabs off the dirt, and sets them back in the yoke before fitting the whole contraption onto his own shoulders. “I’ll go wi’ you. Mayhap your aunt won’t go so hard on you that way, see?”

I glance up the hill toward the guild hall. “What about your work?”

“When the cat’s away , the mice will play,” Tobey says, grinning. “Old Amos be in Harrogate today, collecting on a debt. When you didna come by with their ale, the work crew betook themselves to the King’s Arms. They’ll not be out for an hour. Come along, then.”

We set out together. “Does your aunt whip you so cruel?” Tobey asks.

“Paddles my backside with a spoon.”

“Pooh—that’s naught. My grandda beat me black and blue one time when I picked my nose in church. I didn’t cry, though.” He flashes a grin. “Not much anyhows.”

We walk down the high street until it peters out and becomes a rough path that bumps and thumps down the jumbled cliffs that slope down to the River Nidd. The water winks and sparkles in the summer sunlight, reflecting the mossy green of the trees overhanging the banks. Above the tree line the bluffs rise in layers like stacked hot cakes, all peach and russet and clay.

I point toward the stone bridge that links the two banks of the river, a span twenty feet above the water, supported by four graceful arches. Below, the river swirls like a millrace at the base of the columns as it churns toward the rapids below. 

“The Black Prince built that bridge,” I say proudly. 

“Who be he?” Tobey asks.

I have only the foggiest notion, so I tell Tobey the story I’ve cobbled together from old gossip and fairy tales. “He were the fiercest  prince in the world. He’d chop off your head if he didn’t like you and everyone had to bow down to him and he built that bridge and drowned all the Scotsmen.” 

Tobey looks suitably awestruck. Wanting to impress him still more—and despite the fact that I’ve been given strict orders to return home immediately—I say, “Let’s go see the Petrifying Pool.” 

“Whass that?” Tobey asked.

“Oh, the most wondrous thing in Knaresborough. Come on!” 

The Petrifying Pool is not far, on the path that follows the river. A wide rock ledge juts out here, its crags and fissures giving it the appearance of an enormous looming skull. Its porous rock is streaked in the most marvelous colors—violet, purple, silver, mauve, gold— like the striped costumes worn by mummers at a fair. Water splashes down the cliff’s steep sides, gushes over the skull’s brow, and pools at its base, where it’s hemmed in by a jumble of moss-covered boulders before spilling over and eddying down  to the Nidd. Children play in the pool, girls with their skirts rolled up and boys who’ve taken off their hose. A few women kneel at the edge of the pool scooping water into containers, it being a widespread  belief that the waters have curative qualities. An odd collection of objects dangle from ropes strung beneath the overhanging rock shelf,  bathed in the spray of the falling water.

Tobey’s eyes go large. “Why— thass someone’s head up there—all turned to stone! Was he a murderer?”

The face that stares out at us is silver gray, with goggling eyes, a knobby nose, and a mouth pulled into a grimace. It does look like an outlaw’s head—or a troll’s—chopped off at the neck and hung there as a warning to evildoers.

Delighted at Tobey’s  reaction, I laugh.  “It’s just a mask, Tobey! Like what actors and them sort wears. There’s something magical in the water here that turns things to stone. Look—there’s a doll, and that’s a lady’s petticoat—and see the old boot? And that there’s a hammer—and that’s a hat.“

Tobey reddens, embarrassed at being fooled. “The stuff—be it old?”

“As old as time, they say. Whatever you put in the pool, it turns to solid stone, like it been enchanted.” 

“Your tooth!” Tobey turns to me, excited. “We’ll set it in the pool, too!” 

“You’re supposed to throw it over the roof,” I argue. “Might be bad luck otherwise.”

“Nay, we’ll send it on a voyage—voyages being good luck.” Digging in his pocket, he produces a small, crude wood boat whose sail is made from a scrap of canvas. “I carved it myself. Give me the tooth.”

Hesitantly, I hand it to him, noticing a tiny speck of blood at the root. Using a pocket knife, Tobey gouges out a small hole in the boat’s deck and wedges the tooth into it. Then he clambers up onto the rocks, jumping from boulder to boulder, nimble as a goat, not minding the spray that quickly drenches him, until he reaches the rope slung across the rock’s underlip. Digging a bit of string from another pocket, he knots the boat to the rope. The little boat hangs there, twirling, already dark with spray. 

Tobey climbs back down and drops in front of me, pleased with himself. With a last wave to the good ship Lost Tooth, we turn and make our way back along the river path, me dragging my feet as we approach the tumbledown cottages on the narrow strip of land between the river and the cliffs. The soil is too scanty for crops and prone to flooding—which is why none of the well-to-do townsfolk Up Above have claimed this land for themselves. Only those too poor to afford Up Above live in Scraggle Bottom.

Meg’s cottage stands a ways apart from the others, built of whitewashed stone, with a thatched roof weathered gray. It has a single front door and one window with a hinged shutter. Behind it stand a jumble of outbuildings—a brewing shed, a wood shed, a poultry shed, and a goat hut where Buttercup and Barley are locked in at night, everything all slapdash and covered over with weedy vines.  

My grandaunt stands in front of the cottage, hands on hips, foot tapping, gazing up and down the lane, a scowl on her face that turns my guts to squirming worms. News travels fast here; likely Meg already knows about the spilled ale. Meg isn’t large, but she’s fearsome. Even the frazzled gray hair straggling out from her coif crackles with energy. She has snapping dark eyes, a round red face, and most of her own teeth. Gathering up my skirts, I run toward her, tears dribbling down my cheeks. “Bessy and Wat—they shoved me down and the ale spilled but ‘t’weren’t my fault—“

“Hush, you!” snaps Meg, scowling at my disheveled appearance. “You’re all hugger-mugger, child! How am I going to rake a comb through that hair of yours— tangled like a magpie nest, your clothes besmirched—and sweet Jesu—you’ve lost another tooth! You look like a snaggletooth drunk as fell in the gutter!” Noticing Tobey for the first time, she stares him up and down. “Who’s this, then?” 

“It’s Tobey, he took up for me, Aunt, he—“

“Off with ye, boy!“  Meg flaps her hand. “Leave behind my ale buckets.”

It’s wise man who knows not to tangle with Meg, and Tobey is no fool. He sets down the buckets,  shoots me a wink, and takes off at a trot, leaving me to face my angry grandaunt alone.
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Chapter Three
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Meg bustles me into the cottage, strips me down to my shift, and begins ferociously scrubbing every inch of skin until I’m squealing in pain. When she’s satisfied that I’ve been good and flayed alive, she shoves me down on a stool and rakes through my unruly curls with the tortoise shell comb which still has three of its teeth.

“Oww!” I yelp.  

Meg gives my curls an angry yank. “Shave you bald, I ought to, save me the vexation of taming this pelt!”

I’m accustomed to Meg’s rough tongue. Her fierce manner hides a heart as soft as a feather mattress; her smacks and ear boxings are her way of caring for me, and when the cupboard is nearly bare it’s Meg who goes without porridge so Nob and I can eat.   

When I’m finally clean enough to suit her, she has me pull on clean hose, turning the much-mended parts down inside my shoes. She opens a cedar box and yanks out my one serviceable gown—linsey-woolsey that falls straight from yolk to hem and is dyed the color of muddy clay.

“You’ve shot up again!” Meg grumbles, as I pull it on and she sees how far up my shins the hem falls. “I’ve a mind to pepper you with rue to stop you growing.” 

I hunch my shoulders, trying to look shorter; my height has always embarrassed me. “Are we going to church?” I ask,  trying to smooth out the wrinkles out of the skirt. 

Meg snorts.  “Nay, the high and mighties at the castle want to see you.”

“Thems there at the castle!” I couldn’t be more shocked if Meg had announced we were flying to the moon on fairy wings. “But why—“

“Never you mind. Nobody knows why the gentry does what they does. You just mind your manners. Do your bobs. Keep mum unless they speak to you. If you have to pee, hold it in. They sent a footman to fetch you; he’s a-waiting at the ale house and will be back in the time it takes to toss a pint down his gullet.” 

I’ve  never seen Meg so flustered, setting things down and forgetting where she put them, starting one thing, then dropping it to do another.There’s a sharp knock at the door, making us both jump, then a man enters, blinking as his eyes adjust to the darkness of the cottage. He’s so tall he has to bend to get inside, and when he straightens I see he’s a man of middle years, with neatly-trimmed gray hair and beard. He’s dressed as fine as the mayor himself, in a velvet doublet, buff-colored breeches and a black hat that looked like a giant pudding. He looks down at me with twinkling eyes. “So this is the little mistress?” 

Meg pokes me and I bob a clumsy curtsy, nearly losing my balance and toppling over. “Are you Lord William?” I ask, that being the only name I know of the castle folk.

He laughs. “Nay, lass, I am Roger Stubbs, the castle’s steward. I do the bidding of Lord William. The Lady Cardonell, m’ lord’s grandmother, wishes to see you.” 
“Lady Cardonell! Ud’s love, why—“ 
Stubbs cuts me off. “We must not keep the lady waiting. Come along, there’s a good girl.”

He wiggles his fingers  like a man trying to tickle trout out of a stream and I take hold of his hand. He leads me out of the cottage,  along the river path.  When I look back, Meg is standing in the cottage doorway, wringing her apron the way she does when she’s bothered. We veer off the river path and take a path that zigzags up the cliff.  Stubbs is soon gasping for breath, but I have plenty of breath to spare for questions.

“Who owns the castle?”  I ask. 

“Why, the king of England, o’ course,” Stubbs says breathlessly.

My eyes go wide. “The king lives there?”

He chuckles. “Nay, no king has set foot there since King Richard back in 1456,  and he were a prisoner there. The Earl of Yorkshire, the king’s cousin, lives there. His family’s  name is Cardonell. They go yay back to the Old Conquerer himself, the Cardonells do. Spelled their name all Frenchified back then, but now it’s spelled the right and proper English way.”

I have no idea who the Old Conker might be; conkers is a game you play with chestnuts on a string. “Do they have a dungeon?” I ask.

Stubbs chuckles. “They do, lassie, but don’t fear, you shan’t be thrown in.” 

Once we arrive at the castle there’s so much to see I nearly swivel my head off my neck. I’ve only ever seen the castle from far below, never up close. It’s built on  the highest spot of land for miles around, situated in the most naturally-defensible spot imaginable, on a sheer cliff above the Nidd gorge— impregnable from the river side and protected on its other sides by a horseshoe-shaped moat. The castle’s tall towers dominate Knaresborough the way a single tree dominates a flat landscape. No one I know from Scraggle Bottom has ever been inside the castle and they’ll all want to know what it’s like, so I pay close attention as Stubbs leads me across a wooden-planked bridge over the moat, our feet making clip-clopping sounds like horse hoofs. We pass beneath the barbican and raised portcullis, where two bored-looking guards scarcely glance at us, through an archway. Presently we’re in the castle’s inner bailey, where’s there’s so much to see I scarcely know where to look first, but before I can stare to my heart’s content, Stubbs is leading me into a building. 

Inside, we climb up stairs and down stairs and along stone-walled hallways, twisting and turning until I scarcely know up from down. At last Stubbs opens an elaborately-carved door and we enter a vast hall.

At one end is a fireplace so large a dozen full-grown men could fit inside. The walls are hung with tapestries. Brocaded settles and heavy chairs that look designed for trolls are arranged along the sides of the room, leaving the center empty, Stubbs explains, so that when there’s a banquet, tables can be set up. I long to explore; to creep into that huge fireplace and peer up the chimney or to get a closer look at the fantastic beasts carved into the beams—griffins and winged lions and dragons,  but Stubbs is urging me along; he lifts one of the tapestries to reveal a hallway behind. 

Beyond that is a small room—not as grand as the great hall, but it’s pretty and cozy. A row of windows along one wall is set with colored glass that splash diamonds of rose, violet, and yellow light across the room. In place of rushes on the floor, there’s  a woven carpet in an elaborate design. Bright scenes are painted on the walls: a group of maidens surrounding a unicorn; mounted hunters pursuing a stag; children dancing around a maypole.  

“My lady.” Stubbs clears his throat. “I’ve brought the child.”

“Very well. Bring her to me.”

I jump. I hadn’t realized someone was sitting in the high-backed settle near the fireplace. Stubbs nudges me forward;  I shuffle  timidly around the settle and find myself standing in front of an elderly woman who puts me in mind of a seagull. Knaresborough is far inland, but in spring when the farmers are turning over the soil, enormous flocks of gulls swarm in from the sea, swooping in to gobble the bugs and worms. They have long, sharp beaks, fearsome talons, and pale gold eyes always cocked for a scrap of food or a dead frog. 

This woman, with her beaky nose, black eyebrows like scything hooks, and pale, sharp eyes, looks as though she might suddenly snatch me up and bite me in two. Her skin, is scored with fine lines and is parchment pale, as though all her blood has been sucked up into her red hair—which even I can tell is dyed. As she stretches out her bony hands with long, pointed nails toward me, I force myself not to shrink back.  

“So this is little Ursula Sontheil,” she says. “Come to see a great lady. And where, pray tell, are your manners?”

Oh, lud!  Wobbling a curtsy, I squeak, “Pleased to meet you, mum.”

“You may sit.” She gestures toward a short, tapestry-covered stool at her feet, and when I plop down on it, unable to resist bouncing my bum on it because it’s so springy, she asks, “Do you know who I am, child? Look at me when I speak.”

“N-no, mum,” I quaver, looking up into the hard golden eyes. 

“I am Lady Cardonell, grandmother to Sir William Cardonell.” She wears a dress the color of the bloodstains that leak out of the back of the butcher shop and pool in the gutters of the high street. It’s embroidered with gold and emerald thread. She studies me closely, as though deciding which bits of me to peck at first. My hair seems to particularly interest her. Extending a claw, she touches a strand.

“Auburn,” she murmurs, her voice deep for a woman’s. “Beneath the filth— truest auburn. Mine was once that color.”

Her touch  makes me shudder. She’s so close I can smell her: old, unwashed flesh and rank breath. 

“Would you like a slice of cake?” she asks.

“No, ma’am.”

“No? A little girl doesn’t like cake?”

“I-I meant  aye, your—your highness—your ladyship—mum.”

She turns to a tray on a table at her side and lifts the lid off a round silver salver to reveal a small, dark cake studded with currants and nuts. Using a slender knife with a jeweled handle,  she cuts off a cheeseparing slice. “Hold out your hand,” she commands.

I obey. She hesitates, studying my small hand, perhaps surprised at how clean it is—even my nails are spotless, thanks to Meg’s rough scrubbing—and deposits the slice on my outstretched palm. Stuffing the whole slice at once into my mouth, I begin to chew. Dry and stale, not a whisker on Meg’s currant cake! I don’t say that aloud, though.

“And do you know how old you are, Ursula?”

Why did she wait until my mouth was full to ask?  “Seven.” It comes out sounding like “shebbah.”

“Seven.” Her plucked eyebrows raise. “Do you know the date of your birth?”

“June, mistress. The same ezact day as when little Prince Henry was born.” I’ve always been proud of having the same birthday as the little prince.

“June, 1491.” Lady Cardonell says softly, staring fixedly at the fire. 

Running my tongue around the inside of my mouth to get every crumb of the cake,  I steal a look around the room. I’ve been in this place before! I remember the unicorn painted on the wall, know that if I look behind the settle,  there’ll be a white dog in the mural. I’ve seen the stained glass lights splash across the carpet before. I  somehow know there’s a knothole on the floorboards shaped like a man with a long nose—something that only a toddler, creeping around on the floor, would notice. I remember being scolded for tugging on the satin ribbons of a prayer book and pulling it down from a shelf, though I can’t remember who it was that scolded me. I remember a cradle being here, too—a cradle with no baby inside. 

“The cradle will never be filled,” I  murmur. 

Mistress Cardonell jerks upright, her voice a whiplash. “What did you say?”  

I’ve barely realized that I’d spoken aloud, that I’d gotten up, moved to the center of the room and am now staring at the spot where the cradle had been. “I was here once before,” I say dreamily.

Lady Cardonell stares at me. “Nonsense,” she snaps. “You have never set foot here. Do you think I make a habit of inviting every stinking peasant for cakes? Wipe your mouth, girl—your manners are abominable, though I suppose that’s no more than I expected. Do you know your letters?”

“Letters?” She might as well have asked whether I could sprout wings from my backside.

“Can you read?” she demands “Do you know the alphabet? Can you count, cipher?”

Read?  I almost laugh in her face. No one in Scraggle Bottom can read. A few boys from well-to-do Up Above families have tutors, but no one bothers teaching girls to read. What use do girls have for such folderol? 

“No, Mum,” I say. “But my auntie showed me how to count and cipher.” 

She snorts. “Perhaps you are not a total dunce, then. I have decided that you should be taught to read and write. You will take lessons with Brother Columba. Present yourself at the abbey gates tomorrow morning. You will work with him every day from Terce to Sext.”

Terce? Sext?  

She rings a small brass bell. A man in a footman’s uniform appears in a doorway and stares in, his eyes settling on my face like a wasp crawling over a sweetmeat.

“Go away, Dauber,” the lady says. “I need Stubbs.”

A moment later Stubbs arrives. Lady Cardonell makes flicking gestures with her fingertips, and Stubbs leads me away.

When we get back to Meg’s cottage, he informs my grandaunt of Lady Cardonell’s decree. Meg waits until Stubbs leaves before she explodes “God’s bloody, weeping wounds—the gall of that clapper-clawed hag! Poking her auld snout into what ain’t her business. I only allowed you to go because I reckoned there mought be a bit of coin in it when she got a gander at you—“

“Why would—“

Meg abruptly snaps her mouth shut. “Never you just mind.”She pokes viciously at the fire, “Not a farthing are we to get out of it. Wants you learning nonsense out of books—fie! Will reading then knead my bread? Will writing milk my goats?”

I breathe a sigh of relief. Meg needs me too much to let me go. As her joints stiffen I’m the one who hauls water, brings in firewood and keeps the fire going. I feed the geese and milk the goats and shoo away stray pigs. I knead the bread with my small strong hands and pull weeds and run errands. The only thing I don’t do is brew the ale; Meg still reserves that task for herself.. All women brew ale, which is folks’ main drink, but Meg brews ale in batches large enough to sell. Everyone knows when she’s brewed a fresh batch because she sets up her ale stake over her front door— a broomstick garlanded round with wheat sheaves and poppies in summer and with holly in winter.

“Wowan not go,” Nob says, glancing up from his task, sewing an old patch of leather onto my worn shoe soles. Most people hear what comes out of Nob’s mouth as gibberish, but if you take the trouble to listen, you can understand him fine. He has a harelip, his upper lip split and pulled all the way up to his right nostril. The teeth on the right side of his face grow in sideways, pushing his tongue askew, making it difficult for him to speak. 

Because of his deformity, he’d been cruelly teased and tormented as a boy. Both his parents had died of fever when he was only nine years old, leaving him an orphan living in the streets, existing on rain water and scraps stolen out of garbage heaps. He was bullied and beaten, called dummy and donkey face and shit-for-brains.  He was an oversized boy, but despite his stature, he was too timid to fight back against his persecutors.  He endured the kicks and drubbings, never crying out, just hunching himself into a ball like a sow bug until the boys got bored with their sport and ran off. 

Meg had found him burrowed for warmth in her goat manure pile one winter night eleven years ago. Scolding him all the while for being such a gorbellied puttock, Meg had taken him in. He wasn’t much more than skin and bones. “Weighed as much as a house cat,” Meg would say, her eyes angrily flashing as she described how Nob had arrived in her life. He was a big-boned boy, with nails chewed down to nubs and hair crawling with lice. Then there was that monstrous mouth, of course. But Meg didn’t care. Here was the son she’d always wanted, discarded by the rest of the world and left to live or die. She saw the gold beneath the dross, the soul of an angel beneath the face of an ogre. She never knew for certain what his real name was; she thought it might have been Robert, but his clumsy mouth distorted it to Nob. Nob it was and Nob it was from that time forward, and though folks called him an idiot Meg considered Nob a gift from God, compensation for afflicting her with a worthless drunkard of a husband who’d never given her a child of her own.

She’d bathed and scrubbed Nob, burned his old clothes, and dressed him in her dead husband’s things, cut down to fit him. Then Meg fed him. Nob ate like the starved wild animal he was, gobbling and stuffing as though there would never be enough food in the world for him. On her good, plain cooking, Nob had grown. And grown, and grown until now, in his early twenties, he was a giant of a man, the tallest man in Knaresborough, with shoulders like an ox and legs like tree trunks, and though he was slow and ponderous, he was a steady worker, clever with tools and able to build or repair anything.  

He plowed and dunged and sowed the half acre of barley Meg rented just outside town, pushing the plow himself to spare Meg the cost of renting an ox. He kept Meg’s big fermenting tubs in good repair, he chopped firewood, he replaced the thatch on the roof every couple of years. And he brought a bit of extra coin into the house, hiring himself out to a local farmer named Anders to help with the harvest and farm chores. 

A year after Meg had taken in Nob, a young girl showed up on her doorstep. Her name was Agatha Sontheil and she was Meg’s niece by marriage—the daughter of Bert Birdwhistle’s sister Marjorie, who’d died in childbirth. Agatha had been raised by her father, Rudolph Sontheil, on a small farm near Knaresborough. When Agatha was fifteen, her father was gored to death by a dairy bull. Rudolph’s brother had claimed the farm holding for himself, moving his own large family into his brother’s cottage and turfing Agatha out. Left with no one else to turn to, Agatha had come to Meg. Without hesitation, Meg had taken her in. 

“She were a flibbertigibbet,” Meg always says disapprovingly about the girl who became my mother.  “Too pretty for her own good.”

Agatha was sixteen when she gave birth to me. I have only the haziest memories of my mother: bright blue eyes, pink cheeks, golden hair, a sweet voice. I recall once the two of us walking in the woods, hunting wild strawberries. She popped a sweet, ripe berry into my mouth, laughing at how the juice ran down the sides of my mouth, and wiped my face with her apron hem. But perhaps I only dreamed the strawberry hunting. The peepings have so addled my earliest memories that I’m not quite certain what really happened and what I saw when I took one of my fits.

One morning when I was still a toddler, Meg sent Agatha to return a wicker basket she’d borrowed from her cousin Norah. Agatha never returned that day. Or that night, or any day after. 

“Run off  with the gypsies, I shouldn’t wonder,” Meg spat, “and good riddance to bad rubbish.” Nevertheless, she sent Nob out to search for Agatha and scoured the town herself, but not so much as a thread of the girl’s clothing was ever found. Meg refused to talk about Agatha from that time forward. I think Meg was sore hurt—she hadn’t tossed Agatha out like most women would have when she’d turned up with a swollen belly. And poor thanks it was that Agatha had left her child behind for an old woman to raise. 

Meg grumbles and chunders about Lady Cardonell’s decree for the next hour or so. “Us common folks ain’t serfs no more,” she fumes. “We got rights. We don’t have to bow and scrape to them highborn muckety-mucks.” 

After a while, though, Meg’s practical side emerges. She turns the matter over in her mind  looking at it from all angles, the way she turns a scrap of cloth in her hands figuring how it piece it into a quilt.  

“Might be something to this reading business after all,” she says thoughtfully, biting off a length of thread she’s been using to let down the hem of my gown.

I shoot her an apprehensive look.

“And wouldn’t it just put Gretna Goudge’s nose out of joint to hear you can read good as that lubberwort son of hers what’s got no more brains than a boiled flounder!”

“But I don’t want to read!” I cry, horrified at this turn in Meg’s thinking.  

“That don’t signify a jot. You’ll do what you’s told. You’ll get up earlier to get your chores done. You’ll go to that  monk and learn what all is in them books.”

Tears spring into my eyes, but Meg ignores them. “ I’ll show that old harridan up to the castle that our privy don’t stink any worse than hers.”
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Chapter Four
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My mattress might as well have been stuffed with thistles for all the sleep I get that night. By morning my eyes feel as though they’re filled with hot sand. My innards quake like a custard.. One look at the porridge set out on the table and I bolt for the privy, where I chuck up the contents of my belly. 

“Auntie—don’t make me go,” I beg Meg, hoping my hollow eyes and pale face will soften her heart. But she sets her jaw and shoves me none too  gently toward Nob, who’s to escort me to the abbey, then stomps off to do her brewing. It’s not until years later I understand Meg walked away only so I wouldn’t see that her own eyes were brimming with tears.  

His expression as hangdog as my own, Nob walks me as far as the gate of Aethelstan Abbey. The town grew up around the abbey, with rows of ramshackle houses slapped up against its eastern wall—and yet the abbey is still apart too, its monks and brothers forbidden to mingle with townsfolk for fear of corruptive influences. Pilgrims are welcomed in its hospice, and  the townspeople are welcome to come to St. Aethelstan cathedral. The great building overawes them, though, and they prefer to hear Mass at St. John’s Over-the-bridge, the ancient, decrepit church in the center of town.

They abbey folk must have been expecting me, because a young monk in worn brown robes is waiting at the wide latticed gate on Abbey Lane. Looking down his long nose, he snippily informs us that he’s to take me to the place where I’ll have my lessons. 

Turning a woebegone face to Nob, I whisper, “Can you come with me?”

“Just you,” the monk snaps, grabbing my hand, pulling me through the gate and slamming it behind him with a loud clang. I cast a look at Nob, who’s watching, helpless, as I’m led away, a lamb to the slaughter. 

The monk doesn’t speak to me, just chivvies me along as though he can’t wait to be done with an irksome job. We pass several small buildings, then he impatiently beckons me into a larger building of pale gray stone. Inside is a wide room with tables and stools, its floor striped with early morning sunlight from a row of east-facing windows. 

“This is the scriptorium,” the monk says, fixing me with a stern eye. “Stay here.” Hurrying off, he leaves me alone with a pounding heart and a stomach that feels as though swallows are swooping around inside. To distract myself, I tiptoe about the room, inspecting it for the whips and canes I’m certain it must contain—or a rack—do they rack children? The thought makes me tremble. The place smells of ink, incense, and dust. Shelves along its walls are packed with leather-bound books and scrolls and the long tables hold rolls of parchment, quills, and nib knives. Holes cut into the table tops hold bottles of colored inks.

As terrified as I am, I still itch to pick up a quill, dip it into one of those little pots, and draw on the smooth, inviting parchment. I reach toward a quill—and snatch back my hand at the sound of a door opening. I whirl around to see a figure in the doorway, backlit by the bright sunlight, so that my first impression is of a saint illuminated by a heavenly glow. 

“Peace be with you, child.” His voice is light and musical, as though he’s singing rather than merely speaking his words. “I am Brother Columba, macushla, and I believe you and I are to labor together for the greater honor and glory of God.” 

He’s beardless and bald except for the skimpy strip of graying hair surrounding his pate, which makes his head look like a large pink egg sitting in a nest.  His body is short and round, and his hands, when he grasps my small, cold ones,  are as warm and plump as fresh-risen dough.  “And you’re to be my little pupil—Ursula, is it now?”

Unable to speak, I nod. He smells lovely, as though the wool of his long brown robes has soaked up incense.  

“Now, then, as I understand it, you’re  to come here for instruction from terce to sext every day—that is, from nine o’clock to noon, though not Sundays, that being the day set aside for the Lord.” Leading me over to a table, he pulls out a stool for me, then one for himself, and seats himself alongside me. His soft brown eyes fix on me. “Do you know your Pater Noster?”

“P-pater noster,” I recite in a tremulous whisper.  “Quis est, qui est .  . . “ I stumble to a halt, “That’s all I know,” I confess, ducking my head in shame.  

He pats my shoulder. “Never mind, macushla, plenty of time to learn. The purpose of teaching you to read is so that you may come to know the word of God. Have you been baptized?”

“I—I don’t know.” I can’t meet his eye. “My auntie said Father Clegg wouldn’t baptize me.”

Brother Colomba’s eyebrows shot up. “A priest, refusing the sacrament of Baptism?”

“I-I think it was because I was a b-bastard. Course I don’t remember, being just a babe. But them in town—Bessy and Wat and them—they say as how I’m a bastard,  on account of  my mum was a—“ I can’t say the word. “Because I ain’t got no pa.”

“Ursula, alannah,” Brother Columba says gently. “Your parents may have sinned when they conceived you, but their sin is not upon you. All children have a father.” 
“I reckon he might be off at sea or summat.” My fingers twist themselves into knots. “And he’ll come get me some day.” 
“You have a father in heaven who loves you and watches out for you just as an earthly father does.” Brother Columba points a finger upward. 

“Who is he, then?” I quaver, jerking my eyes toward the ceiling, as though someone might be hiding in the rafters.

“Why, it’s God, child. God, our Heavenly father, is always there to call upon. Now, shall we begin  our lessons?”

I nod miserably, gritting my teeth, bracing myself for my humiliation. I expect him to take down one of the moldy-smelling books from the shelves, but Brother Columba wipes off the table top with his sleeves, dips his forefinger into a small wooden bowl filled with fireplace soot and makes black strokes atop the table.  “We are going to write your name, Ursula. See this curved line—that is a U, the first letter of your name.”

“I ain’t called Ursula,” I protest. “They calls me Rowan.”

“Rowan? The name of a tree? That’s a pagan name, surely?”

“I been called that since I was a year old and me auntie said my cheeks was round and red as a rowan berry. So she called me Rowanberry, and that became Rowan, see? It was my mum named me Ursula, but I don’t like Ursula—it’s kind of ugly, innit?  Sounds like a growl. And Jake Bear told me it means she bear in some heathen tongue.”

Brother Columba laughs, a rich, ripe, happy sound that makes me smile despite myself. “That heathen tongue is Latin, little one—the language of Holy Mother Church. St. Ursula was a virgin and martyr. She was pierced to death with arrows by the pagan Germans, and died a martyr’s death alongside her eleven thousand virgin handmaidens.”

“Eleven thousand!” My eyes pop. “Thassa mort, ain’t it, sir?”

He smiled. “A mort indeed. And you must call me Brother. My own name is the name of a great Irish saint.”

“Did they shoot him with arrows too?”

He laughs. “No, but God gave Columba the task of bringing Christianity to the heathen Scots, which was a great deal worse.”

“But why—“

“Enough, child. Now dip your finger in the soot and copy what I do.”

Why, this is no more difficult, I discover, than drawing pictures in the dirt. I have a good eye and steady hand and find I can copy the letters Brother Columba writes without any trouble, though mine are wobblier than his. He tells me the name of each letter, then made me repeat it, and makes up little stories to help me remember: U is a ewer—a jug filled with wash water. R makes me think of run, a boy with a stolen pie under his arm, the end stroke his running leg. S is a snake slithering through the grass—and so on. 

“What a quick learner you are,” Brother Columba exclaims, and I glow with pride.   When he’s satisfied I can do my name, Brother Colomba introduces me to the alphabet. In an hour  we’re up to the G, which is when a young monk bustles in with a basket of  buns still hot from the oven, a jug of apple cider, and two clay mugs.

“I do love my mid-terces,” Brother Columba says, rubbing his hands together. “Though I fear God will punish me for my sin of gluttony. Food always tastes better when shared, little one—will you help me eat these buns?”

“Oh, yes!” I snatch one up, having learned at a young age that food is a fleeting thing  that must be seized as quickly as possible. Since I skipped my breakfast, I’m famished.  I burn my tongue on the first bun, but it’s so delicious—made of much finer flour than Meg uses, and flavored with a touch of honey—that I can’t help gobbling.

“Slow down, child—there is more and aplenty.” Brother Colomba pours me a mug of cider, so fresh from pressing it’s still sweet-smelling and thick with apple pulp. As I reach for my third bun, something brushes against my leg. Startled, I see a small white cat twining against me, gazing up at me with green eyes. It opens its mouth and meows, demanding to be fed. I scrunch away from it. Cats, with their snakelike eyes and sly faces, are the devil’s creatures—that’s what Meg says.

“Don’t be afraid, child,” Brother Columba says. “Tis but a puss, it won’t harm you.”

The cat jumps into my lap, settles itself and begins to knead my thighs with its claws, purring all the while.  

“Give her a morsel and she’ll be satisfied,” Brother Columba says, laughter in his voice. “Her name is Pangur Ban. That’s white cat in Gaelic. I named her for a poem one of my brethren in Ireland, another monk he was, wrote centuries ago. Would you like to hear it?”

I nod, tearing off a small chunk of my bun and gingerly offering it to the cat, who takes it in her mouth and began to delicately chew.

Clearing his throat, Brother Columba recites.

“I and Pangur Ban, my cat,
'Tis a like task we are at;
Hunting mice is his delight,
Hunting words I sit all night.”
There are more lines to the poem, and the way Brother Columba speaks them, his voice rising and falling, his words painting marvelous pictures in my mind, it’s as good as hearing a bard at a fair. I clap loudly when he finishes. “That was ever so good!” I exclaim. “But why do you talk different from the folks herebouts?” 

“Because I am not from ‘hereabouts,’”  he replies, his eyes twinkling. “Born and raised in Ireland, I was. I entered the holy brotherhood at a priory in County Meath when I was nineteen.  I was sent to Aethelstan when our own priory became too crowded. The good Abbot here does not know how to best use an Irish lout who has no skill in the fields, who talks too much and eats too much and prays too little, so when the lady at the castle needed a tutor for her little granddaughter, the abbot thinks why not order that lazy Irish rogue to—“

“That lady ain’t my grandmother,” I interrupt.

“Oh. But I thought—“ Brother Columba starts to say something, then stops, frowning, his eyes going distant, as though he’s adding up sums in his head. Then they fix on me again, he smiles and says, “Silly old man I am. Well, let’s have another go at the alphabet, shall we?” 

By the end of the third hour my rump is sore from sitting, but I have most of the alphabet locked in my head. That morning a door opens for me, pried open by the kindly Brother, a door that will, I discover, open to countless other doors. 

Next day I return for more lessons. And the day after that. A week goes by; my mind stretches like a small shoot bursting into the sunshine from its cold, cramped underground home. By the end of that first week I’ve  grasped  how letters can be strung together to form sounds, and how sounds can be put together to form words. Even outside of my lessons, letters and words still dance in shining strings before my eyes. The world arranges itself in a different light. When
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