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Dedication

For The Hex. My favorite witches. 




Epigraph

“He who destroys a good book kills reason itself.”

—JOHN MILTON

“If all printers were determined not to print anything till they were sure it would offend nobody, there would be very little printed.”

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN 
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Historical Note

In the little German town of Mainz, sometime around the mid-1400s, Johannes Gutenberg came up with an idea that would change the world forever: the printing press.

What was to follow would revolutionize the Western world, taking it out of the feudal Middle Ages and into the Modern era. Printing meant the common man (and a few women), at least those who were literate, could spread ideas far and wide, for good or bad. News and false news could be circulated with, compared to previous times, lightning speed. The era of mass media had been born.

Information was no longer solely in the hands of those who held the power—the church and the state. This was a seismic change. Amazingly, not long after, the first feminist pamphlets began to be published, advocating ideas of respect and equality for women.

In 1517, this time in the town of Wittenberg, Germany, another man, a monk, named Martin Luther, published a document containing ninety-five ideas about Christianity he invited discussion on. This was a time when there was no such concept as secularism, and everyone believed in God and the afterlife. Luther’s questioning of the status quo exploded a bomb into Europe, and many years of violent religious wars were to follow in what became known as the Protestant Reformation.

Today, the violent storm that blew up over whether the Bible could be translated from Latin into other languages, or whether salvation for a person’s soul could be gained through payments to the church, is hard to understand. But, boiled down, the violence that erupted was over the challenge to the authority and wealth of the church and those who ruled, and who would gain from the shift. Those fearing these new ideas would result in the end of the world clung desperately to the existing order, and they hunted with increasing ferocity the “heretics” who sought change. 




Prologue

Paris, July 1552

The moon hung low in a cloudless night sky.

She paused a moment to stare at it, wondering what magic held it there, suspended like a specter in the dark, round as a freshly minted coin, pale as buttermilk.

But this was no time to linger, and, pulling the hood of her cloak farther over her head to be sure the fair band of her hair was fully covered, she crept, quiet as a cat in her indoor slippers, the cobbles hard and rough against the soles of her feet, toward the gate that led into the Cemetery of the Innocents at the heart of Les Halles. She turned and checked behind her before entering the graveyard.

For it was the living, not the dead, who filled her with trepidation.

All was quiet and still.

She heaved a long, slow breath to gather herself, then, head down, she hurried on, recalling the route in daylight yesterday. The distance was short. The manuscript was safe. And, with good fortune, by the time the sun rose, she’d have secured its future too.

She turned right onto Rue St. Denis, St. Catherine before her, keeping to the shadows of the walls of the hospital, left, then right again, passing the hulking shape of the church in the square, then winding down toward the river. She could smell it now, sharp in her nostrils, raw and earthy. She glanced east and fancied there was a lightening of the sky over Paris, but perhaps it was just the glow of the moon, still shining bright as a polished pearl button.

She was at the edge of the bridge now, Le Pont Notre-Dame, and hesitated. There she would be at her most vulnerable. The bridge ran straight and true across this stretch of the river, on to the island at its center where the great church of the Notre-Dame de Paris dominated the surrounding buildings. But with the houses densely packed side by side along the bridge, if she were pursued, there would be no escape. No alley to dart down, no wall to hide behind. Her fingers found the tender flesh at her wrist. Her head still ached and her ribs were bruised, but she would not cry. Enough tears had been shed already, and they were useless.

She could see the Notre-Dame cathedral from where she stood, its tall steeple dense against the paler sky, rising like a long, tapering finger toward the heavens. It felt like a message. God will not abandon you in this, your hour of need.

A soft breath of wind from the river stroked her skin. She listened. No sound on the cobbles, just the rush of water beneath the bridge and she was moving again, tripping in her haste, her breath shallow, heart beating like a drum. Eyes fixed on the far end of the bridge, she didn’t look back, didn’t dare. At last she was on solid ground, the walls of the Convent of the Blessed Heart rising before her and she almost cried with relief.

All she needed to do now was follow the wall to the end of the street, turn left, and the woman would be waiting.

A tiny stone, no bigger than a silver penny skittered beside her left heel. The sound of it echoed off the tall stone wall, too loud, too unnatural, and a dart of red-hot fear shot through her. She whirled around. The figure of a man loomed but three feet behind her, hooded, swathed in black. She stumbled back, attempted to run, but her legs turned to liquid.

There was a beat of time as her mind tripped. Where had he come from? How did she not hear him?

A viselike grip on her arm, and she was spun around as if she were but a feather tossed on the wind. She glimpsed his face beneath the shadow of his hood, the set of his jaw, shape of his chin. The shock of recognition.

“Please—”

But her words, her sob, her struggle against his grip, were stopped as he pulled her flat to his chest, her throat tight with terror, his large, solid arm pinning her to him.

Silver flashed in his other hand.

There was no more time for thought or words as a roar filled her ears and a searing pain like none she had ever known tore at her throat. 




Chapter 1

Milly

Levittown, Long Island, New York, November 1952

The library squats low in one corner of South Village Green. Utilitarian and plain, it crouches beneath a flat, brown roof. Its ugliness belies the beauty of what harbors inside its bland walls. It’s Milly’s favorite haunt, with or without the children. The shelves of books, the smell of them, evocative of knowledge and worlds other than her own, transport her right back to a very different library. That one, as soaring and beautiful outside as in, was steeped in history and privilege. It was there that she spent many delicious hours before the war, engrossed in her studies. Before her dream of a life in academia was stubbed out, like a cigarette ground into the dirt beneath a soldier’s boot.

Before George. Before Edward and Olive. Before everything.

The morning is damp and raw, the threat of snow hanging in the air like a bad mood. Milly hesitates at the door. She should go straight home, use the precious time before she must collect Olive to clean the house, wash the clothes, iron George’s shirts, prepare a tasty meal like a good wife would. No, that can wait. She’ll make a game of it all with Olive later. Perhaps she should take the advice of the Coven, otherwise known as the mothers from Abbey Lane Elementary School, and get some help at home. But the thought of having someone in her house that she must make polite chitchat with, give orders to, makes her feel sick.

She steps inside the bright warmth of the library and tension flows out of her, a long exhale. Milly rolls her shoulders and finds herself drawn, as usual, to the small section, right at the back, Classical Greece and Rome.

She stares at the spines, The Greek Myths, The Iliad, The Odyssey. The collection is basic, but better than nothing. She lifts Herodotus’s Histories off the shelf, wondering if it is permitted under library rules to take it out again, seeing as she only returned it two days ago. A distraction from the discomfort that still sits in her belly from this morning’s encounter with Doris Sykes and the Coven at the monthly PTA Tuesday morning coffee.

It was George who suggested she should go. I know it’s hard for you, Milly-Moo, but we’ve been here six months now. Look at the children! They’re making friends and fitting in. Make an effort with the other mothers. Spend time with them, get to know them. And while you have coffee, the children can play with their little friends. You just need to fit in.

Fit in? This morning, she fit in like a mongrel at a pedigree dog show. The blur of names, their elegant clothes, the perfectly pinned curls, painted nails, and rouged lips. The look in their eyes as they took in her patched-up coat, straight hair, lack of makeup. She might lack fashion sense but there is nothing wrong with her ears and she heard all right their sniggers over tweed and those shoes as they assessed her shapeless skirt once the offending coat had been removed.

“This is Millicent Bennett,” Doris crooned, placing an arm around Milly’s shoulders and pulling her into the heart of the Coven. “She and her husband, George, came over from London—”

“It’s Milly. And it was Oxford.”

“Oxford, England, just six weeks ago, and—”

“Months. It was six months ago. But we stayed with George’s parents early on, in Kentucky, while he looked for a job and found this house. Lucky it wasn’t too long because I think we outstayed our welcome. George’s mother, Patricia, well, she and I didn’t rub along too well, and I think, honestly, she prefers horses to people, which I can understand, but it was awful really, she didn’t want the children breaking anything and I felt like I was walking on eggshells . . .” Everyone was staring and she knew she should stop but she couldn’t now she’d started. “George was gone for a month at least, and everything I did seemed to be wrong, especially my cooking. I mean who doesn’t like bubble and squeak or toad-in-the-hole?”

“Coffee?”

“I prefer tea. Milk, one sugar.” She’d caught the look exchanged between Doris and Sissy Friedland. “Please.”

While Doris was in the kitchen, Sissy asked what brought them to America. Milly was so nervous by then, everything got muddled and came out in the wrong order.

“Poor George, after the war he struggled to find work in England. I mean, he’d been in Germany—he was in the air force for a bit after we were married—well, he went back and forth or how else would we have made the children?” Someone sniggered and she felt her face flush hot. “But then Mother got ill and he was demobbed and he wanted to come here, but we couldn’t—because of Mother’s cancer and being an only child, there was only me—and that’s when he struggled to find work.” She heaved in a breath. Plowed on. “He was so good with her, but she died of the cancer anyway, and England is so gray and clapped out and the rationing got to us, so we thought, better to come here where there are jobs and no rubble.” Shut up, Milly. Just. Stop. Talking.

“I’m so sorry about your mother,” someone said.

“Oh, well, thank you. That’s why we stayed in Blighty so long, you see. She went downhill rather slowly, and I could hardly abandon her, could I? Not with my father gone already. Not that I was much use at the end. Couldn’t face her pain. George was the one. The strong one. The better one.”

Milly cringes now as she remembers her words and the way the other women had looked at one another. She’d sounded so callous and that wasn’t it at all. Mother’s absence left a giant hole inside her that nothing and nobody could fill, not even George. Mother understood her in the way nobody else in the entire world understood her. She and Father, while he had still been alive, had nurtured what even Milly could see was a bizarre obsession with everything Greek and Roman after she had read, at age five, a children’s book of Greek and Roman myths. She’d badgered them for Latin lessons and later they paid a tutor for her to learn ancient Greek, which in the end had been the reason she’d landed her place at Somerville College studying those languages and the ancient world.

She places Herodotus back on the shelf. Not today.

She turns and walks purposefully toward the modern literature shelves. She needs to live in the present. There are the hair and the clothes that need to be tackled, but first she should immerse herself in American culture if she wants to fit in. She owes it to George and the children to try.

Milly walks slowly up each aisle, breathing in the musky scent of the library, scanning the books arranged in alphabetical order by authors’ surname, A to Z. She reaches the end of S when someone clears their throat just behind her left ear, making her jump.

“Oops, I didn’t mean to startle you.” It’s Miss Leeson, the librarian, who reads to the children during Story Hour. “Oh, Mrs. Bennett! I didn’t realize it was you. Perhaps you need some help choosing a book?”

Milly takes an involuntary step back. The woman is so close, she can see the open pores on her nose and a ridge of tiny dark hairs on her upper lip. She reads the curly black writing on the badge Miss Leeson has pinned upside down on her chest, Hi! I’m Susan and I’m here to help.

“Goodness, Miss Leeson, you gave me a quite a fright.”

“Oh dear. I always seem to be surprising people. I really don’t mean to . . .”

“It’s all right. I’m fully recovered.”

“How are the little ones?”

“Oh, they’re fine. Edward is in first grade, and little Olive is settling in nicely at kindergarten. She loves to be busy and is even starting to read and write all her letters.”

“Goodness. She is a clever girl. You must bring her in to choose a book soon.”

“I most definitely will.”

Miss Leeson smiles and Milly thinks she catches a look of sadness in the older woman’s eyes. Perhaps she wishes she were married and had had children? By now she might have had grandchildren to take to the park. Perhaps she had wanted to marry but never found the right man. Milly wonders why. She is pleasant enough. A little off-kilter perhaps, but genuine. And genuine is an undervalued attribute. Especially in women.

“Remember, story time is twice a day, ten a.m. and two p.m.” She looks from Milly to the bookshelves beside her. “We have some swell romances over there, if you’re looking for something for yourself.” She points to a section by the far wall. “This, here, is the more serious fiction . . .” Milly must have given her quite the stare, for the woman’s face reddens and she says, “Well, if you don’t need any help, I’ll leave you be.”

Miss Leeson turns away from her, shoulders bowed. Perhaps the librarian is simply lonely? An emotion Milly herself knows only too well.

“No, wait, Miss Leeson, I could do with some help. I’d like to read some American authors. Get a better sense of your history and culture. Before I was married and came to live here, and, well, before the war, I was at university. I studied Ancient Greek and Latin at Somerville College, Oxford.” She pauses, and Miss Leeson blinks rapidly behind her glasses. Too much, Milly thinks. Again. “Not awfully useful to me now.” She points to the line of books under S. “I was looking here for novels by John Steinbeck—Of Mice and Men, or perhaps The Grapes of Wrath? But I can’t see any. Are they all out on loan?”

Miss Leeson blanches. “Oh!” she says, glancing behind her. “Oh dear.”

“What is it?”

“I’m afraid we don’t stock those books here, Mrs. Bennett.” She draws closer to Milly and lowers her voice. “Nor any others of that ilk. I suppose being from abroad, perhaps you didn’t know?”

“Didn’t know what?”

The woman glances around the library again. There are a few other people scanning nearby shelves. It is deathly quiet, the only sounds being the soft thump of a book being placed on a table, the hum of the lights, and Milly’s pulse in her ears.

Miss Leeson swallows. “Steinbeck is a . . .” Her face puckers, and she mouths the word communist. “Our library only stocks suitable books,” she says a little louder. “Anyone borrowing from us can be confident they will not find anything unpatriotic, profane, explicit, or unsuitable.” She speaks as though reeling off a well-rehearsed list.

Milly feels herself flash scarlet as the browsers turn to look.

What on earth must these people think she has asked for? She can feel the judgy stares of the other librarygoers. She wouldn’t have said a thing had she not been trying to be kind. Indignation throbs inside.

“I didn’t mean to cause offense,” she says through gritted teeth.

Miss Leeson takes a step closer. “Look,” she whispers, “why don’t we step into my office for a moment?”

The woman places a firm hand between Milly’s shoulders and guides her between the bookcases toward a door at the back of the library.

Once they are seated on hardbacked chairs in the center of the small room that appears to serve as Miss Leeson’s office, Milly’s anger dissipates. Miss Leeson and her disheveled bun, heavy glasses, and soft cheeks is a creature to be pitied. This is the extent of her empire. This sad stack of books waiting to be stamped. Library cards to be written up and issued, catalogs to be gone through.

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you out there, but I had to say all that if I want to keep my job.”

“Miss Leeson, I really—”

“Susan, please. My dear, we’ve known each other long enough, and look here . . .” The nervous giggle again. “Now we are getting to know each other better still.”

“Well, okay, Susan, then I suppose you must call me Milly, too, but I don’t—”

“The thing is, Milly . . .” Susan jumps from her chair and scurries around behind the desk pressed into the corner of the room. She disappears as she crouches behind it. “There are lots of reasons this library has chosen not to stock certain volumes as I said—profanity, sexual deviance, communist ideals, blasphemy. The list is long.” There is a sound of rummaging. “Mr. Sullivan, my boss, is very particular about that.”

“I am sorry,” Milly says, anxious now to escape this suffocating little room and being alone with Susan. “I really didn’t mean to cause trouble, and hopefully there is no harm done, but I should be going now . . .”

“Oh, I won’t keep you a moment . . .” Susan pops up again, waving a book in her hand and grinning. “Found it!” She dashes back around the desk and places the book with a sweep of triumph into Milly’s hands.

Of Mice and Men, Milly reads. She glances up in surprise. Susan is smiling widely, teeth just a little too big for her mouth.

Milly glances back at the book in her hands. “I don’t understand,” she says slowly. “If this book is illegal, how come you have it?”

“It’s not illegal as such, just banned from the area’s libraries. Now, if you ever want a book that has, shall we say, a controversial subject matter, just ask me on the quiet. I keep a growing private collection of my own in here. For a select group of discerning customers only.” She places her hands on her hips and surveys the room. “Mr. Sullivan never ventures into my lair, so it’s quite safe.”

“Goodness.”

“Personally,” Susan continues, “I think we should be able to read and discuss books freely. And you, being a college girl, I’m sure, would agree. Am I right?”

Milly finds herself smiling back. “You are.”

“Now, I must be getting back to work. Just bring that in when you’ve finished it. Perhaps we can chat about what you think over coffee sometime?”

Milly tilts her head, seeing Susan in a new way. She is quite unlike the Coven. And to chat about a book rather than the laziness of home helpers, chipped fingernail polish, or whatever would be awfully refreshing. “I would love that.”

“Oh, and one more thing. Keep this to yourself, will you? Not even your husband can know I’ve lent you this.”

“Absolutely.” Milly waves the book. “I assure you, Susan. I am very good at keeping secrets.”

* * *

Later, Milly, the book clipped safely inside her handbag, and four-year-old Olive, full of tales from her morning at kindergarten, walk hand in hand down Old Oak Lane toward their home at number 26. It has been a meandering trip, there being no need to hurry. First, they stopped at the playground for Olive to ride on the merry-go-round and the seesaw, then Milly pushed her for a while on the swing. After that they visited the duck pond. The walk home from there took half an hour rather than the usual fifteen minutes as there were leaves to collect, stones to examine, and cats to stroke. At last, Olive professed to be hungry for lunch, so they sped up a little along the last stretch.

It is only as Milly reaches number 22 that she notices the man standing on her doorstep. She doesn’t recognize him immediately, on account of the calf-length coat, the hat, and scarf half obscuring his face.

“Who is that man?” Olive asks pointing at him with one small, gloved finger.

Milly is about to reply that she has no idea, simultaneously noting the twitch of the curtain at number 25 and Mrs. Humphries surreptitiously glancing over while apparently tending her rosebushes, when the man turns around.

“Oh my,” Milly murmurs, stopping so abruptly, Olive almost trips.

“Mummy? Is he a bad man?” She leans in, gripping her mother’s hand tighter.

“No.” Milly lets out a breath. She lurches forward, tugging Olive so she must run to keep up. “He is a good man. The very best. Just one I never expected to see again.”

Milly locks eyes with the man, and he raises his hand in greeting. All at once the years slide away and she is back in the hut in Buckinghamshire during the war, her eyes swollen and sore under the fierce glare of lights. There is dust in her throat and a cacophony of noise outside. She remembers being hunched over her desk in the intense summer heat and the numbing cold of winter. Long, long, tedious hours, fighting against sleep to concentrate because lives, so many lives, relied on it. And, between shifts, the glorious release of music and dancing, plays and performances, the chatter, the meals, the camaraderie. The laughter. The fact she, for perhaps the first and only time, really had fit in, made friends, and earned the respect of her superiors.

For the first and only time she had been part of something that really mattered.

And here, now, so unexpected and out of place, the man with the soft eyes who saw something in her that most people miss, because most people just see what they want to.

Milly is running up the garden path, her staccato breath snagging, like her memories of the past. She comes to a halt before him, barely aware of Olive’s small hand still clasped tight in hers.

“Mr. Harvey-Jones,” she says, the name a whisper on her breath. So strange to say it after all this time. He is a little grayer and more stooped than she remembers. But the kind, sloping eyes are unchanged. “How on earth did you find me?”

The man’s face breaks into a lopsided smile and his shoulders move in a way that says It’s complicated and I’m sorry. But he shouldn’t be sorry at all.

It is only seeing him, here on her doorstep, that she understands, in spite of George, of the children, of her new life here, the extent of the gaping hole left since those extraordinary years at Bletchley Park when they managed, against all the odds, to break the unbreakable German Enigma code and help bring an end to World War II.




Chapter 2

Charlotte

Rue St.-Jacques, Paris, July 1552

It was the tolling of the noon bells at the Church of Saint-Benoît calling the faithful to prayer, that marked the moment Charlotte Guillard’s life shifted from the practical to the illuminated. The illumination was not, of course, immediate. That sort of instant clarity of vision was reserved only for the saints. In her case the Lord, perhaps considering her to need convincing, was to reveal his plan in increasingly distressing increments over several days. But still, the chiming of those bells would be a daily reminder of the moment that divided everything into the Before, and the After.

That July morning, until the ringing of the sext bells, her day progressed perfectly ordinarily. Rising at the cock’s crow shortly before dawn, Charlotte washed, dressed, and made straight to the workshops where her journeymen and their apprentices were already hard at work at her six printing presses: setting the type, mixing the ink and spreading it, laying the paper. All of it watched over by Frédéric, her best corrector and editor to date. But still, even though she trusted him to pick up the smallest error of spelling or imperfection in a translation, her presence was necessary to remind her thirty-two print workers, as well as the booksellers in her bookshop, her illustrators, her bookkeepers, and her servants, that it was she, not he, or some other man, who was the head of this, her printing empire, and its sprawl of workshops, warehouses, shop, and living quarters that stretched along the Grande Rue St.-Jacques beneath the sign of the Soleil d’Or, the golden sun.

At six, Charlotte took her cup of wine and breakfast of eggs in the large dining room with her workers. Frédéric entered the room, a stack of paper tucked beneath one arm, and sat heavily beside her. He glanced at the journeymen, engrossed in their food, their tales of financial hardship, their women and cockfights, won and lost. He turned away from them and spoke to her in a low voice.

“I have tried every paper supplier in the city,” he began, “and this is the best I can find.”

Charlotte picked up a few sheets and held them to the light streaming through the long window behind, her gold rings glinting. There were terrible variations in the thickness. In some places the sheets were so thin they would surely tear at the folds and the edges.

She turned back to her editor. “This quality won’t do. If we use this . . . dung, the pages will rip. The folios will not be able to lie flat. Within a few years, the books will disintegrate. I cannot risk my reputation on this.”

“I know it. We cannot print Corpus Juris Civilis on this pigswill.” They stared gloomily at the folio samples.

“But what is to be done?” Charlotte asked, the egg sitting like a stone in her belly. Visions of dissatisfied customers demanding their orders be reprinted or worse, their money returned, swam before her eyes. “I’ll lose all future university business before vespers today, if the lawyers should see this.”

“The paper suppliers mock us,” Frédéric muttered. “They take advantage of the fact we cannot legally buy from anyone but them.”

“I’ll take them to court,” Charlotte announced, almost before she’d processed the thought. “The Paper Guild cannot be permitted to fill their pockets while our profits shrivel. Yolande Bonhomme, of printing house Kerver, must be suffering too. We will act together.”

“You cannot take on the guild . . .” Frédéric’s eyes widened. “They are too powerful . . . They are men, Madame. Men who will not give way.”

Charlotte huffed. “I’m well aware of that, Frédéric. But if we can get the court to agree to our sourcing direct from the paper mills, and not from the Paris Paper Guild, we can control the quality. It will be the best long-term solution.”

“But, Madame . . .” Frédéric seemed for a moment at a loss for words. “It would be . . . Brave.”

“You mean foolish.”

“Well . . .”

“And you have a better idea?”

He shook his head.

“I’ve not lived these sixty years or more to let this bring me down.”

“Madame, be careful. Should word that you will take them to court reach the ears of the guild . . . It could be dangerous.”

* * *

Back in the workshop, Charlotte began leafing through the folios of the newly printed French edition of The Apophthegms of the Ancients. The preface to the little collection of uplifting tales from the ancients, written by Desiderius Erasmus, was missing.

She turned sharply to Nicolas. The typesetter stood behind her, arms crossed over his chest, rolling his eyes at the apprentice slouching beside him.

“You have omitted the preface, Nicolas. Why is it not here?” She glanced at the large pile of folios already completed. “Are they missing from all those too?”

“I didn’t think it important, Madame. And I’m saving you the cost of one full sheet for such a small number of words . . . The man is dead, he cannot mind.” The apprentice sniggered, and Charlotte silenced him with a glare.

Nicolas added, “Some would say publishing this man’s work is an act of heresy . . . Madame.”

“Let us be clear, Nicolas. It is my decision, and mine alone, what we print and where we save costs.” Charlotte’s heart ticked faster. But the man was not wrong about the last point. She walked an ever-thinner tightrope in this increasingly intolerant world, pushing her to more and more conservative decisions as to what to print, distribute, and sell. That tension, always, existed between what she felt was important to set free into the world and what the church, the King, the judges sitting in the Parlement court might ban, or worse.

Monsieur Riant, her lawyer, had strongly advised her this must be the last print run of Erasmus’s work that Charlotte should produce. She remembered the furor over his Colloquies, the way he ridiculed greedy priests, phony rituals, and miracles and declared celibacy of the priesthood should be dropped in favor of married life. Parlement had ordered every copy be burned, and anyone found reading Colloquies should be executed. But even as Erasmus was hated by both Protestants and Catholics, the pope naming him as the leader of all heretics, Charlotte had known him to be a supporter of peace, liberty, and tolerance and outspoken in his criticism of burning books and heretics. Erasmus had been a friend of publishers everywhere.

Charlotte in her own quiet, determined way had vowed to continue to print his work for as long as she could. But she knew it was becoming too dangerous to continue.

Still, Nicolas was insubordinate. She took a deep breath to stem her rising anger. There was always one like him. A resentful young colt who considered it against the laws of natural order that an old mare like her should wield any power, especially over him.

“Erasmus would be turning in his grave to hear you speak so,” she scolded. “As well as disrespecting the dead, you are ignorant of the fact that those wishing to purchase these volumes from the far corners of Europe do so precisely because they want this great man’s work to live on forever through his words inked on this paper. That is the very point of what we do, here, in these print works.” She took a breath. “And do not forget that if I wish to save cost, I may do so by cutting your salary, as well as that of your apprentice. There are plenty who would happily take your place.” There was no sniggering now. “Set the type for those prefaces, and I will have Frédéric ensure they are correctly added to all of those.” She pointed at the folios piled up awaiting their final binding.

Charlotte stepped away, chin raised, her workers’ scowls burning into the back of her skull. They must not perceive so much as a whisper of weakness. She had been around long enough to understand how the world of men worked.

But her own words vocalized unsettling thoughts that had been smoldering in her mind these last months. Each day that passed brought her closer to her end. Who knew how much longer she had on this earth? The idea of leaving it brought with it the discomforting knowledge that, unlike Erasmus, she had nothing of real value to leave behind when she moved from this world to the next. Perhaps this yearning was born from the fact she had never had children. Or perhaps it was because she had spent a lifetime preserving into ink-on-paper the words of others. She took pride in this, of course, and to see her own printing mark on book after book still gave her a thrill, and yet, where was she in it?

Where was the essence of Charlotte Guillard?

The urge to do something, anything, that would leave some impression of her behind when she was gone, niggled at her like fleabites.

She continued her rounds, checking the typeset for the newly translated works of the Greek fathers into Latin she had been commissioned to print for her long-standing client, the Carthusian monk Godefroi Tilmann. All seemed in order. She became aware of the sun’s heat building as the morning wore on, of an ache at the back of her eyes from staring at print in the low light, and of the tenderness in her lower back as she spent too many hours bending over the presses, the folios, the illustrators, and the bookkeepers.

Midway through the long morning, she allowed herself a short break for a cup of wine and her favorite snack of bread dipped in honey. Outside in the courtyard that lay between the workshops and Charlotte’s living quarters, after weeks of no rain, the day was as dusty and dry as kindling ready for the fire. The air lay thick and heavy, a faint odor of sewage rising from the street beyond the buildings. As she made her way into the house, her mind snagged on the paper problem. She shall write to her lawyer, Monsieur Riant, and to Yolande Bonhomme, who she hoped would join her in a claim to the courts for freedom to purchase paper other than through the guild.

Her late first husband had built this house, close to the hallowed halls of the University of Paris. These days the university was a hotbed of Lutheran hunters, urged to be ever more voracious in their appetites to catch heretics by the chief inquisitor, Antoine de Mouchy. Knowing that madman sat in his lair but feet away made Charlotte shiver, despite the heat of the day. She crossed the yard, strewn with dishes and pots from breakfast waiting to be cleaned, and with carts of clothes and laundry ready to be taken to the lavoir by the maids. Stepping around them, she lowered her head to catch the sweet scent of orange, musk, and cloves from her pomander. In this intense heat, by late afternoon, the smell from the street would become intolerable.

Once in the sanctity of her study, Charlotte sank with a groan into the seat behind her desk. She leaned against the hard, lacquered back of the chair. A towering pile of correspondence awaited her attention. The air was too stuffy and hot, and sweat trickled down her back, pooled at her armpits. She opened the window in a futile attempt to let fresh air into the room. Frédéric’s earlier words of warning rattled through her brain. Madame, be careful. Should word that you will take them to court reach the ears of the guild . . . It could be dangerous.

Frédéric was right.

Spies in Paris lurked in every echelon of society, from church and royalty to merchants and lawyers. From heresy hunters to those seeking business secrets and financial advantage. Charlotte silently thanked her dead second husband, Claude, for teaching her the skills of encoding.

She opened her desk drawer to take out some clean writing paper and, as she considered what she would say to her lawyer, Monsieur Riant, she lifted out the false back of the drawer to reveal its hidden secret compartment. Feeling her way inside, her fingers found the folded vellum sheet, thicker and more luxurious than paper. Unfolding it, she stared at the groups of letters and symbols that formed the cipher Claude had taught her, and that, in turn, she would use to communicate with Riant. He possessed a similar sheet with the key.

It was then that the sound of the noonday bells floated through the open window.

And as they did, a knock came at her study door. Flustered, she shoved the cipher back into its hiding place and quickly replaced the back of the drawer.

“Enter,” she called, as she slid the drawer closed.

A visitor was shown in, a woman, a stranger.

The woman was tall and thin, and she wore the clothes of the gentrified class. Her face, unadorned and although not young, was so beautiful, it made Charlotte’s breath catch. The visitor carried a high color on her pale cheeks, her eyes darting around the room as though in fear of finding danger lurking in its dark corners.

“Lysbette Angiers,” announced the servant girl who showed her in. “She says she has traveled all the way to see you from Calais, Madame.”

And with her entry into the room, Charlotte’s senses were suddenly alight. The air shifted; a breeze rustled the papers on her desk.

And the heavens watched on.




Chapter 3

Lysbette

Chelsea village, outside London, November 1524

Lysbette Angiers stood, drenched to the bone and shivering violently, on the threshold of a vast kitchen in the grandest house she had ever set eyes on in her life. A house that was now to be her home. A fact young Lysbette, even in her exhausted, frozen state found exciting, and terrifying, in equal measure.

“For the love of God, someone stop that child from dripping all over my floor!” The bellowing woman, who must have been the cook, scowled at Lysbette from beneath her bonnet, jowls quivering ominously. She waved a flour-covered rolling pin above her head, as though the threat of it might stop the dripping. Behind her, Lysbette glimpsed a half-rolled mound of pastry atop a heavy oak table. Steam rose from a large pot beside it, and she caught the warm, rich aroma of freshly cooked stew. Her empty stomach growled with hunger.

The woman took two more steps toward Lysbette and swore under her breath as her slipper sloshed in the pool of water gathering around Lysbette’s feet.

“Damnation! If I slip on the puddle she’s makin’ and crack me head open . . .” The cook’s face reddened. “Then where’ll you all be, eh?” She flapped her apron in Lysbette’s direction as one might shoo away a stray dog.

A rough hand grabbed the neck of Lysbette’s cloak, and she was half lifted, half dragged toward the huge fireplace where a side of beef was roasting on a spit, fat popping and sizzling onto a giant tray beneath. Two hands now reached around her throat, unfastening the pins, peeling off the sodden cloak.

The kitchen door slammed, making Lysbette jump, shutting out the thundering rain. As they’d journeyed here through the interminable deluge, Lysbette had wondered if this was how England always was. She’d only ever heard bad things about the country. Terrible food, smelly people with bad manners, and awful weather. She felt so far from Bruges and its bustling waterways, its city squares, and stately buildings that she couldn’t be sure she hadn’t descended into hell. And suddenly she longed for home. The scent of freshly baked bread from the bakers on the corner of her street, the excited chatter of her friends as they gathered outside the convent school. The vision of her mother turning to greet her as she stepped through the door from the street. Her heart lurched and she hastily pulled her mind back into the present before the tears could come.

She crept a little closer to the roaring fire, reaching out with hands she could no longer feel, hoping the warmth would bring them back to life. As she did, she sensed two dark eyes staring up at her. They belonged to a small filthy boy crouched in the corner of the hearth. It was apparently his job to turn the spit, but before she could open her mouth to ask him if this was how it always was in England, the rough hands were on her shoulders once again, spinning her around to face a terrifying witch-woman who stared at her with button-black eyes. Beneath them sat a hideous, bulbous nose, and above, her forehead sloped dramatically beneath her hood and cap.

The maid with the rough hands who had done the spinning, poked Lysbette hard in the ribs, making her gasp. “This is the mistress!” she hissed.

Should she curtsy? Address her as Madame or Lady More, or something else she hadn’t thought of? Terrified of making a mistake in this first, crucial meeting with the mistress, she remained mute, the silence stretching painfully as they stared at each other. And Lysbette couldn’t help the cruel and unforgivable thought that crept into her head. Why would the great Sir Thomas More choose this creature for a wife?

“She’s soaked through,” the maid spoke instead, filling the void. “She’ll need a full change of clothes before she can be taken to see his honor . . .” She peered closer, wrinkling her nose at Lysbette’s mud-splattered front. “And her face scrubbed clean an’ all . . .”

“Get it done then,” the mistress ordered. “And get her out from under Cook’s feet.” Her eyes drifted toward the boy crouching in the corner. “There’re enough waifs and strays in this house as it is. Heaven knows why Thomas thinks he needs an orphan girl to add to his collection. And, at this time in his life, just when he is rising in the King’s favor.” She sniffed. “Well, off you go, Mary, make her presentable. You’ve time, the master will be at prayer until dinner.”

She swept away and out of the kitchen on her short legs, leaving Lysbette blessedly alone with the maid, the cook having returned to her pastry rolling.

“Do . . . you . . . speak . . . English?” Mary’s lips formed exaggerated shapes as she spoke loudly and slowly.

“English, French, Latin, Flemish. A little Greek. Which would you prefer?”

The maid’s eyes widened. “English will do,” she said firmly. “But when you meet his honor, Master More, likely French. Let’s go and get you cleaned up.”

Lysbette suddenly felt so tired or anxious, or perhaps both, that her legs shook, and it took all her strength not to simply collapse in a heap on the floor next to the spit-boy. The journey to Beaufort House had taken three days, although it felt like half a year. The weather, the moment she had stepped off the ship at Dover, had been apocalyptic, the roads a quagmire of mud. She was weary, not only of body but also of mind, consumed with grief for her dead mother, who had only outlived her father by one year. A worry-filled year as the full, devastating details of her father’s secret indebtedness had come to light. A worry that had killed her mother, or at least, that’s what everyone had whispered and tutted when they discussed it as though Lysbette wasn’t there at all. And now, not only was she an orphan, she was without a penny to her name.

The maid, carrying a jug and with a cloth slung over her arm, led Lysbette through a covered passage toward the main part of the house. A boy of perhaps thirteen or fourteen emerged from a door at the other end of the passage and tore toward them at a fast run, doublet unfastened and flapping at his sides. He slowed as he reached them, a sheepish grin breaking out on his face, cheeks high with color.

“Forgotten something again, John Haydon?” Mary tutted, but there was warmth in her voice, as though this lovable rogue would be forgiven any misdemeanor.

“You know me too well, Mary.” He winked at them both as he passed, rich hazelnut-colored eyes resting for a moment on Lysbette.

“John is a ward of the master, like you,” she said as they continued on their way. “Been here since he was seven years old. One of the family now. Sent by some distant cousin of the mistress, from Northumberland. One day, he’ll inherit a peerage and a fortune.”

They climbed the steep back stairs and walked the length of a long, dark corridor. Right at the far end, the maid opened a door and they entered a small, simply furnished room, three stories up. A window overlooked the extensive gardens at the back of the house.

Mary placed the jug and cloth on the dressing table, tutted at the unlit fire in the bare grate, hands on hips. “Remove those wet garments and wash your face and hands,” she ordered. “Now, you’ll need dry clothes, but your trunk is yet to arrive . . .” She bit her lip and surveyed Lysbette. “You are much smaller than I was expecting . . . How old are you?”

“Ten years.”

“Hmm . . . I’ll have to see what we have in the house to dress you in.”

Alone in the room, Lysbette surveyed the gloomy view from the window, the grounds blurred and indistinct behind the curtain of driving rain. She turned away and stripped off her skirt and bodice. Shivering in her thin shift, she washed quickly, wishing the fire had been lit, her stomach clenching as she remembered how Mistress More clearly had no wish for her to be here, poor, orphaned, and female as she was. The vast house and sodden grounds suddenly felt menacing and not welcoming at all.

Mary returned with another maid who lit the fire while Mary produced dry linen undergarments, a kirtle and simple skirt and bodice. She helped Lysbette into all of it, tidying Lysbette’s hair beneath a cap.

“Now, child,” Mary said, standing back to appraise her appearance. “I think you are ready to meet the master.”

“What’s he like,” Lysbette asked, “Sir Thomas More?”

Mary stared at her. “I thought you knew him?” She shook her head. “Why else would he take in a scrap of a thing like you?”

“I have met him . . . But I don’t remember. I was perhaps two or three years of age. My father knew him during his time in Leuven and Calais. They became good friends. But my father died, and then when Mother became ill last year, she wrote to Sir Thomas, pleading with him to take me in. Apart from a half-drunk uncle who my mother disliked, there was nobody else to care for me.”

“Well then,” Mary said with a sharp nod. “What manner of man do you think he might be, to take in a stray orphan child and care for her like his own daughter?”

* * *

Sir Thomas stood before Lysbette, a man of great bulk and height. Beneath the intensity of his gaze, she felt as though her legs were filled with air, not flesh and bone, and that they might buckle under her weight at any moment. She put out a hand to touch the wall and steady herself.

“Welcome, child, to Beaufort House,” he said.

“Thank you for taking me in, sir.”

He nodded. The fire crackled and spat as they solemnly regarded each other.

“I shan’t be any trouble.” Her voice came out in a whisper, and he had to lean down to hear her words.

“I don’t doubt it.” He grunted and straightened. “This house . . .” He waved his arms expansively and Lysbette stole a look around the room. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stretched across one wall, filled with books. Heavy velvet curtains, the color of red wine, were drawn across the windows and so many candles sat in cups upon the walls and atop the vast desk alongside the roaring fire, that the room was lit as though by warm sunshine. “. . . is very large and must be filled with life and young people. Nothing gives me more pleasure than to give sanctuary to those who need it. Just as our Lord bade us do.” His eyes rested again on hers.

“Your mother told me you are clever.” He paused. “I am sorry about your mother, and father. I heard of his downturn in fortunes, before his untimely end.” He shook his head. “What a terrible business. But these are changing times, Lysbette. Where once there was order and stability, now there is discord and the threat of anarchy.” He fell silent for a few moments, deep in thought. He was the first man not to tut and blame her father for his own misfortune, and it made her chest hurt.

“I promised your mother I would do my best for you, and I shall honor that promise,” he continued. “I planned to adopt you, as I did Mercy—Margaret—who you shall meet, but Alice thought it best not.” He sighed. “No matter, you’ll remain under my care until a suitable husband is found. Well . . .” He beamed, rubbing his hands together, the gold ring on his left forefinger glinting in the candlelight. “We need not worry about all that yet. These days, I am very busy with the King’s business, but Alice will make you feel at home, and you must ask her for anything you need.”

“Yes, Sir Thomas.” She thought of Alice’s fierce eyes and doubted she would ever ask her for anything.

“And tomorrow, you will meet Mr. Roberts, the tutor I’ve engaged to run my school here at Beaufort House. You shall join the other students. They are mostly girls. I do think girls should be taught, like boys, for they are just as clever. Sometimes more so.” He smiled. “Now, I’m sure you are hungry, and we must not be late for any meal the Lord has seen in his wisdom to provide . . . through the King’s money, of course.” He chuckled. “Shall we?”

He led Lysbette along the passageway, past vast, high-ceilinged rooms, around corners, downstairs. As they walked, Sir Thomas told her he had commissioned this house to be built to maximize the household’s study, prayer, and quietude. Finally, they arrived at the dining hall.

“This,” he said, casting his eyes around, “however, is a room for entertaining. For welcoming family, friends, guests. It is for sharing my good fortune in life and for the healthy exchange of ideas. One day I hope, young Lysbette, you shall meet many of my excellent friends, including my best of all friends, Desiderius Erasmus.”

Lysbette gazed at the ornately etched wall paneling; heavy drapes the color of juniper fell ceiling to floor beside the windows; vast vases were filled with dried flowers and in the center, a long, heavy oak table set for twelve or more, brightly lit with candelabras that sent the edges of the room into flickering shadow. A dizzying array of meats, bread, and pies were laid upon the table. There were healthy fires at both ends of the room. Sir Thomas introduced Lysbette to his family in a blur of faces and names. My daughter, Margaret, and her husband, William Roper. My other daughters, Elizabeth and Cecily; my son, John; my wife, Alice; and my father, also John. Here is Mercy, and here are my other wards, another John—John Haydon, Anne, and Margaret . . . Now sit, sit.

So many Johns and Margarets, but she recognized the running boy from earlier, his pleasing face and winning smile. There was a tremendous scraping of chairs and banging of cutlery, of calling for wine and beer, the rising clamor of conversation and then silence as Sir Thomas said grace. “Let us eat in the name of the Lord and satisfy our bodies temporally with such meats as he hath sent . . .”

My new home, Lysbette thought. Please, Lord, let me be happy here.




Chapter 4

Milly

Levittown, Long Island, New York, November 1952

Milly, Olive, and Winton Harvey-Jones stare at one another on the doorstep of Milly’s home. From the corner of her eye, Milly can see the bulky outline of Mrs. Humphries next door standing straight, any pretense at rose pruning forgotten. Mrs. Cross will be watching, too, from behind the lace curtains at her window, across the road at number 25. Before the day is out, the entire street will know that Milly Bennett had an unknown male visitor. It doesn’t matter that he is old enough to be her father. They already know her own father is dead, that she has no family in the vicinity, and her in-laws never come by. They know the awkward little Englishwoman has no friends to speak of and yet, here one is. Gossip will soon be unfurling from house to house as swift as toxic gas.

“Miss Featherington . . .” Mr. Harvey-Jones removes his hat, gives Milly a little half bow.

“It’s Mrs. Bennett now.”

“Of course it is. I apologize. Old habits.”

“No need. It’s been a long time. Please, call me Milly.”

“Quite right. To hell with formalities, we aren’t at Bletchley now, and I’m no longer your boss. Winton, at your service.” He smiles.

“How did you find me?” she asks again. “We’re a long way from Buckinghamshire.”

He threads the brim of his hat through his fingers, turning it in slow circles. “I remembered you were engaged to an American chap, Eighth Air Force. Stationed at High Wickham.” She nods. “Spoke to some contacts . . . Once I had your new name, it didn’t take long. People aren’t so hard to track down as they might like to think.”

“I hope I’m not in trouble.”

“Oh!” Winton laughs. “No, no. Nothing like that. He glances around. Clocks Mrs. Humphries still staring, pruning shears aloft. “Could I come in? Just for a few minutes. It’s not bad news, I promise. I have a little favor to ask, that’s all.”

“Of course! Sorry. Always forgetting my manners.” She skirts around him, dropping Olive’s hand to fumble in her handbag for her door key, Olive pressing herself between her mother and the front door.

Stepping through the entrance, she ushers Mr. Harvey-Jones—Winton—into the small entrance hall.

“I’m sorry I didn’t write first and let you know I was coming,” he says, following her into the kitchen at the back of the house. “Vanessa, my wife, told me I should, but I thought my request might come across . . . odd and out of the blue, in a letter . . .”

“And turning up after seven years of silence on my doorstep in a different continent, isn’t?”

He flinches. She hadn’t meant to be sharp. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No, quite right. I deserved that.” He sighs. “I was worried you’d write back and say you weren’t interested. And besides, I have an aversion
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