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About the Book

England: October, 1463.
 
The great slaughter of the battle of Towton is two years past, but England is still not at peace. The Northern Parts of the land remain in the hands of the Lancastrian king, while in the south, the princes of the house of York prepare for war.
 
Uneasy alliances are forged and just as quickly broken: a friend one day might be your enemy the next, and through this land, pursued by the Church and the Law, a young man, Thomas, and a young woman, Katherine, must make their way, bearing proof of a secret both sides would kill to learn.

Bent on revenge for a past outrage, Thomas and Katherine must turn their backs on their friends and journey to the mighty castle of Bamburgh, there to join a weakened king as he marshals his army to take up arms in one of the most savage civil wars in history: the Wars of the Roses.


About the Author

Toby Clements was inspired to write the Kingmaker series having first become obsessed by the Wars of the Roses after a school trip to Tewkesbury Abbey, on the steps of which the Lancastrian claim to the English throne was extinguished in a welter of blood in 1471.

Since then he has read everything he can get his hands on and spent long weekends at re-enactment fairs. He has learned to use the longbow and how to fight with the poll axe, how to start a fire with a flint and steel and a shred of baked linen. He has even helped tan a piece of leather (a disgusting experience involving lots of urine and dog faeces). Little by little he became less interested in the dealings of the high and mighty, however colourful and amazing they might have been, and more fascinated by the common folk of the 15th Century: how they lived, loved, fought and died. How tough they were, how resourceful, resilient and clever. As much as anything this book is a hymn to them.

He lives in London with his wife and three children. This is his second novel.


Also by Toby Clements

Kingmaker: Winter Pilgrims


1

IT IS THE hour before noon on the second day after St Luke’s, late in the month of October, and in the grey light slanting through the castle’s kitchen doorway, Katherine inspects the small, skinned body of an animal lying on the scrubbed oak table. The animal is gutted, headless and footless.

‘Rabbit, my lady,’ Eelby’s wife tells her. ‘Husband caught it this morning. Out near the Cold Half-Hundred drain.’

Katherine knows the Cold Half-Hundred drain, and she knows Eelby, who sits with his broad back turned on her, eating his bread so that she can hear him chewing. He says nothing, doesn’t even grunt, but his brawny shoulders are up and she can see he is waiting for something, so she prises open the narrow trap of the animal’s ribs and counts. She makes it thirteen pairs.

‘Not a rabbit,’ she says. ‘A cat.’

Eelby stops his chewing. His wife holds Katherine’s stare for a moment, then drops her gaze to the rushes and rubs her swollen belly. She must be nearly ready now, Katherine thinks, and she must be frightened of what is to come. Her husband swallows his bread.

‘It’s a rabbit,’ he says without turning his head. There are creases of pale skin in the dirty fat of his neck. ‘As wife told you. Killed it meself.’

Katherine knows she still seems odd to them – an interloper in a good dress, small, thin, with her hat pulled down to hide her ear and her already sharp features honed by sorrow and privation – but it has been like this ever since she arrived at Cornford Castle more than a year before, since the first time she led Richard Fakenham on his horse over the two bridges and in through the gatehouse to take possession of her late supposed father’s property.

The curtain walls had seemed taller then, rough grey stone, stained with damp even in the summer months, weeds growing from every crevice and all sorts of filth underfoot. Eelby’s wife stood on an unswept step of the kitchen, washing beetle in hand, while unfed dogs snarled on chains and the air was sour with the smell of their waste.

‘What is it?’ Richard had asked, wrinkling his nose. Eelby’s wife had stared at his bandaged eyes and then looked away, quickly crossing herself and whispering some prayer.

‘A welcome,’ Katherine had told him. ‘Of sorts.’

‘Where is everyone?’ he’d asked.

‘Dead,’ someone had answered. This had been Eelby, the castle’s reeve, emerging from the lower door of the gatehouse from where he’d been watching them cross the fen. She’d disliked him from the moment she saw him – broad and squat, with fleshy ears and small, mean eyes – and neither did he like her.

‘Dead?’ she’d asked.

‘Aye,’ Eelby had said. ‘Every man save meself went north with Sir Giles Riven and we’ve given up on ’em coming home now.’

Eelby had said this as if it were somehow her fault, as if she, Katherine, had been responsible for their deaths, but she had ignored him and had taken a moment to look around at the castle, to note the accretion of filth, the dilapidation of the stone, the rot in the wood. There were jackdaws in the roof, and a bush of some sort springing from between the stones up by the crenellations. Apart from the new stone badge of Riven’s crows that had been put in place of the old Cornford arms, she supposed, the castle looked to have been falling to pieces for some time. It was strange to see how little it had been valued by Riven while Sir John Fakenham and his son Richard had spent so much time, energy and blood to acquire it.

She had not thought it would be like this. Nor had Richard.

They had come up from London with some of William Hastings’s men, ten of them, keeping guard over them and a wagon loaded with wedding gifts which they’d received, mostly from the newly ennobled Lord Hastings: two feather pillows, a bolster, a standing coffer, two small chests of oak, a hundred carpet hooks, three pounds of wire, and a hemp sack of shoe nails. There had been two gowns of Kendal green, one of damask, a bolt of russet and a pair of stockings. For Richard there was a velvet jacket and a doublet, a horse’s harness and a short-bladed sword. Not much, Hastings had admitted, but what else do you give a blind man?

They had come along the same road they had travelled with Sir John and the others the summer of the year before, and to console themselves for their losses and for the absence of men they loved, they had tried to imagine what they would find when they got to Cornford: something sound and well-founded, with slate roofs, stout walls and three glazed windows in the solar. They’d pictured a reeve out collecting dues. They’d imagined beehives, orchards full of geese and chickens, fat pigeons in the dovecotes, a watermill chuntering away, a saw pit perhaps, and a priest at the door of his church. There would be breweries, a baker, a smithy and an inn. There would be men to keep the oxen straight and to shear the sheep. There would be boys to fetch in wood from the forest and girls to mind the goats. There would be women in woollen dresses with babies on their hips and barrels of ale fermenting in the cellar’s cool.

But it was not like that. Instead there were only widows and orphans. The mill wheel was broken, the priest unpaid and gone, and such crops as had been planted before the men had left for the north now lay rotting in the sodden fields. Katherine had thought at the time that perhaps Richard was lucky not to be able to see it.

And now, a year later, here she is, standing in the kitchen with the body of a cat in her hand and a mere twine of smoke from the twigs that make up the fire in the hearth. She looks down at the little body and thinks of asking to see its head, to see its fur and feet, but she has too often demeaned herself with Eelby in the past, sinking to his level and later finding herself begging him to accept her apology so that there is food on the table for Richard to eat. She has promised herself she will not do it again and so she won’t now, and besides, what is so bad about eating a cat?

She places the body back on the table and leaves Eelby and his wife there, closing the door behind her. Outside it is cold, the first hint of the winter to come perhaps, and her ear begins to throb as she hurries across to the keep and ascends the stairs to the solar where Richard is sitting just as she left him, on a bench by the piled ashes of a cooling fire. He seldom leaves this spot. He is too anxious to venture out these days, too scared of the unfamiliar, but in place of his absent sight, his other senses have sharpened.

‘Is he trying some fresh fraud?’ he asks.

‘How did you guess?’

‘Your gait. You walk as if you are angry.’

She laughs quietly and crosses the threshes to touch his shoulder. He turns his face to her, smiles blankly, puts out a hand.

‘Margaret,’ he says.

Katherine knows she must take his hand. She does so, looking down on her husband. She wants to change his dressing; the linen is grubby and there are sooty finger marks where he has adjusted it after fiddling with the fire. He pulls her to him, puts his arm around her waist. It is always like this. He cannot just – be. He has to clutch at her, paw at her. Even now his palm drifts from her waist to her hip and she cannot help but stiffen, and he feels it, and his already absent smile slips and he lets his hand drop. He is like a whipped dog.

He has declined sharply over the past year, lost the muscle he’d acquired from all that fighting practice he used to do, all that riding with the hounds and going out with the hawks. It turned to fat in those first few months, but now the fat is gone too, and his skin hangs from his bones. There is no one to shave him, no one to comb his hair, so Katherine has learned how.

‘Shall we go for a walk?’ she asks.

He sighs.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Take me somewhere high from where I may slip and fall to my death.’

‘Come on,’ she says. She takes his arms and he needs hauling to his feet.

She indulges him and leads him out of the solar and stumbling up the circling stone steps to the top of the tower. On the way up there is an unglazed window through which she can see the castle’s one remaining touch of ornament: a gargoyle in the shape of a lion’s face, dripping water into the courtyard below. Everything else of value is gone, stripped and sold, and she supposes that the gargoyle remains only because it is too difficult to reach. It is not clear whether it was Riven’s men who carried everything else away before they left for the north, or if it is Eelby and his wife who have been slowly stripping the place and selling it bit by bit.

When they emerge on to the walkway at the top of the tower she guides Richard across the treacherous flagstones to stand facing into the brisk east wind in which she imagines she can taste salt from the sea that lies just beyond the horizon. It is cold enough to bring tears to her eyes, but not his. He stands and grips the edge of the stone merlon and rocks himself backward and forward, backward and forward. He is like a simpleton in his misery.

She looks away and watches the land beyond the castle, seeing all the things that require attention: the silted moats and flooded furlongs, the sagging fences, the fruit trees in need of pruning, the hazels in need of coppicing, the willows in need of pollarding. Nearby, across the first bridge, the roofs of the cattle shed and the hayloft are sunk in and green, and beyond them the wheel of the mill remains jammed while water flares through the broken dyke below. There are a few houses by the causeway, some of them occupied, their roof lines softened by a haze of pale woodsmoke, but there are others there too, abandoned, and their rooflines are softened by their neighbours having pilfered their beams for firewood.

‘Soon be winter,’ Richard says.

She wonders what in God’s name they will do then.

‘How does it look?’ he asks.

‘Sad,’ she says.

He tries to encourage her.

‘We’ve no men to work the place,’ he says. ‘And Eelby – if I had eyes in my head I would kill him now.’

‘Then we’d have one fewer,’ she sighs, ‘and be in an even worse state.’

She remembers again his high hopes as they’d ridden here. Richard had asked her what they might find, since she was supposed to have passed her youth in the castle, but she told him she could remember almost nothing of it.

‘It is a castle,’ she’d said.

‘Yes, yes, but Windsor is a castle. The Tower is a castle. What is it like? My father said it was well set up, though cold, and there are two moats?’

‘There are moats,’ she’d agreed. ‘Yes. Yes. That is right. Moats.’

Although she’d thought, why have more than one?

‘And who will be there?’ he’d pressed. ‘The steward and the reeve, of course, but do you remember them? Or I suppose it is too long ago?’

She’d agreed again.

‘And anything might have happened to the place,’ she’d cautioned. ‘Or to them.’

In truth she’d had no idea what sort of welcome to expect. For the first few days after their arrival she had looked in the village for anyone so old they might have been able to recall Margaret Cornford as a girl, but there was no one above ground to do so. The longer she remained, the more confident she became.

And so now she takes Richard’s arm and leads him to face northward. They say nothing for a while. She watches the river, a snaking grey ribbon among the reeds. It is motionless and looks broken too.

‘Do you miss Marton Hall?’ she asks.

He cocks his ear, his way of glancing at her.

‘Marton Hall?’ he says. ‘No. Or not exactly. I miss – I miss the people. I miss my father, of course. And Geoffrey Popham, the steward, and his wife. They were – well. There was Thomas, of course. You met him. And the others. Do you remember Walter? He was a brute, wasn’t he? But by great God above, he was – anyway … and Kit, of course. I think about him sometimes. I don’t remember where he came from. I think we found him on a ship, can you believe it? But do you know he cured my father’s fistula? He was no more than a boy, but he cut him, like a surgeon, and we all stood by and we knew it was the right thing to do. By all the saints, when I think of it now. That summer. Everything rang with life.’

She thinks back to Marton Hall and remembers the long summer she spent there pretending to be a boy, answering to the name of Kit. No one – not Richard, not Sir John, nor any of the others – had suspected she was anyone other than who she claimed to be, as why should they? And so later, when she needed to, she was able to return in another borrowed guise, that of Lady Margaret Cornford. The summer is a happy memory, dominated in the main by Thomas, of course, but it is inevitably spoiled by the thought of the winter that followed. Since then she has learned not to sniff when the tears come, and so she can weep silently.

‘But,’ Richard continues quickly, just as if he knows, ‘they’re all gone now. And anyway, why have a hall when you can have a castle?’

He is half in jest. He gestures, little knowing he is opening his arms to a vista of burdensome and ruined countryside, peopled by worrying responsibilities and petty shames. She twists the ring on her forefinger and together they pace along the tower’s walkway to where she stops and forces herself to stare westwards, across the fens to the huddle of grey stone buildings scarcely visible in the distance.

It is the Priory of St Mary at Haverhurst. In the year she has been in Cornford she has never been along the causeway that leads to its gates, never even left the castle in that direction. All she can manage is to make herself look at it at least once a day and every time she does so she still feels a hot flare of panic. Looking at it now, she can see there is almost nothing to the place – a church, a few low buildings encircled by that wall – and it seems absurd that for the larger part of her life it encompassed her entire world. She wonders what they are doing there now, and knows instinctively it is the hour of None and the sisters will be gathering in observance.

She is relieved when there is a flurry of barking from below and she can look away. Eelby’s wife is down there, feeding the dogs God knows what. The head of the cat perhaps.

‘It is Eelby’s wife,’ she tells Richard. He grunts. Katherine wonders again how many days she can have left. She has asked Eelby about her lying in, but Eelby laughed in her face and told her that women such as his wife did not lie in. He told her that it was not her concern anyway, and he told her that he had delivered cows of their calves and ewes of their lambs and that there was nothing very special about delivering a woman of her baby.

Katherine had then tried to talk to Eelby’s wife, to avoid the forestaller as it were, but the woman had been fearful and backed away, shaking her head as if she did not want to hear what was being said, and Katherine could not tell if it was the prospect of the birth that frightened her most, or the prospect of her husband. Katherine asked if there was a woman in the village who attended births.

‘There was,’ Eelby’s wife said, ‘but she is in the churchyard since St Agnes’s last year and her daughter alongside her, so now there is no one.’

From her vantage point at the top of the tower Katherine watches Eelby’s wife and wonders how she can work on like that. She must be due any day. She may even be overdue. She imagines her fear. What must it be like to know what is coming? She has seen men’s faces as they troop to battle, the grim set of their mouths, their distant gazes, their skin the colour of goose fat and trembling hands that can only be stilled by wine or ale. But what about women as they prepare for childbirth? Their chance of death is the greater, and terrible pain a certainty.

‘We must do something for Eelby’s wife,’ she tells Richard. ‘And soon.’

Richard grunts again.

‘Perhaps we should send for the infirmarian at the priory?’ she asks.

Even as she says the words she feels that familiar flutter in her chest; her breath comes a little faster and she feels unsteady.

But Richard is dismissive.

‘St Mary’s is a Gilbertine priory, remember?’ he tells her. ‘An enclosed order. The women are only supposed to see the outside world through an aperture that must be no thicker than a thumb, no taller than a finger. Did you know? It is supposed to be brassbound, too. To prevent the sisters enlarging it over time. So their infirmarian could not come out even if it were worth her while because, after all, what experience can she have in childbirth? Among those women who have not seen a man in – ever?’

Richard knows little of the sisters in the priory, she thinks, but he is not really thinking about them: he is thinking of himself and her, and once again the subject of their own lack of offspring is between them, dark and heavy. It is not as if she has not tried. They were married in the first month after King Edward’s coronation, when she had given Thomas Everingham up for dead, and since then they have lain together as man and wife on occasion. She does not care to recall those first encounters, but since then they have reached not so much an understanding as a way of doing things.

Yet still there is no child, and she feels there is none on the way either, and so she wonders if their way of doing things is the right way after all, or if such a union, forged in hidden sorrow, will ever be blessed.

Eelby’s wife has now fed the dogs and is retreating slowly towards the kitchen.

‘I could find some woman myself?’ Katherine suggests. ‘Have her here when the baby comes.’

‘Is there someone in the village?’ Richard asks.

‘No,’ she admits. ‘But at one of the other villages? Or I might go as far as Boston? I need to sell such russet as we have left. You could come with me?’

Richard nods but they both know he will not come.

The next morning it is Eelby who waits alone for her across the first bridge with two horses in the falling rain. He makes her walk through the courtyard, past the dogs, quietened now with a bone apiece, and the kitchen door where his wife leans against the wall. When Katherine sees her she is brought up short. The woman’s skin is taut and her eyes bulge almost grotesquely. She is breathing noisily, too, almost panting, and when she raises her hand Katherine can see it is horribly swollen.

‘Good day to you, Goodwife Eelby,’ Katherine calls. ‘We will be back as soon as we can. Rest until we return. Do nothing, do you hear?’

Eelby’s wife does not speak, but nods stiffly, as if she cannot move her head for the swelling in her neck. She looks terrified, Katherine thinks, and she hurries out through the gatehouse and across the first bridge to where Eelby looks unhappy in his wet straw hat.

‘Your wife—’ Katherine starts.

‘Will be all right,’ he interrupts.

She makes up her mind. She will find someone in Boston. She pulls herself up into the saddle and settles herself. Then they ride out across the second bridge to the causeway.

‘Needs mending,’ she says.

There is a pause.

‘Hard to mend a bridge when you’ve no wood,’ he says. ‘Or nails. Or a hammer. Or anyone to use it to drive them in.’

‘Is there really no one?’

He lifts his hands off his reins and gestures at the houses along the road ahead. There are five or six of them, low and dark, with rotting, green slicked daub, and further on is a boy, the oldest in the hamlet yet still beardless, wrestling a pig into a pen while his sisters look on. The detritus of rush weaving is in a pile all around their ankles, and baskets and mattresses are heaped and hooked on the fences. The boy is smacking the pig with a stout stick now, and if the pig turns on him, they will have one fewer hand.

‘Help him, Eelby,’ Katherine says.

Eelby slouches from his saddle and joins the boy. Together they kick and hit the pig until it retreats into its pen.

‘Thank you, lady,’ the boy says. He is breathless. Then he adds a thank-you for Eelby but there is some side there, and Katherine notes it.

Eelby mounts up and she says goodbye to the children and they kick their horses on. Further along the causeway a skinny-looking mother – their mother? – with a bald-headed newborn sits in her open doorway and stares at them as they pass. Katherine smiles but receives nothing in return. She wonders who delivered the child.

‘My wife did it,’ Eelby tells her when they are out of earshot.

Eelby rides with his head down, hunched under his hat, letting the horse lead the way. She imagines he is probably thinking of all the men who used to live in the hamlet, the men who did all the work and kept the place alive. She supposes they must have been at the shambles on the fields of Towton, and she shies away from recalling the day, from her memories of it, but even here they come back, almost crushing her.

She cannot stop herself remembering going up to the plateau with Richard and the surgeon’s assistant whose name she cannot recall, just after she’d heard news of Thomas, and she remembers how in the light of the looters’ torches she’d seen the valley so choked with corpses that the river was dammed with them and water frothed through the bodies. She remembers the piles of dead men all around, four, five, six bodies high. She remembers that the ground under her feet was glutinous with blood and melted snow and God knew what else. She remembers the smell and the sound of the wounded still crying, trapped under the weight of the dead above them, and even then, as if there had not been enough killed, there were still more men being put to death, even in the night. Their bellows and shouts were cut off with clumsy flurries of hammer blows and everybody was terrified, even the men with the hammers. It was the evening of the day on which God and his saints had slept.

She remembers when she thought she’d found him, Thomas, only for it to be some other man, a Welshman who also answered to the name of Thomas and thought it was his wife calling for him. That was when the tears really began, that was when the misery of it settled in her guts with the weight of a stone, and even now, months later, she feels herself skinless against the pain of it, and she thanks the rain for hiding her tears and giving her reason to hunch and shudder on the back of her horse.

She supposes that any hope that the men of the villages would return slowly withered over the summer, as hers did for Thomas. She had cleaved to William Hastings all those months, hoping that Thomas would know to find her in his household, but her position there was uncertain, and there was gossip, even though she had given them no evidence to assume she was Hastings’s mistress. She did not know how to enforce her own claims for Cornford Castle either, nor, really, what she should do with herself during that febrile time when new masters were sweeping into new properties and new positions all over the country, and the old King’s men were being attainted and exiled and all that had been theirs was suddenly there for any well-placed man to take.

She had been utterly stilled with grief during those months, and as the days passed the complex mutual responsibilities between her and Richard Fakenham hardened into dependence. As the days turned to weeks, and Thomas did not appear, the more obvious it became that she would have to marry Richard, and go with him and such household as they had to Cornford.

The rain is persistent now, sharp and fine from a dingy wind-blown sky wherein pigeons and gulls are bundled in the gusts, and a little later they meet a friar sheltering under a tree by a crossroads. When she sees him, Katherine can’t seem to find the right words in greeting, so Eelby says something and the friar has a soft, wet cough that she does not like the sound of and he tells them he is on his way to Lincoln, intending to stay the night at St Mary’s Priory at Haverhurst if they will have him.

They wish him a safe journey and ride on.

‘Bad luck to meet a friar on the road,’ Eelby says after an interval. She tells him that is superstitious nonsense and on they go.

She has been this far east of the castle since, to the town of Boston, but every time she travels the road, she remembers the first time she was ever in the town, two years previously, and she looks again for the wood in which she and Thomas spent their first night as apostates, sleeping in the mud with the pardoner. There are some trees clumped on the horizon that may do, but elsewhere there is nothing to guide her, only the road on its dyke among the wet sedge of the fenland. She imagines that the river down which they floated might be a little way to the north. Further on a heron is hunched over a pool and she knows that Richard might once have tried to hit it with an arrow, or set a hawk at it, but Eelby is not like that, and so the bird sits and hardly bothers to watch them as they pass.

Soon they come to a stretch of dry land, tilled and divvied into neat furlongs and beyond is Boston under its halo of coal smoke and pale winged gulls. She sees the tree wherein the thief’s dead body hung, now empty, and ahead is the bridge where the pardoner was made to pay extra pontage for his mule.

She tries to imagine herself as she was then. How things have changed and yet how they have also remained the same. She was in rags the last time she was here, a barefoot apostate in terror of everything around her, and now here she is again, in a cloak trimmed with fox’s fur and a dress of Kendal green given to her by the greatest lord in the land, riding a horse with a servant trailing behind. Yet she feels almost exactly the same gnawing anxiety, still the same dread that someone will recognise her  for who she really is and call her out on it, and then where will she be?

She steels herself and rides on to the bridge. At the end is a guard, waiting in his hut to collect pontage, and it could be the same man. They always look the same anyway. She digs out the coin and pays him without getting down from her saddle and he nods and lets her pass with no more than the speculative appraisal she has come to expect from any man, and she leads Eelby off the bridge and on into the marketplace.

It is perhaps her imagination, but every time she visits, the town seems less busy than last time, or perhaps having seen more of the world she is less impressed by it. The familiars are all there, including the hunched fripperer, though the sad-faced bear has gone. They have made progress with the church tower, she notes, and the scaffold looms ever more perilously over the river’s bank.

She wonders how to set about finding a midwife. The church, she knows, regulates their practice fiercely. This is because the priests are frightened of anyone with knowledge of matters to which they themselves are not privy. And naturally if it is something within a woman’s realm, if it is something a man cannot control, then it is stigmatised and she has heard men mutter darkly that the better the witch, the better the midwife.

She decides to give Eelby one more chance.

‘While we are here,’ she says, ‘I shall ask the friars if they know of anyone who might assist at your wife’s lying-in.’

He glowers at her. His cheeks are wind-mottled, purple-veined, his eyes small and watery blue.

‘She doesn’t need any help,’ he says. ‘Least none from some old witch.’

‘But the swelling. You saw her hands? Her face?’

‘It’s natural,’ he says. Then: ‘By Christ, I should have seen the Cunning Woman when she came. She has a tincture, you know, that she can give a woman? Raspberry leaves and a root of something? It smothers the baby before it grows, like a stillborn lamb.’

Katherine does not even want to think about what Eelby has just said.

She realises she needs a different tactic.

‘Very well,’ she says. ‘I will sell the cloth now.’

He nods and now that she looks to have backed down, he is scornful, as if this sign of weakness is his permission to dismiss her concerns. She is weary of him, but says nothing further and only turns and he follows her with the bolt of cloth folded over his shoulder to where she stops before the window of a tailor’s shop and begins the bargaining process. The tailor has a lively eye, and from his hatch, he enjoys the process as much as she, and she remembers with pleasure all the lessons in bartering that she learned from Geoffrey during their time in Calais. The cloth is good and the price is fair. Eelby looks on.

When she puts the coins in her purse and straps it closed, she asks if he knows any people here. He shakes his head. He has been to Boston before, twice he thinks, though it is hardly any distance from Cornford. It is then that she sees the woman coming from the market. She is a merchant’s wife, Katherine supposes, in a good coat and stout wooden pattens, and though she is conventional in that she is hardly broadcasting the fact that she is pregnant, it is clear that she is pleased with her state, and happy to let the world know it.

‘I will ask her,’ Katherine says.

Eelby draws in his breath. Behind the woman trails a servant, carrying a heavy basket of beetroot. The servant is anxious when Katherine addresses his mistress but then stands glumly by while she tells Katherine the details of the impending lying-in, and that a widow named Beaufoy is to attend her birthing.

‘She is licensed by the Bishop in Lincoln,’ the woman says, ‘and can read letters and knows all the words needed to baptise an infant. Should that prove necessary.’

There is a trace of wariness in her face as she says this, and Katherine thanks her and wishes her well and together she and Eelby follow her directions to the widow’s house, around two corners and along a narrow street. When they find her house they knock and a girl answers and shows them into a hall where she leaves them to fetch her mistress. Katherine is reminded of visiting the pardoner’s widow in Lincoln, but this time she is with Eelby.

‘Why are you so concerned about my wife and child?’ Eelby asks her.

Katherine does not answer for a moment. She thinks it ought to be natural for one human being to care for another, but perhaps there is more to it than that? She supposes that with the arrival of a baby, something at Cornford will change, that there will be a rebirth, she hopes, and their fortunes will pick up again. She wonders if she is being fanciful, whether she should tell Eelby of the burden she is placing on his unborn child, but he continues.

‘Is it because you have none of your own?’ he asks. ‘Because you are barren?’

She says nothing. They wait. It is a fine room, she thinks, not unlike the pardoner’s in Lincoln, with panelled wooden walls and an aperture through which the fire’s smoke can rise to warm the rooms above. When Widow Beaufoy comes she is wearing a dress that is almost identical to Katherine’s, as if she might also have been given it by Lord Hastings, and a softly folded headdress in deepest red. She is a handsome woman, perhaps thirty-five or thereabouts, taller than Katherine by a handspan, with sharp cheekbones and quick, assessing eyes.

‘You are Lady Margaret?’ she asks. ‘You are the daughter of the late Lord Cornford, of Cornford?’

Katherine agrees she is and steels herself to endure Widow Beaufoy’s further scrutiny. It endures for a long moment. What will she see? Once she has seen beyond Katherine’s physical appearance – too sharp-featured and thin to be beautiful, she knows – will she divine anything else? That Katherine is not who she says she is? That she is an impersonator? That she is an apostate? That she is a murderer? As she stands before Widow Beaufoy, Katherine cannot stop herself touching her half ear, hidden beneath her own headdress.

‘Perhaps we have come to the wrong place,’ she says, stepping back, but Widow Beaufoy collects herself, and waves aside Katherine’s protest.

‘No,’ she says. ‘No. You are here now. Though your lying-in is not soon?’

Katherine explains the case but to answer some of the widow’s questions she must defer to Eelby, who stands askance and will not look at either of them, as if the business offends him. Katherine wonders if he isn’t just as frightened as his wife at the thought of the birth. Widow Beaufoy asks when his wife last flowered, and he does not know, and she seems to think this typical of men, but when Katherine describes Eelby’s wife as being swollen, Widow Beaufoy becomes alarmed.

‘Around the face?’ she asks. ‘And the hands?’

Eelby nods.

‘We must go quickly,’ Widow Beaufoy says. She instructs the girl to summon the ostler and someone called Harrington, who turns out to be a servant.

‘Bring the bag,’ she tells the girl, ‘and make sure it is ready, particularly with hawthorn and garlic.’

They hurry to their horses and, with Widow Beaufoy riding side-saddle like Katherine, the girl on the back of the servant’s horse, they ride out through the marketplace and back across the bridge. When they are in the road, Widow Beaufoy urges her horse on.

‘We must be quick,’ she says. ‘Or we are more likely to have need of a priest and a man good with a spade.’
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WHEN THEY ARRIVE at the castle, the gates are still open and the hungry dogs are barking.

‘Woman!’ Eelby calls. Only the dogs answer. He is off his horse first, running for the kitchen where the door stands open. The fire has gone out and it is dark within.

‘Woman!’

They find her behind the table, lying in a pool of her own making, her face fixed in a terrible grimace. Widow Beaufoy calls for a candle and orders the girl to bring her bag.

‘Can we move her?’

Eelby and the servant lift Eelby’s wife on to the table. Her body is swollen, hot and rigid.

‘Put the jars there,’ Widow Beaufoy tells the girl, ‘then open that shutter and find more candles.’

She turns to her servant and Eelby. ‘You, get the fire going. You, fetch some water. Then feed those dogs. Shut them up, at any rate.’

Harrington fixes the fire while Eelby hurries away with the cauldron. Widow Beaufoy begins concocting a mixture, of herbs and some wine, in a small bowl of dark stone.

‘How can I help?’ Katherine asks.

‘Pray for her,’ Widow Beaufoy says.

‘I have worked in a hospital,’ Katherine tells her, ‘after two battles, and have sewn men together.’

Widow Beaufoy looks up.

‘We may have need of your skills then, if they are both to survive. In the meantime, mix this, make it fine.’

She passes Katherine the bowl. The smell is strong, earthy and rich, like a country lane in high summer. Widow Beaufoy turns and stands by Eelby’s wife. She feels her face, her limbs. Smells her. Even tastes whatever it is that has made the pool under her.

Eelby returns with the pot and hangs it over the blossoming fire and Widow Beaufoy dismisses him and Harrington both before she raises Eelby’s wife’s dress and shift, both heavy with what must be her broken waters. Eelby’s wife is breathing fast, her face still clenched, the muscles around her mouth twitching peculiarly, and though her eyes are open she seems to see nothing.

Widow Beaufoy uses a knife to cut away her braies and together she and the girl raise the dress over Eelby’s wife’s belly, as big as a moon, with an upright belly button. Widow Beaufoy peers at her nethers.

‘Rue, wormwood, marsh mallow. Rub her hands with laurel oil. Quick, girl.’

The girl makes a mixture from two bottles and passes it to Widow Beaufoy who stands by Eelby’s wife’s head.

‘Lift her,’ she says.

Katherine puts aside her bowl, slides her hands under Eelby’s wife’s heavy shoulders and hauls her up. Widow Beaufoy tips her head back, pinches the point of Eelby’s wife’s nose and pours the contents of the bowl into her mouth so that she must drink or drown. The fire is cracking behind them, throwing shadows.

‘More light,’ Widow Beaufoy says, and, ‘that needs to be ground finer still. And add oil.’

The girl lights another of the goat-fat candles before unstoppering a clay jar and adding oil to Katherine’s mix. Katherine keeps stirring, creating a thick paste, wondering what it is.

‘Now warm the wine.’

There is a small jug, half-empty, in the buttery. Katherine pours it into a scrubbed pot and places this on the stone among the ashes.

Now Eelby’s wife goes into spasm. Her body is stiff for a long moment, her back arched. Her mighty legs are shaking, and her hose slips from her calves to bunch around her ankles. She is grimacing. Widow Beaufoy is bent over her now, embracing her, holding her gently, soothing her with words Katherine does not understand. Eelby’s wife starts shuddering and a tendril of foam slips from her mouth. Then blood. And then – dear God! Eelby’s wife is – changing colour? Katherine brings one of the smoking candles closer. She is not sure now, but for a moment it seemed Eelby’s wife’s skin darkened, turned almost blue.

After a moment, Eelby’s wife relaxes. Widow Beaufoy stands. Then Eelby’s wife falls asleep, but it is not a good sleep. The girl has a cloth to mop her face, to wipe away the spit and the blood.

‘She has bitten her tongue,’ she says.

Widow Beaufoy nods.

‘She will wake soon,’ she says, ‘but she will not be with us long before the fit comes again.’

‘Why? What is it?’ Katherine asks.

‘It is something to do with the womb. It is misplaced, perhaps.’

‘Misplaced? How?’

‘It is what the books say. I have never seen it myself, but I was taught that the womb may rise into the body. It can choke the heart. I think this is what we have here.’

Katherine looks at Eelby’s wife. Her womb looks very fixed, very low with the child within, but is it possible, she wonders, that the heart might be pressed by the size of the baby?

‘What can we do?’ she asks.

‘The books suggest we write some formulation of words in any cheese or butter you may have? Then apply it to the surface of the womb.’

How would that help? Katherine wonders. It sounds like witchcraft.

‘The books also suggest the womb must be fixed in place by burning the bones of a salted fish, or the hooves of a horse, even the dung of a cat, and letting the smoke rise up and fumigate her from below …’

‘But?’

‘But none of this works.’

‘What then?’

‘I have given her something. I have seen it work, but I have also seen it fail. Hawthorn. Garlic. Poppy, too, to calm her.’

The girl puts more wood on the fire.

The three stand and watch Eelby’s wife. Her hands are huge, lying in loose fists by her sprawling thighs. Blood and the other liquid cover the table and have pooled on the slates underfoot. Only now does either of them take off their riding cloak. Widow Beaufoy’s is held with a fine gold brooch and pin. They drape them over a coffer by the door.

They wait. The girl lights another candle. Widow Beaufoy prepares some other unguent with the warmed wine. Then Eelby’s wife stirs. Widow Beaufoy is quickly by her side. Eelby’s wife is confused and touches her face, looks around as if dazed, wonders what they are all doing there. She settles back down on the table and stares up at the low, sooted rafters, the bunches of brown herbs that hang from them. It looks as if she is going to say something but, before she can, she gives a long cry and her mouth starts twitching again and the fit is on her.

Widow Beaufoy holds her down again, and whispers more words, but already she is spitting froth again and this time Katherine is certain her hands, bigger than ever now, are turning blue.

But it passes. Eelby’s wife relaxes and, when it is over and she is asleep again, Widow Beaufoy stands up.

‘Tell Harrington to fetch a priest.’

The girl looks to Katherine.

‘The priest has gone,’ she tells her. ‘He will have to ride to the priory. Eelby can show him.’

‘You have no priest here?’

Katherine shakes her head. They cannot afford a priest. They can scarcely afford a greyhound. Widow Beaufoy nods, as if she understands.

‘Tell Harrington to be quick,’ she tells the girl, who nods and is gone. A long moment slides by. The fire catches brightly. Eelby’s wife makes a noise in her throat. She starts to snore. Widow Beaufoy places a palm on Eelby’s wife’s belly.

‘Come,’ she says. ‘Feel.’

Katherine extends a hand to the hot drum of the belly.

‘There,’ Widow Beaufoy says. She takes Katherine’s fingers and presses them down on something harder still within.

‘A knee,’ she says. ‘Or an elbow.’

She thinks for a long moment. Then the girl returns.

‘He has gone for the priest,’ she tells them.

‘Help us,’ Widow Beaufoy says and together they turn Eelby’s wife on the table so that her legs swing down one side. Widow Beaufoy is surprisingly strong, and, standing behind Eelby’s wife, she grips her under the arms and sits her up, and for a moment she sits slumped over her belly like an old drunk.

‘Hold her,’ Widow Beaufoy tells Katherine, and to the girl: ‘Rose oil. All over. Vigorously now.’

Katherine stands behind Eelby’s wife and takes the weight. Eelby’s wife is solid, her chest and shoulders broad and deep, her large muscles well covered with fat. Widow Beaufoy fiddles with some concoction while the girl starts massaging oil into Eelby’s wife’s nethers and her marbled thighs.

The mixture Widow Beaufoy is making is penetrating, sharp and sweet. Widow Beaufoy pushes the girl aside and once again takes Eelby’s wife’s nose, tips back her head and pours in the contents of the bowl. Eelby’s wife starts. Katherine struggles to hold her. The girl helps, her hands fragrant with oil. Then Widow Beaufoy places a pinch of something from a china pot in each of Eelby’s wife’s nostrils. There is a moment, then Eelby’s wife stretches backward. Katherine staggers, has to use her shoulder to keep the body upright – then the woman sneezes.

‘Good,’ Widow Beaufoy murmurs. ‘And again.’

Eelby’s wife sneezes three more times.

Widow Beaufoy keeps a hand on her belly. She is frowning beadily. After a moment she shakes her head. Nothing is happening.

‘I will have to help her myself,’ she says. Widow Beaufoy takes the oil jar and washes her hand in it. Then she stands before Eelby’s wife, spreads the younger woman’s solid knees, pushes her backward against Katherine and then crouches down. Widow Beaufoy narrows her eyes, pushes her hands forward and twists her wrist. It seems to Katherine that she must have her hand inside Eelby’s wife.

‘I can’t – I can’t get it.’

She stands.

‘The baby is the wrong way around. Like this, you see? Not that.’

The girl is watching, learning. So is Katherine.

There is a voice at the door.

‘The priest is here.’

‘Don’t let him in. I will try again. Hold her.’

She does so, but with the same result. After the third attempt she gives up.

‘Let her sleep undisturbed,’ she says.

They let her down and turn her around so that she is lying along the table again.

‘Will we need a surgeon?’ the girl asks.

Widow Beaufoy shakes her head.

‘It is too late for that,’ she says, and the girl pulls a face and nods. Katherine realises what has happened. Although Eelby’s wife is not yet dead, Widow Beaufoy has given her up as such. She has passed from one state to another, hardly noticed. The girl starts to pack away the bottles and the pestle and mortar. Then she brings out another earthenware bottle and a crucifix made of folded rushes, long-faded brown. Widow Beaufoy anoints her hands with more oil.

‘We must baptise the baby,’ she says.

Katherine feels a great weight of sadness, a crushing disappointment. She has placed more hope on this child than she expected.

‘It will die?’ she asks.

Widow Beaufoy nods.

‘But if I can pull a limb out,’ she says, ‘then at least we may absolve it of sin, and ensure it does not pass eternity in Purgatory.’

She inserts her hand into Eelby’s wife again. This time she is less gentle. She no longer cares whether she hurts the baby, or Eelby’s wife, since she has already given up on them both. The girl looks on, clutching the bottle to her chest.

After a moment Widow Beaufoy shakes her head sadly and withdraws her hand.

‘It is stuck fast,’ she says.

There is a long silence. Katherine can feel tears gathering weight in her eyelashes. This cannot be, she thinks.

‘What would a surgeon have done?’ she asks.

Widow Beaufoy shrugs again, and says: ‘He might have cut her, perhaps, across here.’

She runs a finger over Eelby’s wife’s belly.

‘But that would kill her, surely?’

‘Of course. It is only done to save the baby, only in extremis. And usually after the death has occurred.’

‘But now?’

Widow Beaufoy looks at her and shakes her head.

‘It has been too long,’ she says.

‘The poor soul,’ the girl adds.

Eelby’s wife is slack now. The fire has gone out in the hearth, too. It seems very dark in the kitchen.

‘So that is it?’ Katherine asks.

Widow Beaufoy nods. The girl is returning the jar and cross to the leather bag.

‘But the baby?’ Katherine asks. ‘It might yet be alive?’

She cannot help but glance at the expanse of belly. There is another life buried in there hoping to escape, but …

‘But we must try, surely. What have we to lose? You say she is almost dead, but the baby?’

Widow Beaufoy stops and looks at her.

‘Is probably already dead.’

‘But we can’t be sure?’

Widow Beaufoy looks at Katherine for what seems like a long moment.

‘The mother is still alive,’ she says, indicating Eelby’s wife. ‘To cut her in the manner in which you suggest would be to kill her, and it will be for nothing if the baby is already dead.’

Katherine feels panicky. She feels they are losing more than just the life of an unborn child.

‘We must do something.’

Widow Beaufoy shakes her head.

‘I must wash,’ she says, ‘and then I will find the priest.’

And she leaves Katherine and the girl alone in the kitchen with the great mound of Eelby’s dying wife. The girl hurries to close the door behind her and then comes to stand close to Katherine. She looks confiding.

‘She would not cut her,’ she says in a low voice, ‘even if she knew the baby were alive.’

‘Why not?’

‘It is murder.’

‘But surely? In the eyes of the Lord—’

‘Oh, she is not worried about the Lord. She is worried about the law. About the bailiff and the coroner, about the deodand, and all the fines she would have to pay.’

Katherine has no idea what she is talking about, and so ignores it.

‘What if I do it?’ Katherine asks.

The girl shrugs.

‘She would help, I dare say.’

When Widow Beaufoy returns Katherine has the midwife’s roll of knives out on the table. Widow Beaufoy stares at her and the girl, who buries her head in her tasks, and the knives.

‘What are you doing?’ she asks.

‘I will cut her,’ Katherine says.

Widow Beaufoy nods.

‘Very well,’ she says, ‘but do not use any of those knives. Use one of your own.’

Katherine looks at the kitchen knives on the far table. Both are fat-bladed, clumsily wrought, probably blunt.

‘I have none other that is suitable. Come on, we must hurry.’

Widow Beaufoy is anxious. She fiddles in the roll and passes a small blade to Katherine.

‘This will never do,’ Katherine says. ‘Pass me that one.’

Widow Beaufoy is reluctant.

‘That knife is the dearer,’ the girl suggests.

‘I will pay you for it,’ Katherine says. Widow Beaufoy nods and suggests a price to which Katherine agrees, but only because time is fleeting. The knife is very fine: eight inches long, perhaps, with a short, ornamented blade so sharp she can almost already see it parting the layers of taut skin that cover Eelby’s wife’s belly. This thought frightens her, but she remembers how she cut Sir John’s fistula, and how she could see herself doing that before she actually did it. In the moments after the operation, when she knew Sir John would live, she had wondered to herself if her hand had not been guided by God. And now here she is, having those same feelings again.

‘Will you help?’

‘I will call the priest first, yes, then I will be there to keep the blood from your eyes.’

‘Would you show me where to cut?’

‘It hardly matters where you cut since you will kill her wherever you do it.’

Katherine looks at Eelby’s wife. Her breathing is quick, her skin waxy and she is sweating heavily. The soporific must be strong.

‘But she will die anyway?’

Widow Beaufoy nods.

‘She is almost there now.’

‘Then fetch the priest,’ Katherine says, and she steps back, into the shadowy pantry where the dry goods are kept. She does not want to be seen, even though she knows the priest will not recognise her. Widow Beaufoy draws Eelby’s wife’s dress down, pushes her knees and ankles together and then calls the priest.

When he comes in he is not the snow-haired old man of whom Thomas used to speak, whose voice she had so often heard floating over the wall at Mass through her youth, but a much younger man, her own age perhaps. He is wearing a pale cloak over his cassock and when he removes his worsted cap, his fringe of hair is nondescript brown.

Harrington calls him Father Barnaby.

Katherine stares at the priest from the shadows. Can this be the same Barnaby whom Thomas mentioned as his friend in the priory? It must be. Distractedly she wants to reach out and touch him, to retrieve some notion of Thomas.

But he is mumbling to Widow Beaufoy, who gives him the correct responses to his questions, before he turns and retrieves a phial of liquid from his purse; he moves to stand over Eelby’s wife, at her head, and he begins chanting some words. He shakes the phial, speckling her with water, before anointing her with some chrism and making the sign of the cross over her body. When the ceremony is over, with Eelby’s wife all the time unconscious, Widow Beaufoy hurries the priest from the kitchen and calls for the girl.

‘Get as many cloths as you can,’ she says. ‘Take them from anywhere, from the table, from the cupboard in the solar. And Harrington, we need more water, plenty of it.’

She returns and throws more wood on the fire, and something else, some herb or other, that fills the room with an acrid smell. As Katherine steps out of the pantry, Widow Beaufoy is scattering wands of the herb into the puddles on the floor and on the table around Eelby’s dying wife.

‘It helps keep the miasma away,’ she says.

Katherine’s hands are trembling. She feels jittery, as if she has not eaten for a day. She tries to calm herself, to remember the hospital in Towton. The surgeon’s assistant’s name was Matthew Mayhew. She remembers Sir John and his soporific.

‘Will she feel anything?’ she asks Widow Beaufoy.

‘No,’ Widow Beaufoy tells her. ‘She is still alive, but I have given her a sedative to put her beyond the realm of suffering.’

Dear God, she thinks. Dear God.

But she takes the knife and places its point just below the belly button.

‘Lower, I think,’ Widow Beaufoy says.

The line on Eelby’s wife’s belly is the line that Katherine will follow. She presses in the tip and produces a bead of blood that slips down the oiled skin. She edges the blade down, from the belly button towards the pubis, hardly scratching the surface, but the skin parts under its tension. Blood runs, following the point of the knife, but there is nothing like the amount Widow Beaufoy predicted.

‘You have only parted the skin,’ Widow Beaufoy tells her. ‘Now you must part the flesh.’

The flesh is harder to cut. It is tense and sprung, and as Katherine cuts through it so the blood begins to pour from the wound. It seethes out, and covers her hands and arms, and is all over her dress, the one that Hastings gave her, and the knife is slippery with it. Blood washes across the table. It gurgles in the wound from where it runs to the stone floor. It keeps coming. It is like a bowl that fills from below, like a spring, a rising head of a conduit, filling up. They could spoon it out of her.

‘Dear God.’

‘Keep going,’ Widow Beaufoy says. ‘Another pass.’

Katherine slices again. There is so much blood she can see nothing of the wound, almost nothing at all. The texture, though, is softer, as if she is into a different layer. Something like thickened water, as warm as a bath, spreads from the heel of the wound, across the table. She can feel it on her knees, filling her boots. Eelby’s wife seems to have deflated. Her skin is wrinkling, and the belly that a moment ago had been ripe has now gone over.

‘There,’ Widow Beaufoy says and she points at something within the lips of the cut. Katherine drops the knife on the table. Widow Beaufoy shoulders her aside. She slides her hand into the wound. She is frowning. But then her eyes go wide. They are very white against the blood on her cheeks. She looks at Katherine, then at the girl, and she nods at her. The girl breaks into a smile and scrabbles in the bag once more.

Now Widow Beaufoy is gentle.

‘Here we are,’ she says. ‘Here we are. Great God above. It has caught my finger!’

She is beaming. Her hands are in the wound, now up to her wrists. Blood is everywhere, her clothing drenched. Widow Beaufoy stretches, then pulls, just as if she were harvesting something from the garden. After a brief tug of resistance, she has it out, feet first, through the lips of the cut and out into the blood-scented air.

‘A boy!’

It is disgusting, repellently ugly, blue almost, coated with blood and a thick layer of bloodied fat. A grey tube connects it to the wound.

‘Take it,’ Widow Beaufoy says. She passes the baby to Katherine, who is half-laughing, half-crying. She holds a life, small, but miraculously there, scorching and stinking, in her bloody palms. And now Widow Beaufoy is quick and deft. She ties something around the cord three or four times, finishing it with a quick knot and then, collecting Katherine’s new knife from the table, she slices it through. The cord falls loose, looping from the wound, tied off at its end.

Katherine cannot stop staring at the baby. It is moving gently in her cupped hands, hot and restless, terrifying. Then the girl steps over, quickly taking it from her. She wraps him in a piece of cloth and takes him away to rub him with wine and butter. Katherine is left empty-handed, with nothing now to do. She is wet with blood, every inch of her skin beaded with it, her dress heavy with it. She can taste slate in her mouth.

She looks around the kitchen. Widow Beaufoy stands at the far end of the table, and she closes Eelby’s wife’s eyes with a bloody palm.

Then it breaks on Katherine what she has done.

She has killed another woman.

Lying on the table is Eelby’s wife, gutted and splayed, just as the cat had been the day before. She is a puddle of deflated flesh, an empty bucket. Her dress is pulled up around her ribcage and her legs apart either side of the table, and there is nowhere that is not blood-soaked, even the rough beams of the roof. The kitchen reeks. It steams.

Katherine takes a step back, the hem of her dress in the blood on the floor.

It is dark outside now.

‘We had better get the husband in,’ Widow Beaufoy says, and the dogs that have been quiet all this time, start howling again.
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THOMAS EVERINGHAM SLEEPS in the hall with his brother, his brother’s wife, their two boys, three dogs and a cat that shits in the corner where the rushes are oldest. Of them all Thomas is held in the least regard. His brother’s wife, Elizabeth, calls him a simpleton and shouts at him.

‘Do this, simpleton!’ she says, or ‘Do that, simpleton!’

And her husband John watches with tired eyes as his younger brother stiffens, then shuffles to do what she has ordered in that slow, tripping manner of his. Thomas has been on the farm since he turned up last spring, when the weather had just turned, some time after Eastertide, and though he has made himself useful in the year that has passed, Elizabeth wants him gone.

‘We did not expect the idiot to appear,’ she tells John, ‘so we will not miss him when he has gone.’

‘He is my brother,’ John tells Elizabeth, and they look over the fire at Thomas and he looks back, but his eyes are as blank as a mule’s. They have learned he understands almost nothing they say, or at least reacts to none of it, unless it is one of the Elizabeth’s orders.

‘Strange,’ John says, watching him. ‘Strange that he only knows the things he knew as a boy here.’

Elizabeth mutters something under her breath. John ignores her.

‘Though I suppose anyone’d forget a thing or two if they’d been walloped like that,’ he concludes.

When Thomas arrived at the farm the year before it had been the time for lambing and his hair had been matted with blood and there was a wound on the side of his head into which Elizabeth thought she might be able to slide her finger to touch his brain. She did not, though, and as the summer passed the wound had healed itself; now, a year later, the hair over the scar has grown back in a silver streak.

‘Let’s make up the bed,’ John says, for it is nearly dark.

‘Idiot!’ Elizabeth calls. ‘Idiot!’

John tuts but Thomas looks up.

‘Fetch the mattress.’

Thomas gets to his feet and shuffles to where the mattress is stored rolled on long pegs hammered in under the eaves. He brings it to the firelight, stepping over the boys and a dog where they lie, and he unrolls it for John and Elizabeth. He himself sleeps further from the fire, beyond the dogs, in a dip in the hard earth floor that he has worn with all the twitches and jerks that wrack his body when he sleeps.

In the mornings he is always awake first and he leaves the rest of the family bundled together by the fire’s covered ashes while he goes out into the yard and through the stock fence to relieve himself in the privy. Every time he does this he pauses a moment. He stops and looks around him with narrowed eyes
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