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FOR SILK (CHIFFON)




There is some confusion concerning the spirits of the departed

PLINY THE ELDER






A foreword

For 1,500 years, tales of a man called Arthur have been told and retold by people all over Britain, all over Europe, all over the world.

The spark that became this glorious bonfire of stories was lit after the Romans withdrew from the colony called Britannia at the beginning of the fifth century, when the written record stutters and fails, leaving us to squint at scraps of silver, at fragments of pots, at the ridges of fields, at the bones of the dead.

We cannot find the Arthur. We might as well try to scoop the moon’s face from the waters of a lake. But we can glimpse the shadows Arthurs might have cast. They are not, I’m sad to say, crowned kings, sitting on high-backed thrones in stone-girt castles, carrying fluttering pennants on dashing white chargers. That is our beautiful, beguiling and beloved fantasy.

No, the Arthurs we find if we sift through the rubble of Roman Britain are, to borrow some of today’s words for men who forge power from chaos, gangsters, warlords, oligarchs, strongmen, paramilitaries – call them what you like, but don’t call them kings. Unless they’re holding a sword to your throat, in which case call them whatever they want.

One near-contemporary had a good word for them: tyranni.






I

TWO THINGS HAPPENED that day. Nin’s father died and her sister came home. It was meant to be the other way round. Her home first him dead second. But it didn’t turn out like that. Nin’d sat up with her ma – sat up the whole night long – and waited for it to happen. It being the darkest time of the year that’d been a lot of night to sit through.

He’d stopped speaking but he’d not stopped looking. Every so often he’d blink and there’d be a bubble of spit or worse by his mouth and he’d make to smile a glad smile but then he’d see it was only them. Only Nin and her ma. Only them and not his Guenevera. Then his face’d droop sad and sorry. Nin didn’t exactly blame him. If she was him lying there dying she’d want her sister there too. Her and her ma they weren’t the same.

He’d been dying on and off since summer’s end. He’d stopped unrolling books scratching letters thumbing cartographies fiddling with his tally stones. He’d stopped hobbling and tutting at the busted hypocaust and saying, Pass me my Sulpicius Severus no no not that one that one can’t you read? which no stupid of course she couldn’t. Soon enough all he could do was sit and Nin sat with him while the rains rained and the damp rose and the fires smoked. Him wrapped in furs and more furs in one of the Villa’s big old bare old empty rooms. Him sitting and sitting and talking and talking though not you can be sure to her.

He talked to his real wife long dead in childbed. To his real sons dead young noble handsome in whichever it was of the Imperial wars. To his own high and mighty grandfather who’d took him across the Narrow Sea and shown him Roma. And he’d talk and talk on some olive oil he’d had there and how its colour was the exactness of ripe wheat or was it the very first oak leaves? And Nin had to nod and say Oh and Ah and Sure I wish I could of tasted that as if she’d not heard tell of that olive oil a thousand hundred times before. 

Then he’d try to heave out his chair saying, Gone gone they’ve all gone. And he’d tell Nin to hurry up and pack and the only way to settle him was to say they were just waiting on Guenevera and they couldn’t very well start without her could they? And then he’d start fretting on how Guenevera wasn’t wed. He’d say how it just wasn’t right for a girl of such fine Imperial line back through Senators back through Seizers back to Venus herself it just wasn’t right for her to marry some pigherd some waykeep. His own daughter pouring beer. His own daughter rendering lard. And Nin had to say over and over, She’s wed remember she’s wed to the Bear – and you’re not meant to talk on Venus no more remember Guenevera doesn’t like it.

Don’t bleeding excitate him her ma’d hiss. 

I’m not I’m bleeding not Nin’d hiss back.

While the apples fell and the leaves turned and the stalks blacked and the cobwebs frosted and the pigs knew their days were numbered all that time Nin’d sat with him and more than sat. She’d rolled him and mopped him and done the God knows all else for him and still still her sister wasn’t there. Not even when they’d sent seven days since to say the Dominus Leo had no hope of seeing the Long Night no nor the Birthday nor the Turn nor the Adorating neither and to come the God’s sake come quick. The three knackered old brocks who were their guardsmen had stirred themselves almost to blows over which got to carry that message – a ride with the lady Guenevera being worth a little brawling. But still she’d not come and still the Dominus held on.

The Dominus. That’s what her ma always called him in Nin’s hearing. Always that. Never your pater nor yet your papa. Don’t make me laugh. He was the Dominus and that was that. Did her ma call him Leo when they were—? When they—? When—? Nin couldn’t never finish that thought. They must of done it. She was proof wasn’t she? Her and her three little brothers wrapped in carded wool and buried beneath the cookhouse wall.

Guenevera didn’t approve of that neither but her ma wouldn’t budge and for once Nin was glad. Her brothers had always slept beside her and she’d always comforted them when they woke though she was as scared of the dark as they and had no milk no nothing to offer them saving her sister’s love. She could still remember how those nights felt. The ridges of their gums gnawing on her knuckles. Their little fingers in her hair. The red raw mouth of the hearth. The pots hanging black.

In the end Nin’d been every bit of five or six before she’d asked her ma who her da was. Her ma’d frowned. Thought you knew. Nin shook her head. The Dominus. Nin’s eyes’d widened and one notion flooded throat heart belly. Does that mean she’s my sister? Her ma’d frowned deeper. So to speak yes. She didn’t say no more but that was enough. More than enough for Nin. Sister! She’s my sister. Guenevera! Guenevera’s my sister. Day in day out she held that thought close. She took it with her to the nook off the cookhouse where she slept. She cuddled it and cradled it. She whispered it to her brothers even though Guenevera had told her and told her it was foolish and country and barbarian to whisper the Dead and she wasn’t to do it no more. Sister. Sister. She’s my sister.

Her sister who still wasn’t come. Her ma had been getting angrier and angrier watching him holding on when it was long past time for him to go. Him counting on her coming and them having to soothe him. Yes yes we’ve sent. Yes yes by noon. Sure sure by nightfall. No doubt you’ll see her in the morning. Normally her ma was too busy chopping hefting stirring sweeping shooing doing always doing to be angry or let’s be honest to be anything else much. But while he was hemming and hawing between living and dying it was like time was stood still. And with nothing to do but wait her ma filled with anger till you could almost see it leaking out of her.

Nin meantime she had a thousand hundred questions but her ma wouldn’t hardly look at her let alone talk. Questions like Do you mind him dying? Or Did you even like him anyway? Questions like Godsake Ma what’s to become of us? But her ma wasn’t answering no questions. Her ma was just stood there mumbling and dripping anger and crossing herself when she remembered. Nin knew she ought to be praying but she’d prayed round so many times the words were all chewed up and gummed up and pappy in her mouth. Finally round about daybreak her ma’d wet his lips with the good wine and laid a crumb on his tongue so nobody could say she’d not done it. Finally it was over.

Her sister didn’t ride up until the day was ending. She rode up on one of her white ponies. She always rode white ponies. White or maybe fleckered a little grey. The Villa was grey and cold and quiet. The sky was all crows.

Nin and her ma had done all as could be done. They’d let the fire go out. They’d propped the door open and all the sickroom deathroom clutter was taken out. Cold air streamed. Her ma’d shuttered his eyes and they’d sopped the death sweat off of him and bent fresh linen on him before he stiffed. He’d not much to offer by way of hair but such as he had they’d neatened. He was cold now and his face was tilting blue. He’d not been a big man. Not much bigger than her ma and you can be sure none stronger and now he looked more scant than ever. Laying so flat so still it was like they’d dragged one of the cracked old statues in from the outside. Like they’d humped it and hefted it and laid it on the bedstead. Like his body was there but where was the rest of him? Was it gone off somewhere or was it crouched in the corner or was it flitting the ceiling? The cold wind was shifty and it’d found some ashes Nin’d missed and there was specks of grey on him now. It did feel funny. Like him and them and the room and the Villa and maybe even the whole world was muffled up in death.

All while they were tidying and doing they’d not spoke not really. No more than Which shift is it to be Ma? and Do you sweep the floor now Nin. To be fair they didn’t normally talk much. Normally there wasn’t the call for it. But now there was – there really was. He’s dead Ma. He’s bleeding dead. He’s dead and he’s gone and what’s to become of us now? Tell me that Ma. What’s to become of me?

She looked to her ma who was straighting a clean blanket over his body tucking it under his arms and laying his arms down long. Normally she did every job fast so fast like some Thing was making her do it but now she was moving slow. She was patting the wrinkles out the blanket and making sure his hands looked neat. She wasn’t crying nothing like that but her face was pinched up and she looked busted up and beaten down. Her grey brambly hair falling out her headcloth. Her cheeks sunk and riven. Her hands raw and sore. She looked I suppose like what she was. A Brittish woman who’d been orphaned and sold and bought. A woman who’d worked cookhouse worked nurseroom worked sleeproom. Worked and worked till she’d worked her and her one own living daughter free.

KAAHHAHHAHAHAHKEEEOWOOWWW—

The old peacock. The guardsmen were probly baiting him. They did that when they were waiting on their meals. And though the peacock had to be on his last legs though his plumes were patchy and scraggly he still had his pride. He could still get stupid and crotchety and riled.

KAAHHAHHAHAHAHKEEEOWOOWWW—

Her ma was staring past her out the sleeproom door. Her mouth was open the way Nin hated because it meant you could see she was shy more teeth than was nice. Such was the unhooded mislike on her ma’s face that Nin thought a moment some Scamp some Scavenger was come. But when she turned quick round she saw it was only Guenevera only her sister come now come at last. But forgive me. Only is a foolish word. There was no only about Guenevera. Not for anybody with eyes in their head. Not for Nin.

The walls of the atrium were all over paintings done who knows maybe in the time of their father’s father’s father. They were of old Imperial goddesses but faded now and flaking so Nin had to sweep little cracks and crumbles of necklace and vine off the floor. They were still queenly though still beautiful still fine oh so fine. They had long thin noses and far-apart eyes and tumbling hair and draping dresses and tiny sandals. When Nin was small she’d thought they were all Gueneveras. A ring of Gueneveras looking down on her. So when Guenevera got married and went to live at the Fort it was like she’d not left not quite. And when she came home when the Bear was off fighting and didn’t have so much need of her it was like she’d dropped back down off the walls to walk and grace amongst them.

That afternoon Guenevera wasn’t wearing floating nothings nor little sandals. She was clad furred and comforting. She was shod leather and handsome. She was neat and she was tidy. You wouldn’t know she’d just rid call it fifteen miles. Perhaps a little pink stood about her cheeks. Like the blush on a brambleflower. And one strand of her hair which was neither light nor dark but perfectly both or do I mean perfectly neither had escaped her plaits. Guenevera tucked that strand away and stared at her father laid out dead. She took a step towards the bedstead and the nails of her boots clinked on the stone floor. She touched her brow. She touched her heart. Tears fell. She gave a little gasp. A mourning sigh.

‘Papa,’ she said. ‘Oh Papa.’

Nin ran at once to her side feeling suddenly sadder and more mournful too. Like she might cry herself. Like Guenevera’s coming had made his death really real.

‘Oh Treasure did I miss him?’

With Guenevera’s arm now tight around her with that sweet word Treasure nestled in her ear Nin felt come alive. Like her sister’s Quality was dusted over her. Like when you drop a sack of flour and pooooofff all around is different.

‘It was really sudden,’ Nin told her. Maybe she also ought to tell her sorry. Sorry for not having kept him alive. Maybe her ma ought to say it. Nin looked quick at her ma. Forget that. Her ma wasn’t going to say nothing. If you didn’t know her you might think she was fighting not to cry. But Nin knew better. Nin knew she was fighting not to burst out, Where in All of Hell have you been? Luckily though Guenevera wasn’t looking at her ma. She was looking at Nin and patting her hand.

‘There there Nin,’ she said like she could see the Sorry writ all over her face. ‘It was the God’s will.’ She gave Nin’s hand a squeeze and let it go. ‘Now forgive me I shall pray with him one last time.’ She turned knelt and bent her head over laced hands.

Nin and her ma weren’t needed no more. On the way out her ma told Nin louder than Nin thought was needed that Nin’d forgot to put the dirtied sheets in the tub to soak.






II

THE NEXT MORNING not so very long after sunup one of the two fighters that’d companied her sister from the Fort walked through the outside door of the cookhouse. Or rather sauntered. Sidled? Loafed maybe. Something anyway that wasn’t plain walk. He had a name but in her head Nin called him Fish for his bulging eyes for his grey and greasy skin for his drooping lip. Same as she called the other one Fowl seeing as how he was tufty wattly and bandy as their crowing cock.

This Fish then he was idling in the doorway leaning against the jamb not saying nothing. Nin didn’t like it but she didn’t know what to do. The Villa’s old guardsmen didn’t treat her like she was Quality. I mean she wasn’t Quality was she? But nor did they lean on the cookhouse doorjamb like cookhouse and doorjamb were theirs. Best she thought best just ignore him. Best just keep on with her chores like she didn’t care was he there or not. Maybe he’d go away.

He didn’t go away. Instead he stood up straight and came further on in and started fiddling with this and that on the chopping side. He looked at her like to say, This pothering you? and when she didn’t tell him it was he took the stopper off a pot and took himself a dab of honey.

‘So you’re her sister then?’ he said licking his finger and looking at her.

Nin nodded.

‘She’s kept you well hid.’

Nin said nothing.

‘Your ma was the old feller’s bit was she?’

Nin hated how he said Bit. She hated the word she hated what it meant she hated how he said it. But it was true. She couldn’t deny it was true. She nodded again and then she hated herself for nodding worse than she’d hated him for saying it. She turned away to lift the stockpot down off its hook above the fire.

‘Looks heavy,’ he said. ‘You want I give you a hand?’

She heard him coming up closer. She grabbed the pot faster than she ought and turned round. She was glad to have a copper brimming and simmering between them but her turning had sent stock slopping on to her wrist. It hurt bad but she pretended it didn’t.

He didn’t come no closer only said, ‘Well well well you’re stronger than you look.’

The handle was hot. She needed to put the copper down and fast but he was stood between her and the side. She could ask him to move but that would mean speaking to him. She could walk round him but that would mean having her back to him. What was she—?

‘Young Man. I’ve two rules.’ Her ma red and sweating and portering a tureen full of draggled bits of sheep was back. ‘Two rules you hear. No dogs in my cookhouse and no men neither. You better get out her way quick or you never know. She might trip or something and then where’d we be? Me with no stock and you with your—’ She didn’t say no more. She didn’t say, You with your knackers fried. She didn’t need to.

Fish stood a moment longer. Like it was his choice was he leaving or not. Finally he gave Nin a wink like to say, Ha ha she’s a right old Drakon your ma ain’t she? and then he left.

‘What was you saying to him?’ said her ma once he was good and gone.

‘Nothing,’ said Nin.

‘What was he saying to you?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You sure of that?’

‘Only that I was stronger than I looked.’

‘Hmmmph. Suppose that’s true enough.’

It was but Nin wished it wasn’t. Yes she could porter stockpots and pails. Yes she could heft querns and amphoras. Haul bullocks. Shoulder sheep. Yes yes all that and more. But she didn’t like people much less men noticing much less praising her for it. It was mules and serves and her ma as was praised for being strong. Nobody let’s face it nobody was ever going to call her sister strong. She could look worn out lifting a spoon to her mouth or that’s what her ma liked to say.

WHACK-whack WHACK-whack WHACK-whack—

Her ma had flopped the bits of sheep on to the side and was setting about them with a mallet. Nin winced. It was every bit as loud as you’d imagine and Guenevera was still in bed. Nin’d had her sleeproom nice and ready for days. All she’d had to do the night prior was warm the hearthstones light the candles and remember to get the lavender out from under the blankets so it didn’t scratch. She’d warmed milk too and brought that in and lingered a little. She’d hoped her sister might ask her to sleep in with her what with it being so cold and them having not seen each other for so long and their father being dead. But Guenevera had only put up her cheek for a kiss and said Goodnight Little One and Nin’d had to be satisfied with that.

WHACK-whack WHACK-whack WHACK-whack—

Now Nin was thinking to make the wheatcakes her sister so liked. There was yet a dollop or two of damson compote which her ma kept hid on the same high-up shelf where lived her Little Gods. She’d make her sister up a tray. Cakes and compote and something hot and sweet to drink. She’d go and knock quietly and open the door and Guenevera’d smile up at her sleepy and nice and say, You’re so thoughtful Treasure.

Nin was just scooping what she needed out the flour crock when she saw Guenevera was already stood there at the cookhouse’s inside door. Sleepy she definitely did look but nice no. She was holding her head and frowning. Her ma’d not seen her. Her ma was still going hard at the sheep like it was some Dread some Defyl.

WHACK-whack—

Nin grabbed her shoulder to make her stop. Guenevera hated flesh and raw things and gristle. She cut her meat clean of fat. She cut it into the smallest pieces before she et. She didn’t even like mulberries for how they looked like bloodied gobbets where they fell to the ground.

‘Why good morning to you Guenevera.’ Her ma was smoothing down her apron with her smattered hands. She was smoothing her expression down too. Trying to make it look obliging. It didn’t really work. Like when the country people tied ribbons to the bull’s horns at springtime. Ribbons or no ribbons a bull is still a bull.

‘Do we,’ said Guenevera, ‘have to make that noise? My father dead but one day and already his house sounds like a smithy.’

‘I’m sorry I’m sure,’ said her ma, ‘but if the men are to have their—’

‘They have teeth don’t they? Be so good as to put it to cook.’ She was already halfway out the door when she turned back to say, ‘And then perhaps you and I could have a little talk.’

‘There now.’ With Guenevera gone her ma took up the mallet and gave the sheep a last regretting thump. ‘Fancy me making such a racket. There now. I suppose if it cooks awhile it’ll serve. Maybe some of that vinegar.’ She hushed her voice and spoke behind her hand. ‘Sure it’s no wonder she’s out of sorts. She dallied and she missed him and now she’s guiltrid and sore.’

Nin glanced towards the not quite shut door. ‘She wasn’t dallying Ma. She’ll of been waiting on news of the Bear.’

Her ma pressed her lips down and together. It was a face to say, Well you can think what you like but I’ll think different. It was a face Nin couldn’t stomach.

‘She was Ma,’ she said. ‘You can’t hardly blame her for fretting on her husband.’

‘Tush tush. If ever there was a man who could take care of himself—’

‘No Ma. Lissen. The two of them from the Fort they were saying—’

‘Thought you’d had no talk with them—’

‘I haven’t. I just heard them saying—’

‘What’s this what’s this? I didn’t bring you to pry.’

With that her ma uncorked the vinegar and started tipping it carefully carefully so as not to stir the murk at the bottle’s bottom. Nin stood silent and chafing. She’d not been prying. She’d been trying to sleep only she’d heard rootling in the storeroom behind the cookhouse. She’d heard the nicest oldest and grizzledest of their nice old grizzled guardsmen whispering, What you doing Feller? You ain’t got leave to— And then she’d heard Fowl whispering though less quietly, He’s no more use for his Middlesea white now has he? She’d lain froze in her nook catching snatches of their talk while they tipped wine into their cups.

‘Nobody’s heard a fucking peep since—’

‘Na na they come up way past Londinium—’

‘Fightpack size of which you wouldn’t fucking—’

‘Bedwyr rid out least a month back seeking word—’

‘Yeah yeah the Fort’s double sentried all right—’

After they’d stumbled back to the guardroom Nin’d lain a long while awake. She knew they were talking on Raids and Raids meant different things depending on where you lived. If you lived North then Raids meant Painted howling out the forests on wolfback. If you lived West it meant Thief Ships and Sea Serpents scouring people clean off the shores. And if you lived East it meant Knives crossing the Narrow Sea firing your house and stealing your children to skewer roast and eat. Knives had bone-white hair and bone-white faces and flaming red eyes and they stitched horsetails to their scalps and they weren’t sticking to the East no more. That summer they’d ridden West and the Bear he’d ridden out to stop them. Until that night Nin hadn’t thought much about it. Every year the Bear rode out to stop Raids and every year he came riding back.

Nin’s eyes rounded. A terrible thought had struck her. The worst thought.

‘Ma,’ she said.

‘What?’ said her ma.

‘Maybe he’s dead.’

But her ma wasn’t having none of that. She jabbed her finger at Nin telling her she was stupid and know-nothing and the Bear wouldn’t go getting himself killed not by some Knife and how dare she even—

‘All right all right all right,’ said Nin. ‘He’s not dead.’

‘Course he’s not dead Sweetie. Not him. Not the Bear.’

Everyone loved the Bear. Her ma her father their guardsmen their neighbours. The Big Men up at the Town. Her ma’s family down at Rivermouth. Everyone. The Bear was a shield above all their heads. With him up at the Fort you didn’t have to worry about Raids. He kept everyone safe – and after he fell so hard so fast for Guenevera he kept her safest of all.

Her ma said Nin was too small to remember the day they met but she was wrong. Of course she remembered. She wasn’t hardly going to forget the day she met the Bear. 

It was the first day of spring and they’d gone to the Town to trade. You know how lovely that first day is. The ground’s dried out. The wind’s touch is gentle. The clouds make you think of bleached and billowing sheets not dank grey clouts moulding and stinking up the sky. There’s ramsons in the shade and white in the maytrees and toc toc toc goes the yaffle. The apple buds are soft and furry and you’re thinking, How is a whole sweet red apple hid inside?

But when they got to the Town some Lads had started pothering her sister. Nin was only little but she knew what to do. She’d seen the Bear and his men watering their horses. The pond was aflap with ducks skidding and chasing and yabbering. She bowled on over and grabbed at the hem of his cloak. He turned smiled crouched down. What’s all this then? he said. Probly the other men were laughing. She’d been a round and funny thing. Everyone said so. But she didn’t remember him laughing. She only remembered his face smiling. Please she’d said please there’s men all round my sister. Pretty is she your sister? he’d said. Oh yes said Nin. She’s the beautifullest for miles around. She’s from Venus. The others must definitely of laughed then. Well said the Bear best you bring me to her. And that as they say was that.

He saw off the Lads who you bet never acted half so Tough again and rode off North to raid the Wall. He swore to find Guenevera and wed her if he came back alive and he did. He wed her straight up in the sight of his Family and the One God. And ever since he’d called Nin his Mistress Matchmaker. It was only now she was grown that Nin knew how different it might all of been. How easy it would of been for some Tough to take a fancy to the Villa and drive them off. To take a fancy to Guenevera and well you know the rest.

Her ma was still rubbing the meat with the vinegar and talking as if to herself. ‘Course he’s not dead. To think such a thing. Though if you ask me she’ll want to be looking more like herself when he does come back. She’s looking pale. Washed out—’

‘No she’s not,’ said Nin.

‘I’m only speaking as I find.’

‘Were you,’ said Nin, ‘were you speaking as you find when you said, Pretty’s no use if you can’t hold on to no baby?’

Her ma stopped rubbing. ‘I never said no such—’

‘You did. You know you did. You said, Twelve years wed and her with no baby—’

‘I never—’

‘Not to me you didn’t but to them all at Rivermouth—’

‘I never!’

Her ma was white as lard. Her mouth was red and popping. Her hands flapped before her like to scrub her words from the air. Those hands clipped the bottle and vinegar spilled across the chopping side. A red tang streaked in and out of groove and grain. A red rivulet reached the edge and dripdropped dripdropped to the stone floor. At once her ma was down mopping. What you spilled in the Villa didn’t just sink into the dirt. You had to get down on your hands and knees and clean it up.

‘All right all right all right,’ muttered her ma. ‘I know what I said.’

‘I thought you said you didn’t say it.’

‘Sun and Stars!’ She flicked the vinegared rag up at Nin. ‘Whatever’s happened to you? You used to be such a nice child. My nice nice child.’ She pulled herself stiffly to her feet. ‘Now go fetch me some water.’

*

Away from the cookhouse fire it was a cold day. Nice cold though. Blue of sky scrunch of frost no wind to speak of. Scrim of ice on the rain butt. Nin pressed it down with her finger and watched the cracks splinter. To her left she could see the men standing outside the guardhouse at the Villa’s front where the fountains were green and slimy and didn’t flow. The peacock was doing his rounds like he didn’t think much of the job they were doing. She took up the pails quick before they noticed her and walked round the back of the Villa to where the well stood in the cookhouse garden. She walked careful. The slabstones were slithery with ice where the sun hadn’t hit.

The mulberry the cherries all her father’s plantings they were getting more and more muddled with the scrub that was creeping down from the land up behind. The serve who’d kept the garden had died a year or two back and the boy who’d helped him he’d run off soon after. Maybe you couldn’t really call it a garden no more. Nin’d tried her best to keep things growing but the brassych and coriandrum her father liked diced top his farina they’d both mildewed. Good riddance said her ma. Who wants their food tasting of mud and ratpiss?

Nin hooked the first pail and dropped it down to the well’s bottom. The old serve said there was some Thing as lived down there and it was Wise to whisper it nice. If you didn’t if you forgot your manners then the God only knew what’d come up. Not water to be sure. Nin started to wind the pail back up. Always she tried not to whisper. Guenevera would never whisper. But Guenevera never had to stand there cranking the rusty handle round and round with the queasy prickly fear growing and growing. Maybe the old serve was right. Maybe a Thing was crouched in the pail. Maybe a Thing was riding up up out the dark—

‘ThankyouthankyouforwatersweetIhopeandhopewenever meet.’

She said it quick and she said it quiet and sighed out her relief when the pail came up sloshing water and nothing more.

On her way back she kept her eyes on the ground because she could tell Fish and Fowl were watching her. The last thing she wanted was them calling over, Can I help you with that Missie? Her father would of called them Capital Fellows and invited them to sit with him. He’d of poured them wine and asked for blow and blow of the battles they’d fought. He liked nothing better than to talk on battles. To make mention of the Great Achilleus and the Great Alexander of Julius and all the Seizers and of Hadrian who built the Wall. Nin would of been in and out with more wine and her ma’s curdcake and she’d of watched Fish and Fowl bang their cups and toast first those long-dead men and then their one and only living Bear. They’d toast him in the same breath as Brutus who bested the Gigants and General What’s-his-name? who bested the druids and the Great Constantine who raised the banner of Maria in Britannia and took Roma for the glory of the One God.

Nin kicked the door shut behind her and lowered the pails. The cookhouse was empty. Her ma must of gone to talk to her sister already. She topped up the water in the cookpot and scraped some peelings into the stockpot. She clicked her tongue and sucked her teeth and decided to go see what was what.

She opened the inside door and lissened. The Villa’s atrium where she was now stood had a half dozen rooms leading off it. To her left she could hear the shuffling of the cow they’d brought in after the byre roof went. Her sister wouldn’t be none too pleased when she realised it was shitting all over the summer diningroom but milk was all her father could stomach at the end so what could you do? To her right were the main doors to the Villa’s front. In between was the door to the Godroom set aside with Cross and Cup and Salver. Then came her father’s studyroom then her father’s sleeproom then her sister’s sleeproom then the winter diningroom which had sprung a leak. She could hear her ma’s voice coming from inside her sister’s room. Nin walked quiet across the atrium dodging the crumblier patches where the little stones that made up a picture of a God who wasn’t Jesu Christus no nor His Father neither had worked themselves loose. She was wearing sandals stuffed with winter rags. No danger of clickclick on the floor.

She slipped into her father’s studyroom and shut the door behind her best she could. None of the doors ever shut properly what with the damp. Stacked on chests around her were rolls and rolls of books most so mouldy they wouldn’t unroll. Her father said books were how you learnt the wisdom of long-dead men and so Nin used to think the muttering that came out this room was those men’s whispering Shadows. Finally though she saw her father’s lips moving and realised it was him all along. Her ma didn’t like the books. She said they were harbingers of dirt. She once said she had a mind to let the goats in to finish what the creepers and crawlers had begun. I heard that! her father’d shouted and they’d all three of them laughed. They did all laugh sometimes. Sometimes he even told her about the Tales that were in the books. Mostly it was Imperial families and bad tidings and mostly they all ended up dead.

Nin settled down on her knees in the corner between the shuttered window and his reading chair. She stuck her ear to the wall and lissened.

‘—out of temper yesterday,’ her sister was saying.

‘Sure to Heaven I wasn’t. It is hardly my place to be out of temper.’

‘And yet you were.’

‘You were waiting on word of your husband. Sure I know the Dominus would of understood. Sure he always understood your first duty was to your husband. Sure you had to be thinking of what was owing to your husband ahead of what was owing to your father.’

Nin winced that whole speech through. Why did everything her ma say come out wrong? Didn’t she know nothing? Sure enough Guenevera had gone quiet. The sort of quiet you could hear through walls. Finally after the quiet had lasted longer than you’d think quiet could last her sister said, ‘Don’t let me keep you any longer. I know you have a great deal to do.’

Nin thought that meant food and chores. She expected to hear her ma getting back to the cookhouse. She was about to hop up and make like her ear wasn’t pressed to the wall but then she heard her ma say, ‘You know he said I was to stay on here if I liked.’

‘You?’ said Guenevera. It sounded like she was picking up something not very nice with thumb and forefinger. Not that she ever picked up not nice things but you know what I mean. ‘Here?’

‘Here. He said. We are freed. You know we are freed. We’re freed and he claimed Nin as his. He’s dowried her too. It’s all written. It’s signed and done proper. He said. It’s—’

‘Freed you are. But this is not your house. This was never your house. Your family dwell at Rivermouth. I had thought you would be pleased to return to them.’

A hole opened up in Nin’s belly. Like she was dizzy and falling. Like she was falling and falling and Rivermouth was rising up to meet her. Rivermouth where her ma was from. Rivermouth where the mud lay hungry and thick.

‘But me and Nin we’re used to it here.’ Her ma was speaking low and mulish. ‘Settled you could say. It’s been five and twenty—’

‘And you have given great service. But with my father’s death that service is now at an end. The Villa passes to my husband. Likely he will gift it to one amongst his men.’

‘There now,’ said her ma. ‘We could stay and tend—’

‘No no. Such a man will have his own people. He will not want—’

‘Or perhaps we could stay until such time as—’

‘No no no. You would not be safe without my husband’s guards—’

‘There’s neighbours aplenty. Good neighbours—’

Nin pulled back from the wall. She clapped her hands over her ears. She couldn’t lissen no more. She couldn’t bear how plaint and wheedling her ma sounded. Couldn’t she tell she was making things worse? She wanted to make her ma stop but she didn’t know how and her ma was talking on louder and shriller until she was talking so loud and shrill her voice was carrying right through the wall.

‘So this is all the thanks I am to get is it?’

Nin couldn’t hear what her sister said to that. She only heard her ma slam back into the atrium and slam on into the cookhouse.

‘Nin Nin!’ Her ma was yelling. Really yelling. ‘Where are you Nin? Nin! Nin?’

Nin stayed right where she was. She couldn’t move. She felt sick. Rivermouth. Her ma’s people. The End of Ends. Oh she’d been excited all right when they first went there for a visit. Her ma saying all the way about the sea and how it came and how it went and how it was sometimes low and brown and sometimes white and dancing. But there was a lot too her ma didn’t say. She didn’t say about the mud the dank the fishguts the dungfires the rushfloors seething at night. She didn’t say about the girls Nin had to call her cousins. How they’d hate her for wearing her sister’s old dresses and knowing Latin when all they spoke was Brittish. How they’d drag her from her ma’s side pretending they wanted to play. How they’d steal the silver pin Guenevera had given her. How they’d swear to give it back if she only swam the River. How she’d do it too even though it half killed her. How they’d keep it all the same. How she’d be too ashamed to tell her sister what’d happened. How her sister’d scold her and tell her she didn’t deserve nice things.

‘Nin! Nin!’ Her ma was still stamping around still yelling for her. Nin opened the shutters a crack and looked out. Her ma had fetched a saddlepack from the stables and was already hauling it to the cookhouse. ‘Nin! Nin!’

A Godalmighty crash. Nin sprang up. She knew this mood of her ma’s. It came on rare and it came on hard. When it came on the guardsmen scuttled off making nervy jokes about Which Gigant yanked her tail? Nin pelted out the room. She knew what’d happen if she didn’t stop her. First she’d throw things that made a lot of noise. Sometimes that’d be enough. Sometimes a big copper landing clangalangalang brought her up short. But mostly she’d want more. She’d want to see things break. Bowl crash. Cup smash. Shards and splinters everywhere. She’d want to see oil and brine slick and sliding. Nin hated it. Hated it hated it. Hated her ma ugly and wild. Hated how she never said a word after she was spent. Hated how she got down on her hands and knees and cleared it all up tutting like somebody else had done it not her.

She ran into the cookhouse. Her ma was leaning over panting. Her headcloth was fallen off and the vinegar bottle was already done for. She was hunched over and gripping the chopping side and Nin knew she was about to sweep oil salt honey everything else to the floor.

‘Ma ma ma maaaaa! Godsake stop STOP.’

She had her ma by her two arms. She had her tight. Nin had a grip which could do for a duck do for a goose but it was touch and go whether it’d do for her ma. Her ma struggled and stilled. Struggled. Stilled. Twitched. Stilled. Slowly Nin could feel all the fire and fury fading out of her. Like her ma was a pot and the pot was going off the boil. Like Nin’d got her ma off the heat in time. Slowly slowly Nin let go. Her ma took a little step back. She scooped up her apron and patted her face clean of sweat or was it tears or was it just a thing to do. She reached out and patted Nin too.

‘Well now,’ said her ma with a laugh that wasn’t a laugh. ‘You may as well know. It’s over. She’s throwing us out. We’re to be on our way. You might of thought. After all these—’ Nin feared she was about to bubble right up again but it was only a last little blip blop of heat. ‘Well there it is. I’m not one to stay where I’m not wanted.’ Her ma shook her head. Her voice hardened. ‘She always was a heartless—’

‘Ma!’

‘What? I’ve kept my peace these five-and-twenty years but I can say what I like now can’t I? She’s a heartless—’

‘Ma stop stop! She ain’t no such thing. You know she’s not. How can—?’

‘Well to be sure I’ll never understand why you always take her part—’

‘Because I love her don’t I? Because she’s my sister and I love her.’

And what did her ma say to that? I’ll tell you what she didn’t say. She didn’t say, Well Nin that’s as
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