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Dedication

For all the Eleanors who knew that adventure was not postponable, and for all the Arthurs still learning that lesson.
And for every dog patient enough to wear goggles.




About This Book

Arthur Bellweather, retired Senior Curator from the British Museum’s Department of Greece and Rome, has spent a lifetime preserving the past behind glass. Now he sits alone in his garage, staring at the Norton Commando 750 his wife Eleanor bought him twenty-two years ago - a magnificent folly meant for a trip to Sicily they never took.





Eleanor died before retirement arrived. For eighteen months the motorcycle hasn’t moved. Arthur has been surviving on neighbors’ casseroles and strange comparisons - like discovering that Eleanor’s ashes weigh about the same as a bag of sugar from Tesco.





Then he finds Eleanor’s notes: a Michelin guide to Italy marked in her shaky but unmistakable handwriting. Dover to Taormina. Hotels, restaurants, the best gelato. Even a vet in Palermo. For the dog.





So Arthur does something unreasonable. He wraps Eleanor’s ashes in her blue silk scarf, straps his old terrier Reginald - aviator goggles and all - into the sidecar, and sets out for Sicily.





Arthur’s Ride is a gentle journey about grief, memory, and the small, stubborn courage required to keep moving.
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Surrey, Home Counties

Prologue



      The Norton Commando 750 had not moved from the garage in eighteen months. Dust motes danced in the shaft of September light that fell across its chrome tank, illuminating fingerprints that belonged to a dead woman. One, two, three of them — Arthur had counted them multiple times, which he knew was morbid but he kept doing it anyway, sometimes whilst his tea went cold on the workbench.

      Arthur Bellweather stood in the doorway with a cup of Earl Grey growing cold in his hands, studying the motorcycle as if it were a recently unearthed amphora whose provenance required careful consideration. Eleanor had bought it for his fiftieth birthday — a magnificent folly, she'd called it, complete with a cream-coloured sidecar that she'd immediately christened 'Cleopatra's barge'. For twenty-two years, it had carried them through the Cotswolds on Sunday afternoons, Eleanor's laughter trailing behind them like silk scarves in the wind, which was pretentious and Eleanor would've said so ('Like silk scarves?' with one eyebrow raised) but it was true, so there it was.

      'Perfectly ridiculous at our age,' she'd say, adjusting her goggles in the wing mirror. 'What will the neighbours think?'

      'The neighbours,' Arthur would reply, taking his time about it, letting the words settle, 'have never lived. They maintain their lawns.' He'd let that sit there like an artefact under museum lights, a truth so absolute it didn't require further excavation. Eleanor would laugh, and that was the end of it.

      Now the neighbours were sending casseroles — those awful tuna ones with the crushed crisps on top that tasted like someone's memory of what food should be — and concerned glances in equal measure, and the Norton sat silent under its tarpaulin shroud like some hibernating beast from the Mesozoic era.

      Reginald appeared at his elbow, materialised really, in that unsettling way terriers had perfected over millennia of evolution. The dog regarded the motorcycle with one good eye, his head tilted at precisely the angle that suggested either deep philosophical contemplation or the onset of digestive distress. At twelve and a half, Reginald had achieved that particular form of canine wisdom that came only from outliving most of one's contemporaries and several prime ministers, which seemed to have given him opinions about everything.

      The urn had been sitting on the mantelpiece for six weeks, positioned between Eleanor's collection of Penguin Classics — the orange ones, she only bought the orange spines, said the modern covers looked like breakfast cereal — and a photograph of them both on the Norton, somewhere in the Lake District, both of them laughing at something Arthur could no longer remember though he'd tried, God knows he'd tried.

      Each time he picked it up, he'd been struck by how modest the weight was. Lighter than a bag of sugar from Tesco. Forty years of marriage, of laughter and competence and love, reduced to something he could hold in two hands.

      But Eleanor had never been still — not in spirit, not in body, not even in conversation where she'd argue with a road sign if it gave her half a chance. Even at the end, when she could barely lift her head from the pillow, she'd been leaving notes in guidebooks, maps tucked in drawers, little breadcrumbs of future scattered around like she was planning to come back and find them. It was infuriating, sometimes, the way she refused to stop planning. And now, it was everything.

      Like the one in the Michelin guide to Italy, with her handwriting — shakier by then but still unmistakably hers — marking the route from Dover to Sicily: For when you finally get brave enough, you ridiculous man. She'd drawn a little arrow pointing to Taormina with a star and an exclamation mark.

      Arthur set down his teacup. He walked to the Norton and pulled away the tarpaulin. The machine emerged gleaming and patient, chrome reflecting the afternoon light. Eleanor's fingerprints were still there on the petrol tank — small smudges where she'd steadied herself climbing aboard, oil from her fingers mixing with dust in a pattern that looked almost deliberate, like ancient marks on pottery. He touched one with his index finger, tracing its outline.

      Don't be maudlin, she'd have said. Probably whilst eating crisps directly from the bag.

      He stood there for a long time.

      Then he went inside to find the blue scarf.

    



Surrey, Home Counties

Packing the Impossible



      At half past seven, Arthur stood in his kitchen and faced a single, mathematical problem: how to pack a life into a sidecar. The necessities were laid out on the pine table. His passport and maps. A thermos that had seen digs from Crete to Hadrian's Wall. A tin of Werther's Originals — ghastly, Eleanor had called them, which is why he bought them. And his Herodotus, the spine cracked open like a favourite walking route.

      'It is not that we have a short time to live,' he murmured, adjusting his reading spectacles, 'but that we waste much of it.' Seneca, of course. The Stoics had always understood the urgency that seemed to escape everyone else.

      'Right then, Reginald,' he said to the wirehaired terrier observing proceedings from his basket by the Aga. 'What does one pack for the impossible?'

      Reginald lifted his head with the slow dignity of advancing years, his left eye clouded with cataracts, a patch of fur missing over his ear where a badger had expressed its displeasure three summers prior. The dog's expression suggested he found the entire enterprise suspect, but then again, Reginald had worn that expression consistently since 2011.

      Humans, Reginald thought. Always packing for journeys they should have taken years ago. Still, better late than never. Though at our ages, it's cutting things rather fine.

      The cottage felt impossibly quiet. Not the peaceful quiet of Sunday mornings when Eleanor would hum while making her dreadful experimental jams, but the hollow quiet of rooms that had grown accustomed to solitude. For two years now, Arthur had maintained their routines with the precision of a Roman timekeeper: breakfast at seven, morning post at quarter past eight, afternoon tea at precisely four o'clock. Structure, he'd discovered, was the only reliable defence against the peculiar weightlessness of grief.

      But this morning, structure felt less like armour and more like a prison.

      He returned to his packing, selecting items with the care of a museum curator — which, he reminded himself, he was no longer. Former Senior Curator of Antiquities, Department of Greece and Rome, British Museum. The adjustment to past tense remained jarring.

      The cottage teapot sat on the counter, cream-coloured porcelain with a hairline crack near the handle that Eleanor had refused to let him repair. 'Character, Arthur,' she'd always said. 'Some things are more beautiful broken.' He reached for it, hesitated, then clutched it with sudden fierceness.

      'One cannot,' he announced to Reginald, 'travel without proper tea.'

      One cannot, Reginald observed silently, travel with a teapot on a motorcycle. But humans rarely consult dogs about physics.

      Arthur wrapped the pot carefully in a tea towel — the one Eleanor had bought at Harrods with 'Keep Calm and Carry On' emblazoned in fading letters. Everything, it seemed, was a memorial now. Even the mundane had become sacred through loss.

      The leather jacket hanging by the door still felt like fancy dress, though he'd owned it for three years. Eleanor had insisted he needed 'proper motorcycle attire' and had selected it herself, claiming his tweeds were 'entirely unsuitable for Continental adventure'. The jacket was well-cut, expensive, and made him feel like an impostor — a retired academic playing at being an adventurer.

      'The thing is, old boy,' he said to Reginald while folding the dog's tartan bed into the sidecar, 'I haven't the faintest idea what I'm doing.'

      Join the club, Reginald thought. Most humans muddle through life without a clue. At least you're finally admitting it.

      He placed Eleanor's urn — wrapped in the blue scarf, cool silk against his fingers — into the saddlebag and nestled it amongst the spare parts and the first aid kit she'd insisted on packing years ago. The weight settled into the motorcycle's frame with a finality that felt both heavy and somehow lighter than he'd expected, as if she'd already started the journey without him and was simply waiting for him to catch up.

      'She wanted us to do this, you know,' Arthur said quietly. 'Eleanor. This exact journey. Calais to Palermo.'

      Reginald's tail gave the smallest wag. I know. Why do you think I haven't objected to the ridiculous goggles?

      Arthur tucked his copy of Marcus Aurelius's Meditations into his jacket pocket and looked around the kitchen once more. Forty-three years they'd lived in this cottage. Forty-three years of morning tea and evening news, of small contentments and large silences. Of conversations they'd meant to have someday.

      Outside, Mrs Pemberton had already appeared in her garden, ostensibly deadheading roses but clearly positioning herself to witness either his departure or his inevitable return in defeat. Arthur straightened his shoulders. If he was going to make a fool of himself, he would do so with proper dignity.

      'Right then, Reginald. Moment of truth.'

      He helped the elderly terrier into his harness, adjusting the aviator goggles with gentle precision. Reginald submitted to the indignity with stoic resignation, though his single clear eye seemed to gleam with something that might have been anticipation.

      Finally, the dog thought. A human with enough sense to follow a good idea, even if it took him two years to work up to it.

      Arthur turned the key. The Norton's engine coughed once, twice, then settled into a steady rumble that seemed to shake the dust from the garage rafters and, possibly, from the accumulated sediment of Arthur's soul.

      'Very well then,' he said, adjusting the rear-view mirror to better see Reginald, who was wearing his goggles with the dignity of a war correspondent who'd seen some things and wasn't impressed by any of them. 'Sicily it is. Marcus Aurelius wrote that we suffer more in imagination than reality.' He paused, considering this with the same careful attention he'd once given to pottery fragments. 'Though I suspect he never attempted to navigate Italian customs with a half-blind terrier and an urn full of ashes. One imagines that would have warranted at least a footnote in the Meditations.'

      The Norton rolled out of the garage and into the morning light, carrying a retired curator, his philosophical dog, the ghost of a woman who had always known that the best adventures began with perfectly unreasonable decisions, and a blue silk scarf wrapped around the ashes of forty years of love.

      Behind them, the empty garage settled into silence, disturbed only by the faint echo of laughter that might have been memory or might have been wind, but was probably both, and definitely wouldn't have cared either way.

    



Dover, Kent

The Ferry Fiasco



      The Dover ferry terminal struck Arthur as a monument to institutional indifference, all concrete and fluorescent lighting designed by someone who had clearly never experienced human emotion. He guided the Norton through the maze of barriers and lanes, following cryptic signs that seemed to assume knowledge he didn't possess. Behind him, Reginald sat with the dignity of a diplomat being driven to an execution he hadn't authorised but would endure with proper breeding.

      Ferries, Reginald observed silently as they joined the queue of vehicles, are humanity's admission that they cannot, despite all their cleverness, simply drive across water. Dogs have always known this. We don't pretend otherwise.

      Arthur consulted his paperwork with the thoroughness of a mediaeval scholar examining illuminated manuscripts. Passport: present. Motorcycle documentation: properly stamped and translated into French, Italian, and what he hoped was German but might have been Dutch. Travel insurance: comprehensive to the point of paranoia. Pet documentation for Reginald: extensive enough to satisfy the requirements of international diplomacy.

      The Channel stretched before them, grey-green and restless under an April sky that couldn't decide between optimism and melancholy. Arthur had crossed it countless times for conferences and research trips, but always as a passenger, always with Eleanor managing the practical details whilst he buried himself in academic journals. Now, responsible for both navigation and a dog who viewed sea travel with the stoicism of a condemned Roman senator, he felt the particular anxiety of competence suddenly questioned.

      'Papers, please.' The customs official was young enough to be his grandson, wearing the expression of someone who had seen every variety of human foolishness before lunchtime on Tuesday.

      Arthur handed over his documents with the precision of a museum curator presenting a newly acquired artefact. 'Arthur Bellweather,' he announced unnecessarily. 'Travelling to Sicily via the Continental route. With my colleague.'

      He gestured to Reginald, who had removed his goggles and was regarding the proceedings with the weary dignity of someone who understood bureaucracy to be humanity's greatest failing after their inability to open tins properly.

      The official flipped through Arthur's paperwork, nodded, then frowned at Reginald. 'Where's his pet passport?'

      'I beg your pardon?'

      'The dog. Pet passport. Health certificates. Rabies vaccination records.' The young man's tone suggested this was obvious to anyone with functioning brain cells.

      Arthur felt a familiar flutter of academic panic—the sensation of being asked a question for which he had no prepared answer. 'Ah. Well. Reginald is hardly a conventional pet, you see. He's more of a... research companion.'

      Research companion? Reginald's expression suggested he found this characterisation both insulting and inaccurate. I'm emotional ballast for a human who reads too much and feels too little. There's nothing research-orientated about it.

      'Right,' said the official with the patience of someone explaining basic arithmetic to a particularly slow child. 'But he's still a dog. And dogs need proper documentation to cross international borders. EU regulations. Can't make exceptions.'

      Arthur felt the weight of Eleanor's absence like a physical thing. She would have sorted this months ago, would have had laminated copies of Reginald's entire veterinary history organised by date and translated into seven languages. She would have smiled at this young man and somehow convinced him that Reginald was exactly the sort of dog who belonged on European adventures.

      'Perhaps,' Arthur said, drawing himself up to his full academic height, 'I might explain Reginald's unique status. He is, in point of fact, my emotional support animal.'

      Emotional support? Reginald's single clear eye fixed on Arthur with something approaching outrage. I support nothing. I endure everything. There's a difference.

      'Emotional support animals require specific certification—'

      'Indeed,' Arthur interrupted, warming to his theme. 'And I believe you'll find Reginald's qualifications impeccable. Canis therapeuticus, as we say in the veterinary Latin. Certified by the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons for the specific treatment of...' he paused, reaching for suitable terminology, '...post-retirement adjustment syndrome. With particular expertise in grief counselling and adventure therapy.'

      The official stared at him. Arthur stared back, maintaining the expression of absolute certainty that had served him well during forty years of academic conferences.

      Grief counselling? Reginald wondered. Adventure therapy? The man's lost his mind. Though I suppose that's progress of a sort.

      'You're saying your dog is a therapist?'

      'In the classical sense, yes. Therapeia—from the Greek, meaning to attend or to serve. Reginald attends to my psychological well-being during this period of significant life transition. His presence is medically necessary for the successful completion of my therapeutic journey.'

      Arthur produced his reading glasses and began examining Reginald's vaccination records as if they contained crucial evidence. 'You'll note here the certification from Dr. Pembridge of the Cotswold Veterinary Practice. Signed, sealed, and witnessed. Everything quite proper.'

      The official looked at the papers, which contained nothing more exotic than proof of Reginald's rabies vaccination and a note about his arthritis medication. But Arthur's tone carried the authority of someone who had spent decades explaining Byzantine pottery to sceptical graduate students.

      'Look, mate,' the young man said finally, 'I don't know what kind of therapy dog you've got there, but he looks like a regular terrier to me.'

      Regular terrier? Reginald drew himself up with considerable dignity. I am a wirehaired fox terrier of impeccable breeding. My grandmother won at Crufts. My emotional support consists entirely of preventing this human from boring himself to death with ancient pottery.

      Arthur leant forward conspiratorially. 'The therapeutic process often requires the appearance of normalcy. Reginald's effectiveness lies precisely in his ability to function as what appears to be an ordinary dog whilst providing specialised psychological intervention. It's rather like the Trojan Horse principle—timeo Danaos et dona ferentes, as Virgil observed.'

      The official blinked. 'Come again?'

      'I fear the Greeks even when bearing gifts. The most effective therapy often arrives disguised as something entirely mundane. Reginald appears to be a dog because the healing process requires the patient to believe they're simply travelling with a beloved pet. The therapeutic relationship develops naturally, without the artificial constraints of formal clinical intervention.'

      This was, Arthur realised even as he said it, complete nonsense. But it was confident nonsense delivered with academic authority, which had served him remarkably well throughout his career.

      The young man looked at Reginald again. The dog gazed back with an expression of such profound dignity that he might indeed have been contemplating the psychological complexities of human grief management.

      'Right,' the official said slowly. 'Therapy dog. Got it.'

      He stamped Arthur's papers with the decisive thump of someone who had decided that arguing with eccentric academics was above his pay grade. 'Bay twelve. Keep the dog with you at all times.'

      'Naturally. Professional ethics demand nothing less.' Arthur gathered his papers with the satisfaction of someone who had successfully deployed forty years of academic bullshitting in service of international dog smuggling.

      Professional ethics, Reginald thought as they rolled towards the ferry. The man's finally found a practical use for all that Latin. Eleanor would have been proud.

      The ferry itself was a floating testament to industrial pragmatism, all steel decks and utilitarian safety equipment. Arthur secured the Norton according to the deck crew's instructions, double-checking the tie-downs with the conscientiousness of someone who understood that gravity became negotiable once water entered the equation.

      As the ferry pulled away from Dover's white cliffs, Arthur felt the peculiar sensation of England receding behind him—not just geographically, but spiritually. The ordered certainties of his cottage life, the comfortable routine of retirement, the familiar geography of grief that had shaped his days for two years—all of it falling away with the coastline.

      The Channel was rougher than the weather had promised. Within an hour, Arthur's face had assumed the pale green complexion of someone discovering that academic distinction provided no protection against seasickness. He gripped the rail and contemplated the philosophical implications of nausea.

      'I say, Reginald,' he managed between waves of queasiness, 'Homer was rather optimistic about sea travel, wasn't he?'

      Reginald, perfectly steady on his four paws, gazed out at the churning water with the composure of someone who had never pretended the sea was anything other than a large, wet inconvenience.

      Homer, the dog reflected, never had to explain a terrier to French customs officials. Some odysseys are more epic than others.

      As the French coast materialised through the spray, Arthur straightened his shoulders and adjusted his jacket. One border crossed, several more to go. Reginald's diplomatic status remained secure, and the Norton had survived its first maritime adventure.

      'Well, old boy,' Arthur said, feeling marginally more stable as the ferry prepared to dock, 'that wasn't entirely catastrophic.'

      Yet, Reginald thought with the wisdom of long experience. The day is young.

      But as they rolled off the ferry onto French soil, Arthur found himself smiling despite his lingering queasiness. Eleanor had been right about one thing: the best adventures always began with mild chaos and the distinct possibility of complete disaster.

      The Continent awaited, and for the first time in two years, Arthur Bellweather felt genuinely curious about what might happen next.

    



Calais, Côte d'Opale

French Detours



      The first indication that Arthur Bellweather's Continental adventure might not proceed according to plan came precisely seventeen minutes after disembarking at Calais, when he found himself facing oncoming traffic on what he had confidently assumed was the correct side of the road.

      'Merde!' shouted the driver of a Citroën van, employing vocabulary that Arthur recognised from his undergraduate French but had never expected to inspire personally.

      'Quite right,' Arthur called back, wrestling the Norton towards what he hoped was safety. 'Most irregular of me.'

      In the sidecar, Reginald maintained the expression of philosophical resignation that he had perfected during their years of weekend rides through the Cotswolds, though his grip on the sidecar's edge suggested a certain tension about the international implications of Arthur's driving.

      Left side, right side, Reginald mused as Arthur sorted out his directional confusion. Humans spend centuries establishing these conventions, then travel abroad and act surprised when other humans follow different ones. Dogs have more sense. We simply avoid anything larger than ourselves.

      Twenty minutes later, Arthur pulled into a petrol station that appeared to have been designed by someone with strong opinions about efficiency and weak feelings about aesthetic pleasure. The attendant, a young woman with purple hair and the expression of someone who had already exceeded her daily quota of patience, watched Arthur struggle with what appeared to be a perfectly straightforward fuel pump.

      'Essence ou diesel?' she inquired with the weary politeness of someone addressing a particularly slow tourist.

      'Ah,' Arthur said, removing his goggles with unnecessary precision. 'Petrol. Essence. For the motorcycle.' He gestured towards the Norton as if its identity might be in question.

      'Super ou normale?'

      Arthur stared at the pump, which offered options in French that seemed to assume knowledge he didn't possess. At home, petrol was simply petrol, sold by familiar attendants who knew his preferences and asked after his health. Here, fuel had apparently become a complex philosophical decision requiring expertise in Continental petroleum products.

      'The normal sort,' he ventured. 'Normale, I suppose. Nothing too ambitious.'

      Normal, Reginald observed, hasn't been working particularly well so far. Perhaps ambitious petrol might be an improvement.

      The young woman filled the tank with the efficiency of someone who had learned not to expect competence from foreign motorcyclists. Arthur paid with euros that still felt like play money, received change he couldn't calculate quickly enough to verify, and consulted his map with the growing suspicion that France was considerably larger than it had appeared from his study window in England.

      'Où allez-vous?' the attendant asked, apparently moved by professional curiosity about his destination.

      Arthur could have said Sicily. Instead, he smiled. 'It's my wife's route. She chose the roads.'

      She looked at him with the expression reserved for people who have announced their intention to swim to America. 'C'est... très loin.'

      'Indeed. Quite far. But one must start somewhere, mustn't one?'

      One must, Reginald agreed silently, though one might have started with learning which side of the road the French prefer. Still, we're alive, which suggests progress of a sort.

      The scenic route, as it developed, involved a series of villages that Arthur's map indicated were directly between Calais and his intended southward trajectory, but which in practice seemed to exist in a parallel dimension where road signs followed principles known only to local residents and possibly the ghost of Napoleon.

      By midafternoon, Arthur had consulted his map fourteen times, turned around seven times, and asked for directions in three different villages using a combination of French phrases learned from a 1967 guidebook and Latin quotations that had seemed more promising in theory than they proved in practice.

      'Excusez-moi,' he had said to an elderly gentleman outside a boulangerie in what he hoped was the village of Hesdin. 'Où est... er... quelle direction pour... um...' He consulted his map again. 'Route nationale sept?'

      The gentleman had replied with a stream of French that included several gestures towards different cardinal directions, multiple references to roundabouts that might or might not exist, and what sounded like helpful warnings about construction work that could be anywhere within a fifty-kilometre radius.

      Arthur had nodded with the confidence of someone who understood perhaps one word in twelve, thanked him in Latin 'Gratias tibi ago', and ridden off in what he hoped was the indicated direction.

      Latin, Reginald had observed, is not actually French. This seems to be a distinction the human has difficulty grasping.

      It was in the village of Fruges—or possibly Hesdin-l'Abbé, the signs being somewhat ambiguous on the matter—that Arthur encountered the cheese-rolling contest.

      He had stopped to consult his map once again when he became aware of considerable excitement emanating from the village square. A considerable crowd had gathered around what appeared to be a makeshift course involving hay bales, orange traffic cones, and a steep slope that suggested someone had given serious thought to the physics of gravitational acceleration.

      'Fromage roulant!' announced a man with a magnificent moustache and the air of someone accustomed to organising village entertainment. 'Qui veut participer?'

      Arthur approached with the caution of someone who had learned that French enthusiasm often involved activities that were perfectly sensible to French people and utterly bewildering to retired British academics.

      'I beg your pardon,' he said to a woman who appeared to be knowledgeable about the proceedings. 'What exactly is... fromage roulant?'

      'Ah, vous êtes anglais!' she exclaimed with delight. 'Perfect! The cheese rolling! You must participate! It is traditional!'

      She gestured towards the slope, where several other contestants were examining what appeared to be a large wheel of cheese with the seriousness of engineers calculating structural loads.

      'One... rolls the cheese?' Arthur inquired.

      'Non, non! One chases the cheese! Down the hill! Very exciting! Very dangerous! Perfect for English tourists!'

      Arthur looked at the hill, which seemed considerably steeper than anything he had encountered during his years of weekend rambling in the Cotswolds. At the bottom, several people were spreading what he hoped were soft materials designed to arrest the progress of cheese-chasers who had reached terminal velocity.

      'I'm not entirely certain—' he began.

      'Mais si!' The woman was already pinning a number to his jacket. 'Number seven! Very lucky! Your dog, he will watch!'

      Your dog, Reginald thought with considerable alarm, will watch his human demonstrate why evolution should have prevented academics from participating in agricultural sports.

      Somehow—and Arthur would never be entirely clear about the precise sequence of events that led to this moment—he found himself standing at the top of a French hillside, wearing a contestant number and contemplating the aerodynamic properties of what appeared to be a wheel of local cheese that weighed approximately the same as Reginald.

      'Attention!' called the moustachioed official. 'Trois... deux... un... FROMAGE!'

      The cheese began its descent with the purposeful momentum of something that had accepted gravity as a collaborative partner. Arthur, operating on instincts he hadn't known he possessed, began running after it.

      What followed was perhaps the most undignified sixty seconds of Arthur Bellweather's adult life. The hill was steeper than it had appeared from above, the grass was damper than optimal for maintaining footing, and the cheese displayed a malevolent intelligence in its choice of trajectory that seemed designed to maximise the difficulty of pursuit.

      Arthur stumbled, regained his balance, stumbled again, windmilled his arms in a manner that would have horrified his colleagues at the British Museum, and somehow remained upright through what felt like a controlled fall interrupted by occasional moments of running.

      Halfway down the hill, something extraordinary happened: Arthur began to laugh.

      Not the polite chuckle of academic social occasions, not the measured appreciation of a well-constructed classical reference, but genuine, uncontrollable laughter that seemed to originate somewhere in his diaphragm and express itself through his entire being.

      He was, he realised with perfect clarity, a seventy-two-year-old retired curator of antiquities chasing a wheel of cheese down a French hillside whilst wearing motorcycle leathers and being cheered on by people whose names he didn't know in a language he barely spoke. It was, by any reasonable measure, completely absurd.

      It was also, he realised, the most alive he had felt in two years.

      The cheese reached the bottom first, as had been inevitable from the moment it was released. Arthur arrived several seconds later in a manner that involved more rolling than running but could nonetheless be classified as a successful descent in that he reached the bottom with all his limbs still attached to his torso.

      The crowd cheered with the enthusiasm reserved for someone who had provided excellent entertainment whilst demonstrating that age was no barrier to spectacular foolishness.

      'Magnifique!' declared the official, helping Arthur to his feet. 'Très courageux! Why did you participate?'

      Arthur dusted off his jacket and considered the question. In English, French, and Latin, he found himself without a satisfactory answer.

      'I haven't the faintest idea,' he said finally.

      This seemed to delight the crowd enormously. Someone pressed a glass of something that might have been wine into his hand, someone else retrieved a sample of the victorious cheese, and several people insisted on taking photographs of the English gentleman who had pursued their local dairy product with such commitment.

      Eleanor, Arthur thought as he accepted congratulations he hadn't earned for participating in an event he hadn't understood, would have found this absolutely ridiculous.

      But even as he thought it, he could almost hear her laughing—not at him, but with him, the way she had laughed when he'd attempted to assemble flat-pack furniture or tried to understand the rules of cricket commentary.

      Back at the Norton, Reginald regarded Arthur's grass-stained appearance with the expression of someone whose worst fears had been confirmed but who was prepared to maintain diplomatic relations nonetheless.

      'Well,' Arthur said, settling into the motorcycle seat and adjusting his goggles, 'that was... educational.'

      Educational, Reginald agreed, in the sense that we have learned humans will chase food down hills for reasons that remain mysterious to more sensible creatures.

      As they rode out of the village—the correct direction having been cheerfully provided by his new cheese-rolling colleagues—Arthur found himself humming. Humming, for God's sake, like someone who had discovered that the world contained possibilities he had never considered.

      'One cannot,' he called to Reginald over the engine noise, 'navigate rural France without accepting chaos as a co-pilot.'

      Chaos, Reginald observed, appears to be an improvement over excessive planning. Though I reserve the right to revise this opinion if we encounter any more agricultural sports.

      The French countryside rolled past, green and peaceful and full of villages that probably contained their own mysterious traditions involving local produce and gravitational entertainment. Arthur Bellweather, Senior Curator of Antiquities (retired), cheese-rolling contestant (accidental), and motorcycling tourist (amateur), rode south towards whatever awaited him, laughing at the memory of his own ridiculous dignity tumbling down a French hillside in pursuit of dairy products.

      For the first time in two years, he was genuinely curious about what tomorrow might bring.

    



Azincourt, Pas-de-Calais

Fields of Silence



      The sign appeared without ceremony—a modest brown tourist marker beside a narrow lane, bearing a single word in fading paint: AZINCOURT.

      Arthur slowed the Norton, the name reverberating in his memory with the weight of centuries. Azincourt. Agincourt to the English. The battlefield where, on a rainswept October day in 1415, everything had changed.

      'Another hundred kilometres yesterday, Reginald,' Arthur said, turning onto the lane. 'Would you believe it? Two days ago fifty felt like a marathon.'

      The human is becoming competent at travelling, Reginald observed. This is alarming. Soon he may no longer need my guidance, which would be devastating for my sense of purpose.

      The lane cut through stands of poplar until the land opened into wide, quiet fields. No monuments reared here, no grandiose statues of kings or knights. Just earth and sky and the low grey clouds that promised rain.

      Arthur killed the engine and sat for a moment, listening to the silence. It was profound—not peaceful exactly, but weighted. The kind of quiet that suggested things had happened here that the land hadn't quite forgotten.

      Fields, Arthur thought. Just fields. Six hundred years and all that remains is wheat and memory.

  

      He dismounted slowly, his knees protesting less than they had a week ago— another small adaptation he hadn't quite noticed until now. Reginald emerged from the sidecar with unusual hesitation, his nose working the air with what Arthur had learnt to recognise as unease.

      Arthur walked a few paces into the grass at the field's edge. Somewhere beneath his feet, men had fallen. English archers—Welsh and English both, commoners with longbows who'd changed the face of mediaeval warfare. French nobility in armour worth more than villages, stuck in mud and cut down by peasants. Horses screaming. The constable of France dead in the mire. Thousands of captured nobles executed on a king's desperate order.

      Henry V had stood somewhere near here. Henry of Monmouth, the dissolute prince who'd transformed into England's warrior king. Shakespeare would later write him speeches about bands of brothers and St. Crispin's Day—glorious rhetoric that made the slaughter sound like destiny rather than desperation.

      But Shakespeare hadn't mentioned the dysentery that ravaged Henry's army on the march from Harfleur. Hadn't dwelt on the terror of six thousand exhausted, ill Englishmen facing twenty thousand fresh French. Hadn't lingered on the prisoner massacre—captive French nobles and soldiers killed on Henry's order when he feared a counterattack.

      Arthur knew these details the way other men knew football scores. He'd spent his career on digs from Crete to Hadrian's Wall, pulling history from mud and stone. He'd never worked in France—his expertise was Mediterranean and Roman—but Agincourt was basic knowledge for any English curator. You couldn't study your nation's history without confronting this field.

      'October 25, 1415,' Arthur said aloud, more to himself than to Reginald. 'St. Crispin's Day. Henry's archers here—' He gestured towards higher ground. 'French cavalry there, knights in full plate armour. It had been raining for days. The field was a quagmire.'

      He walked further into the field, his boots sinking slightly in soil that was still recovering from recent rain. The sky was darkening. More rain coming.

      This place is sad, Reginald thought, hanging back near the Norton. My human is sad here. We should not stay long.

      The wind picked up, carrying the smell of turned earth and something else— something Reginald's sensitive nose detected but couldn't name. Not death, exactly. Death was six centuries gone. But absence. The place where life had been interrupted on such a massive scale that the interruption had soaked into the ground.

      Reginald's fur prickled along his spine. Not from cold, but from something else— atmospheric pressure perhaps, or just the ancient stillness of a place where too many had stopped breathing at once. He whined softly, a sound Arthur didn't hear over the rising wind.

  

      Arthur stood in the middle of what had been a killing field, his curator's mind reconstructing the battle with practised precision.

      'The French had every advantage,' he said, speaking his thoughts aloud as he often did when working through historical problems. 'Numbers, armour, cavalry, fresh troops. Henry's army was starving, sick, exhausted from weeks of marching. By every rational calculation, the English should have been annihilated.'

      But the French nobility had made a fatal mistake: they'd let pride dictate tactics.

      The English longbow—six feet of Welsh yew capable of punching arrows through armour at two hundred yards—was a commoner's weapon. Peasants with bows. The French knights, who'd trained their entire lives for mounted combat and viewed warfare as an aristocratic art, had dismissed them. Not just tactically dismissed, but socially dismissed. How could mere archers defeat noble knights?

      So they'd charged. Mounted cavalry first, then dismounted men-at-arms, all of them in full plate armour weighing sixty to seventy pounds. Across a field that had been transformed by days of rain into a sucking morass of mud.

      Arthur could picture it with terrible clarity: French knights sinking to their knees in mire, unable to rise under the weight of their armour. English archers dropping arrows into the packed mass of struggling men. Knights drowning in mud, suffocating in their own expensive protection. The constable of France killed not in glorious combat but probably trampled or drowned in the chaos.

      'It wasn't the arrows that won it,' Arthur muttered. 'It was discipline versus pride. The English held their ground, waited, let the French come to them. Let the mud do half the work. On a dry field, on a sunny day, the French cavalry would have crushed them. But here—'

      He looked at the field, imagining it glutted with bodies, churned into red paste.

      'Here, pride killed them. They couldn't imagine losing to commoners with bows.'

      The first drops of rain began to fall—light, sporadic, but promising more. Arthur looked up at the darkening sky and felt a chill that had nothing to do with temperature.

      Six hundred years ago, Henry's army had stood in rain like this, exhausted and outnumbered, knowing the next day would likely be their last. And the French had stood in rain like this, confident of victory, already arguing over which nobles would have the honour of capturing the English king for ransom.

      The rain began in earnest.

  

      Arthur hurried back to the Norton as the rain intensified from gentle to determined. Reginald needed no encouragement—he was already in the sidecar, looking reproachful about the delay.

      Finally, Reginald thought, the human notices the rain. Another few minutes and we would have been soaked. Dogs do not forget these failures of attention.

      Arthur spotted it across the field—a large open shed, the kind farmers used for equipment storage. The structure was simple but substantial, with a corrugated metal roof and three walls providing shelter from the weather. He guided the Norton towards it, the bike's tyres leaving tracks in the softening earth.

      The shed was occupied. A man in his fifties stood beside a tractor, tools spread on a workbench, mid-way through what appeared to be maintenance on some piece of agricultural equipment. He looked up as Arthur approached, his expression moving from surprise to assessment to a kind of resigned hospitality that suggested this wasn't the first time someone had sought shelter in his shed.

      'Bonjour,' Arthur called, parking the Norton just inside the shed's shelter. 'Je suis désolé de
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