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ABSTRACT

Comprising a novel and complementary discourses, this thesis blurs the traditional 

distinctions between critical theory and creative practice, and contributes new insights into 

the practice, craft, and theory of the contemporary novel. It stages a praxical enquiry in 

which the creative texts perform a triple function: as original literature, as documents of 

process, and as critical enquiry. In so doing the texts add to our understanding of how life 

history and gender influence literary production, and delineate the nexus of 

fiction/biography/autobiography, both in terms of the individual writer negotiating the 

matrix of self and other, and in terms of the author in a wider social and historical context. 

The main apparatus for this investigation is a work of prose fiction that exploits the ability 

of the novel to sustain a critical exploration while simultaneously delivering a satisfying 

narrative. It is a composite text that, I will argue, works as historiographic metafiction to 

dramatise key events in the apparently disparate lives of three women who are separated by 

historical and social context. The relationship between the three women becomes visible as 

the narratives gradually reveal their connections. Via this structure, layers of resonance 

accrue as the themes outlined above are worked through in this fictional space. 

Alongside the novel, complementary discourses present the poetics that have been 

developed in its production. They examine the critical and historical context of my work, 

articulating insights gained into the novelist’s craft, the nature and purpose of the writer's 

tool kit, and its relationship with the author's life history. The complementary discourses 

conclude by offering responses to questions about the interactions between gender, genre 

and creative processes, before proposing future lines of enquiry  into the nature and 

possibilities of the novel. 
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All biographies like all autobiographies
like all narratives tell one story in place of another story.

Helene Cixous (1937 - )



 9

 

Part I

Cambridge, 1996
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I

The locked door reminded me of my interview day. Coming from Lancashire, I’d had to 

stay in Cambridge the night before. They’d put me in a hostel over the road from the 

college, with a communal bathroom at the end of the corridor. I didn’t even need the toilet, 

but knew that if I didn’t go I wouldn’t sleep. ‘Just in case,’ as my Nan always said. The 

bathroom was brightly lit, silent. I chose the middle stall. The door stuck a little as I tried to 

close it behind me. I should have left it, there was no-one around. But no, this was 

Cambridge. Things had to be done properly. I shoved the door closed, squeezed out a few 

drops, and then sat battling my nerves. I could not fail. The bullies would not win. This 

was my one chance to stick two fingers up at them all. I breathed deeply. The smell of 

disinfectant helped; hard, strong, and practical. I was fine. I just needed a good night’s 

sleep. 

Then, of course, the door wouldn’t open. I made my hands bleed trying to grip the 

handle. It was a round stainless steel job which offered very little purchase. The door was 

solid. No gap above or below through which I could wriggle. What time would the cleaner 

come in the morning? Perhaps these toilets weren’t cleaned every day. I started quietly, 

politely to call for help. No answer. I was tormented by visions of missing my interviews 

because I was locked in the shitter. So I kicked and hollered for a good hour. As the door 

opened inwards, every kick against it compounded the problem, but it was the only way I 

could make some noise. 

Sometimes I heard voices in the street below, but they were drunken students who 

thought the banging was just general hilarity. Eventually some prissy public school girl, up 

against me at interview the next day, followed my shouts. She opened the door from the 

outside with no effort at all.

‘Gosh, I bet you won’t do that again,’ she brayed. 

‘What? Close the toilet door?’

There were four interviews. The first was with the head of pastoral care. He wore 

an open-necked shirt and offered me tea in his warm, bright sitting room. He asked how I’d 

slept. ‘Very well,’ I lied, keeping my hands folded so he couldn’t see the rawness of my 

palms. 

The next was with a medievalist whose room smelled of coffee and chocolate. He 

seemed unduly amused by my assertion that Thomas Hardy had a thing for under-age 

mermaids (in my defence, I had been advised to be original).  
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The final interviews were with the Director of Studies in English. I blundered into a 

darkened room, a spotlight over the interviewee’s chair. Professor Rattigan fired questions 

at me from the shadows. We argued about ‘The Wasteland’ by T. S. Eliot and he leapt up to 

check the text, picking the slim volume from the book-lined walls as if by radar. 

Unbelievably, he conceded my point. It was all about the frustration of desire. Then he 

gave me a photocopy of a Katherine Mansfield story and told me to return after lunch. 

Disorientated, I let myself out into a hallway with several doors leading off it. I couldn't 

remember which one I had come through. Unable to go back and ask – what kind of idiot 

can’t find their way out? – I chanced a door which opened on to a small, dim kitchen. A 

woman stood leaning against the worktop. She eyed me coldly. Had she been listening? 

Who was she? 

‘I’m sorry, which is the way out?’ I tried a smile but her face didn’t flinch. She 

pointed. I went.

Lunch was a nervous affair. Candidates sat in the Buttery, pushing soggy vegetables 

around their plates as they hunched over the photocopied story, trying by sheer force of 

will to render some amazing insight from the blurred text. Bells chimed two o’clock. A 

lanky boy in a blazer and tie lurched to his feet, wild-eyed with terror. 

‘What’s the answer?’ he begged, clutching my arm.

‘I'm not sure there is an answer. Just read the story and tell him what you think,’ I 

replied, worried that I must have missed the point somewhere.

I read and re-read the story until the characters danced inside my eyelids. What did 

they want of us? My stomach lurched, fighting with the pasta that I’d shovelled into it. As 

the winter day began to fade, my final interview crawled around. This time the curtains 

were open and the main light was on in the parlour. Professor Rattigan showed me to a 

chair and asked me quite kindly what I thought was funny about the story. I thought he 

meant funny as in curious or peculiar, so I limped through assonance, dissonance, 

alliteration, narrative strategy, and no doubt Great Aunt Maud's view on it, before he fixed 

me with his big Bambi eyes and said quietly, ‘Yes, but what makes you laugh?’

Well, that was easy. How absurd that a grown man should take such pleasure in a 

fly drowning! We both smiled. I can’t remember leaving the room or collecting my case or 

beginning the long trek back to Lancashire. I must have got home because I do remember 

sitting up in bed one murky January morning as my mother waited for me to rip open the 

envelope with the Cambridge postmark. That was almost three years ago to the day. Now I 

was a final year student, in debt, out of my depth, and locked out. 
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'He looks like a horse's arse, he smells like a horse's arse...' roared the rugby team as they 

charged around the quad. I tried to follow but I was laughing so hard I couldn't breathe. 

The lake of Dry Blackthorn between my head and my feet made walking difficult. Rakesh, 

the captain, scooped me up as he passed and set me aloft on his shoulders. 'Faster!' I yelled, 

kicking his sides. Fist in the air, I urged them on like some demented Boadicea. Rakesh 

tripped, pitching me towards the cobbled floor. Somehow he caught me and swung me up 

and around, whirling me until I was dizzy. I tipped back my head and looked at the sky, 

where the stars streamed as though they were on over-exposed film. Then he swung me 

low (sweet chariot) and laid me gently in an open dustbin. When he'd stopped laughing, he 

turned and walked away. We never spoke. When we were sober (which was, admittedly, 

not often) we ignored each other. I was his drinking buddy, the Absinthe fairy. Beyond that 

I did not exist.

'Come on,' said Mike, my Other Half, wedging his hands under my arms and 

hoisting me out of the bin. 

'Good job it was empty,' I panted, dusting myself down. 

'What shall we do now?' he asked, lighting a cigarette.

What I should have done now was go back to my room, make a large black coffee, 

and get on with my Shakespeare essay. But cider logic was in charge. 'Drink more, 

obviously.'

Mike offered his arm and we wove through second court, where the bar was calling 

last orders. As we wobbled over the shadowy cobbles of third court I looked up at 

Professor Rattigan's window but all was dark. My essay was due in tomorrow and I knew it 

was bad. I had to face it: the token Northerner from a bog-standard comprehensive simply 

couldn't cut it. 

We stopped on the Bridge of Sighs so Mike could take a piss. 'Do you have to?' I 

asked, looking away in disapproval. Back home this was yobbery. Here it was high spirits. 

''Fraid so,' he said. 'I couldn't wait'

'Well, I need to go too, but I bloody well have to wait, don't I?'

'Oh, I don't know,' said Mike, buttoning his jeans. 'I reckon we could rig up a funnel 

and a hose pipe down at the labs. I could make it my final year project.'

'I'm not holding your hand now,' I said over my shoulder as I walked on into New 

Court. Music pulsated from the 'wedding cake', a pale Gothic folly added in the nineteenth 

century for the accommodation of gentlemen scholars and their servants. 
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'Maybe Cat's having a party,' said Mike. 'Let's take a look.' 

'OK,' I said uncertainly. Cat was rather like Holly Golightly, except she went 

somewhat more heavily. I wasn't sure if she was my friend, or just someone doing the same 

course who stopped for the occasional chat. To be honest, I was intimidated by her famous 

parents, her beauty, and her wealth. I didn't want her to think of me as a hanger-on or an 

autograph chaser. 

Mike poked his head around her door. All was quiet. No party here.

'Darling!' trilled Cat as she rose unsteadily from the table and teetered towards us. 

She gave Mike a lavish hug and a kiss on both cheeks. It may have been my imagination, 

but I thought she stiffened slightly when she saw me. If she did she disguised it winningly, 

hugging and kissing me, too, before returning to her seat, where she toyed with a leathery-

looking fried egg on toast. She lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, then said: 'Fuck it,' and 

stubbed it out in the fried egg. 'That's boarding school for you. I've been living on crisps 

and fags for so long I can't eat anything else. Still, it kept me out of the way while Mummy 

had her glittering career. What's a minor eating disorder compared to that?' She poured 

herself a large slug of gin and downed it in one, slamming the glass on the table. 

She looked like she was going to cry, and I wondered whether I should try to 

comfort her. I was about to risk it when Mike lunged for the stereo. I jumped as Cabaret 

blared from the speakers. 

'Come on, old girl,' said Mike, rubbing her shoulder. 'Show must go on, and all that. 

Knock off the gin, it never helps. Here,' he said, opening her drinks cabinet. 'Let's make 

cocktails. Ursuls, you know how to make a Cosmo, don't you?'

'Erm,' I said. The only Cosmo I knew was a magazine. 

Cat rested her head on Mike's chest and smiled as she closed her eyes. He stroked 

her hair fraternally. Then she jumped up. 'Cosmos ahoy! Get the vodka out the freezer, will 

you?'

I hastened to comply, helping myself to a nip in the kitchen – the Dry Blackthorn 

had worn off, leaving me with the social skills of an amoeba.

Cat attempted something complicated with limes and triple sec, while Mike did a 

really bad impression of Tom Cruise in Cocktail (to whom he bore a passing resemblance 

and never let you forget it). I hung around like a spare part, noticing Cat's underwear 

spread to dry on the radiators. Expensive little scraps of silk and lace. A far cry from the 

ninety-nine pence polyester that covered my beanpole modesty.

Just then Razz burst in, closely pursued by Sebastian, who was trying to stab him in 
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the back with a large white mooli radish. They started mincing about to the music, and 

suddenly there was a party going on. 'Beedle dee, dee dee dee...' sang Razz, putting a pair 

of Cat's knickers on his head.

'Two ladies!' shouted Sebastian, as he tried to fasten one of Cat's bras over his t-

shirt.

Mike settled down to roll a spliff and I, having downed two Cosmos, found that I 

suddenly had the talent and charisma of Liza Minnelli.  I flailed about in front of the bay 

window, using a red-striped college scarf in place of a feather boa. Tiny panes of Grade 1 

Listed glass reflected a composite of candle flames and fractured images: a sharp elbow, a 

stick-insect leg, a flick of hair that hadn’t felt scissors for over two years. 

‘Hush!’ Everyone ignored Cat, so she tapped a glass as if she were making a 

speech. ‘Oh,’ she gasped, splitting her fishtail skirt as she clambered upon a table. Glasses 

crunched. A bottle of wine toppled. 

That got Razz’s attention. ‘Spillage!’ He sprinted over and slid on his knees as 

though he were racing a cricket ball to the boundary. He stopped beneath Cat and looked 

appreciatively up her skirt. 

‘Dirty, Razz,’ growled Sebastian.

Cat placed her stiletto heel on Razz’s nose. He began to lick it. 

‘Darlings…’ Cat persisted.

Sebastian turned the music off.

‘Maybe this time, I'll be lucky... ’ I yowled, spinning around to find everyone 

looking at Cat who was looking at me. 

‘Could you kill the vocals please, darling? I’ve got something important to say.’

‘All right, love. We’ve not run out of booze have we?’ Oh, my accent. I winced 

every time I spoke. I sounded so guttural, so barbaric that I was ashamed to open my 

mouth. And they never let me forget it. Even my so-called friends would do cruel 

impersonations. They christened me Cilla Black, although I came from Lancashire, not 

Merseyside. 

‘Run out of grog? Don’t be ridiculous, darling!’ Cat undulated like a charmed 

cobra.

‘She’s getting married,’ wailed Razz, who prostrated himself in despair. When he 

realised that he had come to rest in a puddle of wine, he slurped contentedly.

Cat shot him a look which said, ‘if only’. Despite film-star looks, her desperation 

seemed to repel all-comers. Then she smoothed down her skirt and said: ‘I think there’s 
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someone knocking at the door.’

‘Balls! It’s the porter!’ I ran to Mike, snatched the spliff from his fingers and threw 

it out the open window. He didn’t seem to notice.

Cat edged the heavy, studded oak door inwards. She had a cigarette in one hand and 

a cocktail in the other, so it was perhaps inevitable that she slopped half a Cosmopolitan 

down her cleavage as the door caught on a rug. ‘Oh. Hello, darling,’ she said, patting 

ineffectually at her wet décolletage. 

Razz grabbed the door and wrenched it open to reveal Nathan the Natski (Natural 

Scientist and all round anorak, never seen in the bar, and therefore a non-person to the 

drinking majority). Wisps of hair floated untidily over the dome of his already balding 

head. He was flushed, and his glasses awry.

‘I’m trying to work,’ he said grimly.

‘Well don’t! It’s midnight on a Saturday. Come in and have a drink, darling.’

Nathan looked with distaste at Cat’s gleaming wet bosom. ‘We don’t all have rich 

parents. Some of us have to make our own way. I need this degree. Just stop being so 

selfish, yeah?’

‘I haven’t got rich parents. Some of us can work and enjoy ourselves…’ Anyone 

who didn’t worship Bacchus inspired irrational fury in me. Probably because I knew, deep 

down, that they were making something happen in their lives, while I was squandering my 

health and my money chasing this illusory euphoria. 

Spurred on by guilt and fear I surged forward to continue the argument, but Nathan 

had disappeared up the spiral staircase.

‘Jumped up little jism-monkey,’ spat Sebastian. 

‘I’m not having this!’ I snatched the mooli radish from him and lunged for the door. 

I stomped up the stairs, heart pounding. Mike panted loudly behind. 

We stood, swaying gently. Nathan’s outer door was closed, which meant that he 

most definitely did not wish to be disturbed. 

I banged on the door anyway.

'Erm, I don’t think he’ll come out,’ ventured Mike.

‘Why not?’ I asked.

'Would you want to come out and talk to you?’ He grinned unconvincingly. ‘Look.’ 

He pointed to a small, arched door. It was about five feet tall, made of wood and painted 

grey. It hugged the curve of the staircase. An inch of shadow indicated that the door was 

not properly closed. Cold seemed to leach through the gap. 
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‘That’s never been open before. Where does it go?’ I asked.

‘Tottenham Court Road,’ said Mike gravely.

‘Piss off,’ I snarled.

‘Well how should I know?’ Mike’s tone was slightly apologetic.

‘You know everything. You went to public school.’

Mike turned the ring which raised the latch. The door swung open on well-oiled 

hinges. There was a smell of old dust.

‘Are we allowed?’

‘I can’t see a “No Entry” sign.’ Mike ducked and stepped inside. I followed. We 

crouched as we shuffled through a cramped passageway, and found ourselves on the lead 

flashings next to a gargoyle. 

‘Wow.’ There was a gentle wind up here, which caught my hair and snagged it in 

my lip gloss. 

We peered out over the Backs; a huge expanse of blackness which covered trees 

and water and ornamental lawns. A moorhen spiked the darkness with a disembodied 

cackle. Far away occasional street lights glowed weakly. It could have been the vodka, but 

looking up at the sky gave me the sensation of peering down into a bottomless well. 

Mike sat on a ridge tile and lit a cigarette. The tip burned fiercely in the fresh air. It 

seemed to trace scarlet lines across my retinas. I sat next to him, my tights offering little 

protection from the cold rough stone. The Cosmos wore off and I began to shiver. Mike put 

his arm around me. He was tall but very lean – a walking advertisement for the slimming 

properties of cigarettes. Yet there was a wiry strength in him that I found comforting. He 

had on a checked Timberland shirt and I could feel the warmth of his flesh through it. 

‘Aren’t you cold?’ I asked him.

‘I don’t feel it.’ 

We sat a while in silence. Mike flicked his cigarette stub out into the darkness. I 

nestled into his shoulder. 

‘Shooting star,’ said Mike.

‘Where?’ He pointed and I followed the line of his arm, but saw only fixed dots of 

light. I didn’t let on. 

‘You’re supposed to make a wish,’ said Mike.

‘OK.’ What I would wish for, if my fairy godmother existed?

'It won't come true unless you say it out loud,' persisted Mike. 

I got the feeling that he was prodding me in a particular direction, but didn't have a 
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clue what he wanted me to say. So I told the truth. 'I wish I'd never started this degree.'

'Oh.' Mike lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. He turned away. His jaw 

muscles bulged. 'By extension that means you wish we'd never met.'

'No!' Oh crap, I'd really put my foot in it now. 'I didn't mean that.' I stopped and 

took a deep breath,swallowing down my tears. How to explain? 'You excepted, coming 

here has been a massive fuck-up.'

'It's not like anyone died,' said Mike, trying to reassure me.

Give it time, I thought. But I said: 'I'm going to fail. How can I go home and face 

them? My Dad'll just go on about the waste of money, and the neighbours'll all point at me 

from behind their net curtains, gossiping about 'er from number 14 with ideas above 'er 

station.'

'So it's nothing personal, then?' asked Mike.

I smiled up at him and he brushed my cheek with a tobacco-scented finger. 

'I could have a solution,' he said, fiddling with his Zippo. If I didn't know better I'd 

swear he was nervous. I'd never seen him so twitchy.

‘I love you,' he blurted. Bloody hell! He'd said the 'L' word. Unprompted. This was 

massive. 

'I love you, too.' Inside I was beaming. He'd said it first! What a coup!

'Yeah' he said, returning to flippancy. 'U2 are a really good band.'

I rolled my eyes. 'Don't be childish.'

'Why not?' he asked, eyes shining. 'I love being childish. I love children. And I'd 

love to have them with you.' 

At the mention of children my heart began to thud. I hadn't expected this so soon. I 

needed more time to find a way of telling him. My jaw was locked. I couldn't speak.

Mike knelt down and took my hand. 'That's why I'm asking you to marry me.' 

Before I knew what had happened, he'd slipped a gold ring on my engagement finger.

'Aren't we a bit young?' I asked. 'I mean, are you sure this is what you want? 

There's no rush, is there?'

'I'm totally certain. Not only do I want to spend the rest of my life with you, but I 

think I've found a way to take the pressure off. When Mum married Dad she got a job in 

the family firm. There's a job waiting for me when I graduate, and if we're married then 

they'll find you a job, too. It might be a PA or something at first, but it means you can tell 

Rattigan to shove Shakespeare up his proscenium arch.'

I gaped. 'I don't know what to say.'
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'How about “yes”? Think about it: we get to be together. No money worries. I'll end 

up in a senior position – I've got to, I'm the boss's son. And when you want to stop and 

have children... well, whenever you're ready. How many do you want, by the way?'

Tell him, said the voice in my head. Tell him now, before this goes any further. Give 

him the chance to walk away. 'Erm, I've never really thought about it.' Coward. The seeds 

of my deceit would grow into vicious thorns and I would reap as I had sown. But I couldn't 

find the words.

'Are you OK?' asked Mike. 'You look pale.'

'Erm, yeah,' I lied, 'I'm just overwhelmed.' 

He cradled the back of my head in his hand, tangling his fingers in my hair as he 

drew me to him. 

Some time later we decided to leave the stars to their own devices. Mike stopped in 

the narrow passageway. ‘Hmmm.’

‘What?’

‘Door won’t open.’ He took out his Zippo and flicked the flame into life. The smell 

of lighter fuel was strong in the small space. Curved masonry and wavering cobwebs 

snapped into view. ‘Someone’s locked it. You’ll have to shout for help,’ 

‘Me?’ 

‘I’m too embarrassed,’ said Mike. 

I pushed past him and shoved the door. I kicked it hard. The wood shivered but 

didn’t move. ‘Bollocks.’

‘Yes, two.’

‘Very funny.’ I put my shoulder to it and barged. ‘Ow!’

‘I’m going to see if I can get a message to Cat,’ said Mike, turning away.

‘How're you going to do that?’

‘Throw something down at her window.’ Mike went back outside and started 

looking for missiles.

‘Bloody engineers,’ I muttered. ‘Hello? Can anyone hear me? We're locked on the 

roof!’ 

There was a sharp sound, like someone had cracked a giant egg, and Mike swore 

loudly. 

Eventually, the door swung open. In the bright yellow arch of electric light, Natski 

Nathan was silhouetted. 

‘I’m so sorry for disturbing you again…’ I blustered, hating the role of groveller.
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‘You're lucky I was passing – I was just going down to the Porters' Lodge to report 

a smashed window.'

'Oh,' I gasped, rather too theatrically. 'Perhaps a bird hit it.' 

'A bird brain, more like,' said Nathan. 

'Oh dear,' I faltered. 'Do you think someone...'

'A roof tile. Quite deliberate. Upper class yobbery, if you ask me.' Nathan was tight-

lipped with anger, and I shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, hoping that Mike could 

hear this conversation and had the sense to keep out of the way until I'd managed to get us 

off the hook. 

I smiled nervously and rubbed my arms to diffuse the goose bumps.

'You look cold,' said Nathan, softening. 'Would you like to come in for a coffee?’

‘Erm… thanks, that’s really kind…’

‘Nice one, Ursuls!’ Mike emerged and put his arms around my waist.

‘Say “thank you” to Nathan, he’s just let us out.’ I looked meaningfully at Mike, but 

he ignored me. 

‘Ta very much,’ he called over his shoulder as he started his descent to the party. 

I turned to thank Nathan again.

‘I think this belongs to you.’ He shoved the mooli into my hand and slammed his 

door.

Snatches of Portishead’s ‘Glory Box’ floated in the stairwell:

I'm so tired of playing, playin’ with this bow and arrow,
Gonna give my heart away, leave it to the other girls to play

Give me a reason to love you...

Beth Gibbon’s voice soared into a keening moan, and then stopped abruptly. The porters 

had pulled the plug.
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II

Dr Wilfred Coote's house was up by the station. We plodded the mile and a half in a strung 

out, shivering gaggle - except Cat, who was in vintage astrakhan. She walked next to Razz, 

pausing as he lit a cigarette for her. She took it in her suede-gloved fingers and coughed 

throatily. ‘I don’t see why the little shit can’t come into college, instead of dragging the six 

of us all the way out here.’

‘But then he couldn’t inflict his toilet performance on us,’ said Sebastian, 

pretending to undo his jeans.

'Ooh, baby, baby,' sang Razz in a horrible falsetto, sticking his bottom out and 

giving himself a resounding slap. 'Ow!'

Thus encouraged, Sebastian pushed his hand down the waistband of his 501's and 

stuck his index finger out through the button fly. He gyrated his hips and made a pink 

worm of his finger. 

'Overly generous, darling. It's the little finger, surely,' said Cat. 

'No way! It's a monster, one simply couldn't get that volume of flow from anything 

smaller.' Razz indicated diameter by making a circle with his hands.

‘Stop it,’ I cried. I wanted to laugh, but I felt a bit sorry for Wilfred. Perhaps he 

really didn't know what he inflicted on us every week. He had very little time for me, with 

my ragged state school education, but I couldn't help imagining his mortification if he 

knew what his public school darlings were saying about him.

At the approach of a black cab, Cat's hand flew skywards as though tugged by a 

puppeteer. ‘If God had meant us to walk,' she said, 'He wouldn't have invented stilettos. 

Anyone coming?’ 

I couldn’t afford it, but didn’t dare say so. 

Razz rushed to open the door for her. 

Sebastian, bless him, stepped in. ‘Hardly worth it, duckie. How awful to arrive 

early.’ 

Greg and Ivana had their minds on higher things and just kept walking. Greg was 

desperate for a graduate traineeship with a management consultancy, and had decided that 

chairing the organising committee of this year’s May Ball was the best way to get there. 

Ivana was clearly going to follow in her father’s footsteps as a psychoanalytic film critic. 

She spoke perfect English, but her continuous references to ‘theophanic self-creation’, and 

‘Wittgensteinian holism’, meant that it was impossible to have a meaningful conversation 
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with her.

Razz followed Cat into the taxi, slamming the door behind him. The cab swung into 

a U-turn and we were left breathing diesel fumes as Cat’s cigarette rolled into the gutter, its 

tip still glowing.

‘Once more unto the breeches, dear friend,’ Sebastian sighed, offering me his arm.

The wind was Siberian (we checked in the atlas – as we suspected, there was 

nothing between us and Russia), and we were actually glad to reach the shelter of Wilfred's 

house. He lived in a street of nondescript terraces and Sebastian took out his diary to check 

the number before pushing open the rusted black gate. The hinges squealed like stuck pigs. 

We shuffled up the brick path, which led through a tiny front garden. Someone had once 

attempted a herb wheel, but a twisted old rosemary shrub was the only survivor of the wet 

fenland soil. Near the porch, a lanky rosebush tried to catch our coats. It was a thicket of 

thorns, crowned by one sad flower. The petals seemed pure white, but as we waited for 

Wilfred to answer the door, I realised that they were marked with tiny red imperfections as 

though a brush of carmine had passed lightly over their surface. A bad omen. No doubt 

intellectual bloodshed was about to take place. 

Wilfred was our ‘prac crit’ mentor. As far as I understood it, ‘prat crit’ (as we called 

it) meant being given a grainy photocopy of some august but unidentified literature, and 

attempting to talk as pretentiously as possible about it; the more preposterous and tenuous 

your assertions, the better.

A shape appeared behind the dimpled glass of the door and we readied our polite 

smiles, only to be greeted by a smirking Razz. He nodded to the stairs. Wilfred was aloft, 

doing whatever he did before seminars. 

We trooped through the hallway and into the long narrow kitchen at the back of the 

house. It was gloomy, and cold. Dr Coote didn't believe in central heating. We sat around 

the table, breathing into our cupped hands, and smoothing our crumpled photocopies. The 

table was covered with an oilcloth, which may once have sported a William Morris print 

but was now barnacled with the remains of Wilfred's dinners. 

A floorboard creaked above our heads. Then it started. A long, sonorous trickle, like 

a teapot held high and poured slowly into a bucket. I studied the accretions on the table 

cloth, not daring to meet anyone's gaze. Predictably, a sharp toot of a fart concluded 

Wilfred's piss. Then he flushed the toilet. 

‘Someone should tell him that we can hear,’ hissed Cat.

‘I think he gets off on it,’ whispered Razz, horrified.
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‘We should try not to listen,’ pronounced Ivana.

‘Well, you’re bringing the ear-plugs, duckie,’ snapped Sebastian. 

I was sitting next to him and I could see that he had scrawled ‘Ivana punch you in 

the mouth’ in the margin of his handout.

Wilfred descended. He wore a filthy painter’s smock, charity shop jeans and open 

toed sandals. He gave the impression of being a penniless old drifter – although his sandy 

beard made it difficult to tell, we reckoned at least fifty –  but he'd just published a book on 

the Victorian Novel with Cambridge University Press, and he did a lot of teaching for 

various colleges, so he wasn't without means. My feet felt like ice, and I was wearing boots 

and tights. He proceeded to make himself a coffee (he never offered us anything) and 

prepare his pipe. ‘Anyone mind if I smoke?’ he asked, wreaths of tarry vapour already 

drifting around his head.

‘Yes,’ I wanted to say. ‘It’s carcinogenic, it gives me a headache, it makes my hair 

stink, and I’ll have to wash my clothes, which, given that I must watch them every second 

they’re in the laundry in case the rugby team steals my knickers and hoists them up the 

flagpole, is a total waste of my time. Of course I mind, you prick.’ 

None of us said anything. 

'So, how did we get on with this titbit?’ Wilfred pulled on his pipe until his cheeks 

hollowed, and then sat back expectantly. 

‘It employs a periphrastic style,’ began Greg.

‘With a third-person close narrative voice,’ added Razz, who seemed relieved to 

have got his shot away so quickly.

‘This isn’t the Spotters’ Guide to Literature,’ said Wilfred, tamping down his 

tobacco. ‘Tell me something interesting.’

I resumed my fascination with the table cloth. Dried baked beans made the faded 

fronds of the William Morris print look as though they bore crusty orange fruit. The ticking 

of a clock became unbearably loud. I thought I could hear a cat mewling at the back door. 

He always picked on me, like a predator singling out the weakest member of the herd. 

'Are you going to maintain your enigmatic silence this week, Ursula? Or is it 

possible that you may, for once, have something interesting to offer? It's hardly an 

equitable arrangement when someone sits in a seminar, sucking up ideas, and gives nothing 

in return.' 

Taken aback by such direct criticism, I scoured my brain for something to say. All 

the notes that I had scribbled in preparation seemed utterly fatuous under Wilfred's gorgon 
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stare. ‘It seems to draw on other texts,’ I began.

Wilfred pricked up his ears. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, it refers quite self-consciously to another novel.’

‘Yes?’ Wilfred's eyes were locked on me. I had his complete attention.

‘The narrator mentions “Middlemarch”…’

‘Yes…’ Wilfred blinked, puzzled. 

He was thinking through the implications of my argument. Hope blazed for a 

moment. I must have said something interesting!  I decided to push home my advantage. 

‘And Middlemarch is another novel…’ 

Wilfred paused, pipe hovering, brows knitted. 

Was he being deliberately obtuse?  

Then his brows flew apart in amazement as he realised what I meant. ‘This IS 

Middlemarch. The narrator is referring to the imaginary town from which the novel takes 

its name.’ He spoke to me as if I was a five-year-old in the remedial class. He could not 

believe my ignorance.

‘...’ My voice died in my throat. No words could defend my crushing stupidity. 

Wilfred's pipe had gone out and he tamped it harder than necessary. I knew he was 

already composing a letter of complaint to Professor Rattigan.

My cheeks were infernos. I wanted the creaky floorboards to splinter and swallow 

me up. Ivana may have sneezed, but it was more likely a stifled laugh. 

I bowed my head and began to fill-in the margins of my handout with black Biro. 

Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! The word trepanned my skull until the sludge that passed for brains was 

surely oozing out. Why didn't I just give in? Marry Mike and keep house for the rest of my 

life. Clearly it was all I was good for. Who did I think I was fooling?

‘I have concerns about the narrative structure. There is several novels’ worth of 

material in there that needs to be unpacked. As it is, the time shifts and genre changes 

merely jostle ineffectually for our attention,’ said the sainted Sebastian, stepping into the 

silence that my almighty gaffe had created.

The grey afternoon faded, but Wilfred didn’t put a light on. I strained to see the 

blurred text, and the tears of frustration didn't help. 

Wilfred made a steeple out of his hands and nodded eagerly as Sebastian burbled 

on. As usual, I was puzzled. Sebastian was talking about things that only someone who had 

studied Middlemarch in depth could have known. Surely the idea of ‘prac crit’ was to 

respond to the text as you found it, not to draw upon your prior (and very expensive) 



 24
schooling. Once more, I seemed to have missed the point entirely.

‘The didacticism of the author is ultimately at odds with the moral trajectory of 

Dorothea, reflecting the quasi-psychosis of the narrator,’ pronounced Ivana. ‘You can see 

this quite clearly in paragraph seven.’

Wilfred smiled as though Ivana’s point was so obvious that it did not require further 

elaboration. 

‘I’ve got no time for it,’ said Cat haughtily. 

Wilfred looked up sharply as if he had misheard.

‘It’s a misogynistic work in which the heroine’s desires are subordinated to those of 

a male character.’

‘Time’s up,’ said Wilfred, rising to switch on a bare 40 watt bulb. He glared at Cat 

as though he was willing her to spontaneously combust. 

We squinted at the contrast. The kitchen had been almost completely dark. Now we 

could see a fug of blue smoke wreathing the light-bulb. As we had not removed our coats, 

we were able to make a sharp exit.

I braced myself for the inevitable mocking comments on my Middlemarch balls-up. 

At any moment the 'our Cilla gets it wrong again, she's from Oop North, you know' 

diatribe would start. 

'What a jism-swiller,’ pronounced Sebastian cheerfully, careless of the fact that we 

were still in Wilfred's garden. 'You really had him going there!'

‘Well done for being so anti-Establishment, darling,’ said Cat, patting my arm. 

'Ugh, my clothes stink. I should send the bastard my dry-cleaning bill.' She stroked her 

astrakhan protectively.

 I faked a smile to hide my bemusement. Sebastian and Cat seemed to think I'd 

done it on purpose to goad Wilfred. This was an escape of Houdini-esque proportions.

Just then a black cab pulled up at the kerbside. ‘I took the liberty of asking him to 

come back and collect us. My treat. Get in,’ said Cat.  

Greg murmured something about having an appointment with a potential sponsor as 

he strode off, hunched into the wind. 

Ivana said nothing and walked right past us as if we weren’t there. 

Razz did his usual door-opening chivalry thing for Cat, and extended the same 

courtesy to me. ‘Fuck off, you poof,’ he growled at Sebastian, who had pinched his bottom 

on the way past.

‘Drinks in my set,’ trilled Cat as the cab lurched into motion. ‘I think we all deserve 
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them.’

I began to cheer up. Here I was, hurtling towards a night of merriment with upper 

class people who actually seemed to like me. Stuff Middlemarch. I vowed there and then 

that I would never read it as long as I lived. A girl has to have principles.
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III

16.01.1996 

I point my incense stick at the blank, grubby wall, and I see blues, whites; a horizon of  

purity. Something emerges from the blocks of colour – it may be a sea shell – it becomes  

iridescent, something shifts and I almost feel the pure breeze on my face, can almost see  

forever, to where grey merges with blue at the seam of perception: a shade of purity which  

follows the wing of the dragonfly, and lights the rose petal to bed on perfect summer  

evenings. It can sometimes be guessed at in moments of absolute stillness, when the gauze  

between dimensions is pulled taut. Then all the exiled shades of purity gather on cloud  

tops as the sun sets and their silent song of yearning jars the soul. 

If I don’t eat that orange soon it will shrivel up and I will have wasted my money.  

With a sickening sense of the ridiculous, this ensnaring mesh of neurons has tainted my 

vision – the portal closes and the smoke noses its way along the flat, obscenely solid wall. 

My journal was full of pretentious shit. All I ever wrote turned into a bad impression of 

Virginia Woolf.  Like all good clichés, I was desperate to be a writer, but how did I become 

one? Reading lots of old books didn’t seem to be helping. I twirled my incense stick, 

staring at the wall. There were no interesting shadows for an aspiring scribbler to daydream 

about, just chipped plasterboard that was sorely in need of a new coat of paint. Two rugby 

players had shared this set the year before and they had obviously practised by throwing a 

very muddy ball at everything in sight. Virginia Woolf didn’t have to put up with this. No, 

of course she didn’t: being a woman she wasn’t allowed in.

‘Helleau….’ Anyone who wasn’t expecting Sebastian would have thought that 

Kenneth Williams was at the door. ‘Gor blimey, it smells like a Turkish brothel in here, 

missus!’

I stubbed the incense out on its wood and brass holder, and realised that the scent, 

Aphrodisia, was really quite disgusting. ‘All right, Seb?’

‘I will be once this is over with.’ He didn’t seem unduly concerned.

‘Barbaric time to have a supervision.’ My stomach was already somersaulting. I 

could only keep up the pretence for so long. One day soon they would realise that I was a 

fraudulent Northern dolt, and throw me out.

‘Inhuman, my dear. You done the reading?’ 

I’d read it. I just didn’t understand it. But I couldn’t admit that, so I blamed 
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drunkenness, which was always seen as a noble excuse. ‘Hangover didn’t help. What’s the 

gist?’

‘Some New Historicist drivel. Apparently knowing what size codpiece Shakespeare 

wore opens a whole new reading of Hamlet. Or something.’

Thanks, Sebastian, I thought. That might just help me survive another week. I 

grabbed a pile of critical papers and my Complete Shakespeare, clutching them tightly to 

dispel the tremor in my hands. 

I pulled the inner door to my set closed and pushed the outer door so hard that it 

slammed. I was even more jittery than usual. My essay was seriously below par. Oh, it was 

a competent analysis of the supernatural in Hamlet¸ but competent analyses just didn’t cut 

the mustard with Professor Rattigan. He expected to be presented with a brilliant new 

insight, week in, week out. 

I checked the pockets of my riding jacket – one of Sebastian’s charity shop finds, a 

fitted affair that some dressage-mad girl had outgrown. It wouldn’t fasten on Sebastian, 

snake hips or no, so he gave it to me. This evening I wore it with a long flowery skirt and 

the ever-present Doc Martens (one split across the toe). I thought that I looked like a 

streetwise Jane Austen heroine, although the impression I gave was probably that of a 

pantomime dame who’d got dressed in the dark. 

I thrust my papers at Sebastian and went through my pockets for a second time. No 

key. ‘Fuck.’

‘No thanks, I’ve just eaten.’ He returned my papers, which were looking rather dog-

eared. As I dropped half of them, Sebastian marvelled aloud, as he often did, at how 

someone so ditzy could get themselves to Cambridge from a Northern comprehensive 

school. I knew no Latin, couldn’t speak French, and had a black hole where the Eighteenth 

Century should have been. ‘Who did you sleep with?’ he asked, in his best teasing voice. 

‘I’ve just locked myself out.’

‘The porters are gonna love you.’ 

‘Why do you think I’m always bringing them sausage and chips at ungodly hours 

of the night? Anyway, how am I supposed to function when I live next door to this?’ The 

lads in the next set were law students and presidents of the Legalise Cannabis campaign. 

They did a lot of practical research. A pall of smoke hung permanently in the corridor; the 

reek of skunk permeated the stonework. It went a long way to explaining the weird shit 

that I wrote in my journal.

‘I wouldn’t complain,’ said Sebastian, breathing deeply.
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‘Swap?’ On the name board at the entrance to the staircase, I found the Gothic 

lettering (completely at odds with the utilitarian concrete of the building) which said 'U. K. 

Hurley' and slid my sign to OUT.

‘You mean you’d give up all this to share rooms with Razz? Suffering shagwits, 

you must be psychotic.’

‘It is one of the symptoms of long-term cannabis use.’

As ever, North Court was thickly shadowed. The winter night was already closing down 

the sky. I wished I’d put my scarf on. A cough was malingering deep in my chest; I’d even 

thought about eating the orange that was desiccating on my desk. We rounded the massive 

bulk of the chapel. Its long windows flickered with candlelight and the high, pure voices of 

the choir wound about us like golden threads. Attending Evensong seemed positively 

inviting compared with the ordeal which awaited us. 

‘Could we claim religious persecution? This supervision is preventing me from 

attending a service.’ Gallows humour often arose at this point.

‘You are desperate! Ever been in?’ asked Sebastian, inclining his head towards the 

Chapel.

'Once.' God and I weren't on speaking terms, on account of my brother's illness, but 

in my first year, my parents and my brother had come down for the carol service. There 

had been the usual trauma about car parking, because my brother couldn't walk far. And 

then more fuss about where he could sit, because he wouldn't be able to get up out of the 

pew. We'd all ended up snarling at each other, and I hated myself for wishing that I could 

have a normal family who did nice things together. I shook my head to chase the tears that 

were crowding behind my eyes. 'I’m supposed to be doing the reading next week.’

‘Seriously?’

'Yeah. We’re all meant to in our final year, aren’t we?’

Sebastian pulled his ‘ooh matron’ face. ‘I think my invitation was redirected via the 

Republic of Bin.’

‘Oops.’ I loved the fact that Sebastian had the breeding not to care about a faux pas. 

‘What you reading?’ He seemed amused by my obedience to the Chapel authorities.

‘It’s from the Book of the Maccabees.’ I wasn’t sure I’d pronounced it properly. I 

thought Sebastian might snort as he corrected me – like he did when I said ‘appendixes’.

‘The Maccabees? Are you sure?’ 

Cool. I knew something he didn’t. Sort of. ‘That’s what the letter says. It’s in the 
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Apocrypha, allegedly. I’ll have to find it in the library.’ I thought of my growing library 

fines. I’d try to time it so that the sympathetic librarian was on – if I coughed pitifully 

enough, she would sometimes waive my debt.

‘Someone’s winding you up. The Maccabees? Sounds like a pop group from the 

60s. Hey, hey, we’re the Maccabees, people say we maccabee around…’ Sebastian sang 

into his fist as he gyrated. He whirled on to the grass, and we both checked surreptitiously 

to ensure no porter had witnessed the transgression.

‘Shut up!’

We walked under the arch into Second Court. Here we left behind the depressing 

modern concrete of North Court and regained the cloistered stereotype of Elizabethan 

turrets. At the far side of the quad the windows of the bar glowed invitingly. The light 

bounced off Sebastian’s pre-Raphaelite curls. I thought, as I often did, that Sebastian’s hair 

was wasted on him. Why couldn’t I have glorious auburn cascades instead of straight, pale 

curtains? I pinched his bottom, hard, in retribution. 

‘Nay, Missus!’ Sebastian whinnied exuberantly. ‘I hope you’re not going to charge 

for that.’

‘You couldn’t afford it.’

‘Trollop.’

We forced our feet to move past the bar and on into the darkness of Third Court. We 

had reached The Landing. All levity ceased. Professor Rattigan's outer door was open and 

his inner door ajar. I tapped quietly on the age blackened wood. No answer. 

Sebastian, summoning all his public schoolboy confidence, stuck his head around 

the inner door. ‘Hello?’ No trace of Kenneth Williams now. ‘He’s not there!’ Hope and 

disbelief sparred in his voice.

The inner door swung open, as if pulled by an invisible string. Leaping backwards, 

Sebastian collided with me and scattered my papers on the rolling wooden floor. 

‘Balls,’ I hissed, bending to scoop them up. This started me coughing. With a hand 

over my mouth, I stifled the hacking bark, just in case this conjured Rattigan from the 

ether. 

Sebastian put a foot over the threshold. I stood behind him. Gregorian plainsong 

emanated from a tiny Bose CD player. I knew it was a Bose because in moments of 

extreme humiliation my eyes roved the room, seeking something, anything as a distraction. 

I lusted after it, and bemoaned the wastefulness of squandering such a thing of surround-

sound majesty on atonal chanting. A mug, filled with foul-smelling herbal tea, steamed at 
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the foot of his white brocade armchair. Our essays, marked in hieroglyph illegible to all but 

its author, lay on the arm of the chair. 

I swallowed nervously. ‘What shall we do? Say we came and couldn’t find him?’

‘Wimp! He can’t have gone far. Let’s get it over with.’

We hovered uncertainly.

‘Time for spring!’ Professor Rattigan emerged from a door at the back of the room, 

carrying a glass vase stuffed with perhaps a hundred scarlet tulips. He placed them 

carefully on the harpsichord beneath the window. 

Rattigan was too young to know so much, with his large, dark eyes, high 

cheekbones and well-oiled quiff. He wore his trademark leather jacket, drainpipe jeans and 

brothel creepers. He had no right to look that cool as he dropped lightly into his armchair 

and took up our essays. My stomach lurched. I knew mine was inadequate. 

‘So, what did we make of Greenblatt’s assault on Hamlet?’ asked Rattigan. His 

gaze was so sharp that I felt sure he could look into my brain and see the vacuum where a 

critically-informed response should have been. I looked to Sebastian, but he had no 

intention of riding to my rescue; he was scribbling an urgent last-minute insight into his 

notebook. I chewed my pen, pretending to be deep in thought. And then I had a coughing 

fit. 

‘Sorry,’ I gasped, covering my mouth with my hand as I failed yet again to employ 

one of the floral handkerchiefs my Nan had bought me for Christmas. I clamped my mouth 

shut and willed the bastard cough to go away. It wouldn’t. It rumbled in my chest, spiked 

my lungs with hot coals. My lips quivered and then gave way to the most appalling 

gravelled hacking. Sebastian moved to pat me on the back, but hesitated, unsure if this was 

appropriate in the presence of Rattigan.

The man himself rolled his eyes. ‘You’d better have a glass of water,’ he snapped. 

He jumped up, robotic, and beckoned me to the kitchen. This was unprecedented. I hadn't 

been in here since my bumbling exit from the interview, three years ago. Many tutors lived 

in college, but you rarely got to see beyond their sitting rooms. The forbidden nature of 

their domestic spaces made them things of magnetic curiosity. Did somebody so clever go 

to the toilet? Have dirty laundry? Clean their teeth? 

Rattigan snatched a small tumbler from the draining board and filled it from the tap. 

He passed it to me, his delicate white hand almost touching my big clumsy fingers. I 

spluttered as I tried to drown my cough.

‘Your essay is assiduous,' he informed me. 'But it says nothing new.’
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‘I know,' I wheezed. 'I've never read Hamlet before, so it was a lot to take in...’

'You'll have to do better than this with your dissertation,' he said. 'The deadline for 

submitting your proposal is next month. I don't need to remind you that we expect original 

research, not a rehash of what you could find in the library.'

'Actually,' I began. 'I'm struggling with...'

Rattigan had already turned away. He began discussing Sebastian’s recent trip to 

Stratford. I was about to hurry after him when I glanced across the hallway. His bedroom 

door was open. I didn’t want to look, but I couldn’t help it. There was a huge paper 

lampshade, which hung like a pale moon from the low, beamed ceiling. The bed was 

covered with a fringed blue throw, block-printed with stylised leaves. It looked Eastern. 

Every wall was lined with books. He probably read all night. No time to sleep.

Seeing Rattigan's bed was wrong. He was air and fire only. Baser elements did not 

apply. My pause was already suspicious. I wrenched myself away and joined Sebastian on 

the sofa, putting the glass on the floor (there was nowhere else) as I told myself not to kick 

it over. 

‘So the workshop at Stratford explored a feminist interpretation of Ophelia?’ 

Rattigan's head was tilted quizzically, his cheekbones as sharp as his wit.

Sebastian wanted to be a director, involving himself with luvvies at every 

opportunity. ‘The actor was having problems with feminine passivity. She didn’t want to 

play a doormat.’

I got my pen out and waited, poised, to note Rattigan's response. 

The professor snorted. ‘Anachronistically projecting her twentieth-century world-

view backwards upon a society with very different sexual politics.’

But Sebastian didn't know when he was beaten: ‘Are you saying that Shakespeare 

doesn’t transfer to the modern world?’ Oh, he was bold today!

Rattigan loved it when students argued with him. All the more opportunity to swat 

them down. He made a steeple of his fingers, rested his chin upon their tips, and then 

delivered his riposte: ‘I’m saying nothing of the sort. But let us not forget that Ophelia was 

played by a boy, and the part was written with cross-dressing in mind. Are you ignoring the 

transvestite in the room?’

Sebastian blithered.

‘Ursula, what do you think?’

Crap. This moment never got any easier. Without my Dry Blackthorn shield I 

blushed horribly. I ran through every response I could think of and dismissed them all as 
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risible. Then I opened my mouth, unsure of what was going to come out. ‘I think…erm…I 

think that female experience is censored on the Renaissance stage…’

Rattigan's eyes flashed, but he didn’t interrupt.

‘These are works written by and performed by men. How can they possibly reflect 

female experience?’ Suddenly I was angry.

‘Aren’t you being rather essentialist, attaching a text so firmly to its author’s 

gender?’ He was toying with me now, getting me just where he wanted for the killer blow. 

Stuff it, might as well be hung for a sheep.

‘Yes, I am. No matter how clever our theoretical manoeuvring we cannot get 

around the fact that men and women are biologically different and therefore experience the 

world in different ways. Shakespeare may hold up a mirror to society, may show us what 

men thought about women, but he can’t show us what half the population felt or 

experienced. There is not one single text by a woman for this whole Renaissance paper!’ I 

started coughing again and gulped some water.

Seb gaped. We both looked to Rattigan.

'Remember the social context. A woman's mind belonged to her husband. 

Committing her thoughts to paper and sharing them publicly was absolutely taboo. Such a 

woman was unfeminine, morally corrupt, and not to be tolerated. Is it any wonder that 

there's a dearth of material?' 

Rattigan had put me in my place. But the voice inside me wouldn't be quiet. 'I don't 

accept that women didn't write. They've just been hidden.' 

Seb shook his head in admiration at my folly. 

I couldn't believe what I was saying; it was like an external force had taken 

possession of my vocal cords. 

Silently, Rattigan got up from his chair and went to his desk. My heart pounded as I 

studied my lap. With a slow sense of dawning horror I realised my hand had slipped: I had 

got blue ink on the cream linen sofa. Shit! I moved my skirt to cover it, hoping he wouldn’t 

notice in the dim light. This wasn’t the only supervision in here today. By the time it was 

discovered there would be multiple suspects. 

Rattigan came towards me proffering a piece of paper. He said:

I'll be the custom-breaker: and begin 
To show my sex the way to freedom's door… 

In response to my puzzlement, he added: 'Elizabeth Cary. The first woman in 
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England to write and publish a play in her own name. She claimed it was stolen from her 

drawer, but the damage had been done. She died penniless, irritating the Establishment 

until her last breath. She's on the postgrad reading list. I’ve marked it for you.’ He smiled 

slightly as he resumed his seat.

I scanned down the closely typed page:

Weller, Barry and Margaret W. Ferguson. Eds. 
The Tragedy of Mariam, The Fair Queen of Jewry 
by Elizabeth Cary, The Lady Falkland, (Berkeley, 1994).

Elizabeth Cary. I said the name to myself over and over, until it became a charm 

against male academics. She was going to show me the way. I just knew that whatever she 

had written would bewitch me. Who was Mariam? I’d never heard of a Jewish queen. I 

burned to know, to hold the words, turn the pages, and hear this woman’s voice down the 

centuries. The rest of the supervision passed in a daze, with Seb waffling about dramaturgy 

and Rattigan quibbling over textual variants.

‘Where did that come from?’ Seb quizzed me when we found ourselves outside Rattigan’s 

door.

‘I don’t know. It was like someone else speaking.’ And it was. My mind was empty 

when I opened my mouth, and yet those words came out.

‘Fancy a drink?’ 

Of course I did. But I had something to do first. ‘I’ve got to get to Heffers – I might 

just catch them before they close.’ I waved Rattigan's reading list.

‘Blimey, you’re keen.' Seb raised an eyebrow. 'See you in the bar later?’

‘I should think so.’ 

On the stairs we passed Greg and Ivana on the way to their supervision. 

‘What mood is he in?’ asked Greg nervously. 

‘You should be OK. Ursuls has just impressed him,’ replied Seb.

A faint glow of pride made me smile at Ivana. She looked right through me.

‘Agghh!’ We had reached the bottom of the staircase and something grabbed me 

around the waist. ‘Mike, for fuck’s sake!’

He had been lurking in the shadows, bored without his drinking buddy. ‘This is a 

kidnap. You will be taken to The Mitre and forced to drink your own bodyweight in 
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Addlestones.’ He lifted me up and swung me around.

‘Sounds great, but I have to go and buy a book.’ I struggled from his grasp.

‘A book? What d'you think this is? University?’ Mike looked to Seb for support.

‘Ridiculous girl,' pronounced Seb. But he winked at me as I ran off. 

The front gate was still open, the lights of First Court already nebulous as the 

evening mist began to rise. I stepped through the massive wooden doors and turned right. 

As I crossed Trinity Street an outbreak of bells and chimes marked the hour, calling hungry 

scholars home to dinner. Even the beggars in All Saints Passage were packing up. Heffers 

was almost empty, but not quite closing. Under the fluorescent strip lighting everything 

appeared garish, hyper real, as if the brightly coloured spines which lined the walls were 

about to leap out, quivering with the import of their content.

Mike often said, unkindly, that Heffers was so called because it only employed staff 

that lived up to the name. I hated to admit it, but on this occasion the woman behind the 

enquiries desk did seem bovine; bulgy-eyed, ruminating as she moved her large body in a 

slow arc to place a book on the orders shelf. I stood, expectant. She didn’t acknowledge 

me. I got out my reading list and smoothed it upon the counter. Still she avoided eye 

contact. I coughed. She moved languidly for another book, and wrote something in a 

ledger.

‘Excuse me…’

Still no acknowledgement.

‘Excuse me; I need to order a book.’

She turned, reluctant. 

‘I’m sorry, I know it’s late, but I need this book quite urgently.’ 

She took the reading list from me, and blinked impassively.

‘I think you’ll have to order it on import. It’s American…It’s underlined on that 

list.’ I wanted to tell her how important it was, how exciting this discovery could be. But 

she made her lack of interest abundantly clear. I could have found the first draft of the Ten 

Commandments for all she cared. 

She turned to her computer, the green cursor flashing weakly. She typed one-

fingered, mouth open. ‘It’s not listed.’

‘Maybe you could try the author name,' I suggested. 'Cary?’

She poked some more keys. ‘It’s not listed in the UK.’

‘No, as I said, you’ll need to order it on import. It’s American.’ I started to nurture a 

violent hatred towards her. I had tried and failed many times to secure a holiday job in a 
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book store, and yet here was this ignoramus making a career out of obstructing the reading 

public.

‘You’ll need to order it on import. It’s American,’ she echoed, flatly.

‘Yes! As I said… Could you do that for me please?’ I felt like slapping her.

In reply she took up a Biro and a pad of triplicate carbon paper forms. Laboriously, 

she began to complete the details. 

The lights blinked and then dimmed. Someone began vacuuming. I was running out 

of time.

Her slow, looped writing seemed to take minutes to form each word. I wasn’t sure 

she had the details correctly, either. Eventually, she tore off the top layer of paper and gave 

it to me. 

‘Any idea how long it’ll take?’I asked, trying to curb my impatience.

‘A few weeks.’ She was already switching off her computer, not looking at me.

‘It’s just that this book is really important for my research …she was the first 

woman in England to publish a play…’ The lights went off. The woman locked her desk. 

‘Well, thanks for your help then.’ She ignored me completely. I began to wonder whether I 

was really here or if I had gone straight to the pub and was dreaming this whole encounter 

in a drunken swoon. 

Outside, a cold clear night had arrived. My breath came in clouds as cycle lights 

blinked along King’s Parade. A thrush’s song sweetened the deep blue sky. The front gates 

were closed so I nipped along Bridge Street, right past the hostel where I’d got locked in 

the toilet three years earlier. Ducking through the side gate, I remembered that I'd lost my 

key. I’d have to walk the length of the college to the night-duty porters’ lodge at the Cripps 

entrance and beg for a spare. 

The library lights blazed, and I decided to look up my text for next week’s reading 

in Chapel. 

Cat stood by the entrance, huddled in a leopard-print coat as she pulled on a 

cigarette. She had a textbook under her arm. 

‘All right, Cat, what're you doing?’

She turned to face me, and shot me a look of startling froideur. 'Know your place,' it 

seemed to say. I was reminded that while Cat had spent the summer cruising the Aegean on 

a relative’s yacht, I had been fortunate to find employment in a nursing home wiping 

incontinent bottoms for £2.70 an hour. I had the feeling that once we graduated (if I 

graduated), Cat and I would never meet again.  
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‘Oh, hello darling,' she said, squinting. 'I haven't got my contacts in, didn't 

recognise you.' She threw her cigarette on to the cobbles and crushed it underfoot. 'I'm 

stalking.'

Cat had a thing for Rakesh, and staked out the library when she knew the rugby 

captain would be returning from lectures, hoping to catch a glimpse. It seemed unlikely 

that she wasn't wearing her contacts.

'Oh. Any luck?'

'Zilch. He must have gone straight to a practice. What are you up to? You're not 

seriously considering work at this hour, are you?’

‘No!' I tried to make my tone indignant, as if I was offended that she would even 

suspect that of me. 'Just passing through. Then I’m off to The Mitre. Mike and Seb are 

already there.’

‘Mahvellous. Stick that on the returns shelf, will you?’ She pushed a volume of 

feminist theory at me. 'I simply couldn't get on with them. A bevy of moustachioed lemon-

lickers, I'll wager.'  Cat teetered away, the slender heels of her boots bending on the 

cobbles.

I offered my fines like a penitent, and borrowed the feminists myself – we had to 

write an essay on them for next week. It was the Head Librarian covering the late shift. 

She’d recently turned down my application for a postgrad traineeship in the care of old 

manuscripts. She never gave a reason, but we were both embarrassed. Perhaps she knew 

about my drunken antics. Anyone else I would have asked where the bibles were kept, but I 

hurried away, head bowed, and looked them up in the catalogue. I found a chunky volume 

bound in green board with Apocrypha lettered in silver on its spine. Flicking through, I saw 

the word Maccabees and knew that I was not the victim of a wind-up. 

In Third Court, Rattigan’s windows were dark. Had he gone out? Were all his 

friends as clever as him? Did he ever talk about the price of a pint of milk? Or tell dirty 

jokes? Then over the Bridge of Sighs, the Cam black and glossy as it gurgled along. The 

books were heavy and already I longed to put them down. 

In New Court, I saw that the great doors which led on to the Backs were still open. 

The lawns were grey velvet in the dusk. Nothing moved out there. It was still, perfect. Like 

the portal to the other world that I so often dreamed about. I stood, breathing the cool sharp 

musk of damp earth. Then the girl who practised primal screaming let rip and a host of 

blackbirds chinked angrily in response. 

 Someone was walking towards me through the cloisters. The figure wore a thick 
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anorak, the lights from nearby rooms flashed on his glasses. He stopped in front of me. The 

path was too narrow to pass him. 

‘Evening.’ Nathan smiled broadly.

‘Hello,’ I said, feeling unaccountably awkward.

‘What're you up to?’ he asked

‘I’ve just been to the Library.’ I hefted my books and he nodded approvingly. 

Perhaps he thought his good influence was rubbing off. ‘You?’

‘Careers presentation.’

‘Oh, what are you hoping to do?’

‘I’m not sure. Consultancy. Something that pays well!’ He held his palms out as if 

to say: How can you blame me? You and I both know what it means to be working class.  

‘And yourself? Any plans?’

‘I don’t know,’ I lied. It would be a while yet before I could look someone in the 

eye and tell them I was a writer.

‘Well, you’d better think about it. Some of the best vacancies have already gone. 

Unless you plan to marry into money.’ He chuckled at this.

I forced a smile, and shifted impatiently from one foot to the other. My books were 

a dead weight. And I knew that if I asked, he would carry them for me. I needed a way out 

of this conversation. ‘You’ll be pleased to know that Cat’s in The Mitre tonight, so she 

won’t disturb you.’

Nathan looked disappointed, as though I thought of him as a killjoy. 

‘I’ll be going later. You’re welcome to join us if…’ Oh shit, did that sound like I 

was coming on to him? I started coughing and couldn’t stop. I turned away, and put my 

books on a window ledge as I clutched my sides. ‘Sorry,’ I gasped.

‘Here.’ Nathan proffered a cough sweet.

‘Thanks,’ I choked.

‘You should probably go to the doctor about that,’ suggested Nathan. ‘And maybe 

wear a warmer coat.’ He looked as though he was about to offer me his.

‘Yeah, I know. Anyway, must be off.’ 

‘Listen, I’m just going to get something to eat… fancy braving the Buttery slop 

with me?’

‘Oh, erm, thanks, that’s really nice of you to ask, but I’ve already eaten.’ Liar. 

‘Maybe another time?’ I pretended to check my watch. ‘I’m late. Must dash. Bye!’ I moved 

past him, feeling a sharp pain in the sole of my foot as I did so.
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‘Hold on!’ Nathan shouted. 

Crap. What was he going to say? I turned, relieved to see that he was not down on 

one knee, but holding my books out to me.

‘Shit, sorry. Forget my own head if it wasn’t attached.’

‘I didn’t have you down as a bible scholar.’ Nathan indicated the Apocrypha.

‘Oh, not usually. I’m reading in Chapel next Tuesday.’

‘Good for you. Maybe I’ll see you there.’ He smiled and scurried away, hands in his 

voluminous pockets.

I walked on, limping as each step sent a jolt of pain through my left sole. I kept my 

back turned until Nathan should have been out of sight. Then I crouched, put my books on 

the floor and unlaced my boot. It was my key. I must have put it down the side of my boot 

so I didn’t lose it. All that way for nothing. And a hole in my tights as well. I turned and 

retraced my steps slowly so as to avoid catching Nathan up. He seemed like a really nice 

guy, but I was engaged now. I couldn't even begin to consider him in that way.

I thought about not going to the pub. I was hungry. I could have a cup of tea and a 

sandwich, and read some feminists. But my friends were waiting for me. And I’d just got 

through a supervision with Rattigan. I’d earned a pint. I dumped my books on the desk and 

turned to go out again without even switching on the light.
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IV

Mike couldn’t believe I was actually going to read in Chapel. It was a waste of good 

drinking time, for starters. And volunteering to speak in public was proof of insanity. He 

helped me dress, laughing delightedly when it became clear that my laundry situation 

dictated the wearing of a Wonderbra. The perceived inappropriateness of this action 

seemed to please him inordinately, even when I put my demurest long pinafore dress over 

the top. He insisted on accompanying me to the Chapel door, guffawing all the way. 

The harsh cold made my nose run and I thought to blow it while I had the chance. I 

fumbled in my coat, quietly smug that I had at last remembered to take a handkerchief out 

with me. But my gloved fingers were clumsy and they managed to extract the entire 

contents of my pocket before scattering them over the floor: cough sweet wrappers, 

receipts for library fines, hair bobbles, and a dirty old penny. I bent to retrieve the litter 

when a squall of hail pounced, sweeping up the handkerchief and carrying it away, a fading 

white splash in the dusk. I started after it, eyes watering as I squinted into the wind. I 

realised it was hopeless and stopped, exasperated. But then, as the light failed, the clouds 

broke and exquisite blue sky appeared, lit from below the horizon. It rendered the chapel 

absolutely black, a forbidding hulk, its windows flickering dimly in the gloom. We should 

not have been worshipping in there, but out here where the sky became ever paler and 

brighter. If God existed, that was Him.

'Look,' I nudged Mike but he was busy struggling to light a cigarette in the sleety 

wind. 

'Mmm?' he asked, lips clamped around the filter.

'Look at the sky. Isn't it amazing?'

'It's dark. What're you on about?'

'Never mind.' I'd tell my journal about it later. 'Have you got a tissue?'

'Who d'you think I am? Great Aunt Maud?'

'Thanks a bunch. Come on, I'm going to be late.'

‘You’re actually going through with it?’ Mike dragged on his cigarette and exhaled 

luxuriantly.

‘'Course I am.' I wiped my nose with the back of my hand.  'I can’t very well leave 

them in the lurch now, can I?’ But more than a sense of duty to the Chapel authorities, I felt 

deeply obligated to all the women who had gone before me, who never had a voice. The 

right to speak in public and be heard, even if the words weren’t mine, was not something to 
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be cast aside lightly. 

'I’ve got to go in. Are you coming?’ I asked Mike.

‘You must be joking. I’d turn to ash if I crossed the threshold.’ He pulled up his 

collar and did a bad impression of Count Dracula.

‘You’re just scared it might show up the hollowness of your existence.’

'It’s too full of beer to be hollow. See you in The Mitre afterwards?’

‘Yeah. I’ve no idea how long these things last. But I’m sure you’ll be in no hurry to 

leave the pub.’ I kissed him goodbye.

‘Hey,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘we could get married in here.’

‘What?’ 

He’d gone, black greatcoat blending into the darkness. 

He was right. Alumni could marry in the Chapel. But before that I needed to tell 

him the murky secret that was inscribed in every cell of my body. 

The Verger was brisk but friendly. He showed me where to sit, and where to stand when I 

got the nod. Then he gave me some tips on speaking in public. Yeah, yeah, I thought, I 

think I can handle a bible reading. Once the service began, I realised that I'd forgotten to 

confirm two crucial things with him: the location of the nearest tissue, and the content of 

my reading. I suspected I’d mixed up the reference, and was about to read something 

bizarrely irrelevant.

Heart pounding, I walked to the lectern. I found my place and looked up, blinking 

as candlelight flashed off something shiny in the front pew. Trying desperately not to sniff, 

I ignored it and bent my gaze to the closely-printed letters. For a moment they swam like 

alphabet spaghetti. Get a grip, I scolded myself, pinning down the first word with my index 

finger. I read the reference competently: '1 Maccabees, Chapter 2 from The Holy Bible,  

King James version (Apocrypha).' And as there were no 'u' sounds to negotiate, I even 

managed to tone down my accent. 

But then began a geyser of mispronounced names: 'In those days arose Mattathias  

the son of John, the son of Simeon, a priest of the sons of Joarib, from Jerusalem, and  

dwelt in Modin. And he had five sons, Joannan, called Caddis: Simon; called Thassi:  

Judas, who was called Maccabeus: Eleazar, called Avaran: and Jonathan, whose surname 

was Apphus.' 

Who where these people? Why were they so obsessed with the male lineage? Didn't 

they have mothers? Wives? Sisters? Had they sprung from the mud fully formed? 
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Tongue-tied, I pressed on: 'And when he saw the blasphemies that were committed  

in Judah and Jerusalem, He said, Woe is me! wherefore was I born to see this misery of my  

people, and of the holy city, and to dwell there, when it was delivered into the hand of the  

enemy, and the sanctuary into the hand of strangers?' This was better – a bit of drama with 

no strange names to trip over. Then the shiny thing in the front pew flashed again. What 

was it? I had almost begun to think it a divine message, when I realised that Nathan’s 

glasses were winking at me. What was he doing here? I could feel myself getting flustered. 

I lost my place and stammered. The Chaplain inclined his head attentively, hinting that my 

pause was already too long. 

My nose felt full and wet. I didn't dare sniff – I was speaking into a microphone and 

everyone would hear it. But I couldn't wipe it either – I would have to use my sleeve and 

people were looking at me. I hoped desperately that I could get through the reading before 

the snot-wave broke. The sensation was ticklish. Please don't make me sneeze, I begged. 

Then it fell, a perfect pear-shaped drop, and landed with a plop on the Holy Bible. Had the 

microphone picked it up? Trying to pretend this was all a bad dream, I bowed my head and 

continued.

'Her temple is become as a man without glory. Her glorious vessels are carried  

away into captivity, her infants are slain in the streets, her young men with the sword of the  

enemy.' So, the feminine appeared at last: nationhood personified as a defiled woman. 

Hardly worth the wait. This translation had been written when Elizabeth Cary was alive. 

Beyond shame, I sniffed loudly. Was this a reflection of what she had to put up with? 

'What nation hath not had a part in her kingdom and gotten of her spoils? All her  

ornaments are taken away; of a free woman she is become a bondslave. And, behold, our  

sanctuary, even our beauty and our glory, is laid waste, and the Gentiles have profaned it.  

To what end therefore shall we live any longer?' 

Good question, mate. I scurried back to my seat at the side of the choir, eager to 

make my escape. We had a few more hymns (which I pretended to sing along with) and a 

blessing. I didn't say 'Amen'. I wasn't speaking to God. Not after what he'd done to my 

brother.

As soon as was decently possible, I slipped out of the side door. I told myself that 

Nathan came to every service. He hadn’t come especially to hear me read. So why not be 

polite and say ‘hello’? What was I scared of, I wondered, as a volley of freezing rain 

slapped my cheek. 
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The Mitre was warm and loud. I sank into the seat that Mike had saved and noticed 

gratefully that he already had a pint of Addlestones lined up for me, the cloudy liquid 

swaying gently as Seb hit the table with his fist.

‘We’ve got to do Hamlet. It’s the daddy – what every director cuts his teeth on.’

'Isn't that a bit of a cliché?' I asked, downing a gulp of cider. 'What about something 

like Margaret Clarke's Gertrude and Ophelia?' 

Seb looked at me in disbelief. 'Are you on drugs? Who's gonna pay to see a load of 

feminist tosh?'

I took another swig of cider to dilute the bile rising in my throat. 'Well, couldn't we 

be a bit subversive, have Hamlet played by a woman? Or how about Ophelia being played 

by a man? That's not even subversive, that's just historically accurate.'

Seb snorted in derision. He was flushed, his curls awry.

I glanced at Cat for support, but she stared right through me to a far horizon. Her 

cigarette had a long tail of ash that was about to fall off. I pushed an ashtray towards her 

and smiled. Not a flicker. 

‘Hmm,' mused Jocasta, a girl I didn’t know well. 'Perhaps I could play Hamlet.' A 

consummate luvvie, she had been a children’s TV presenter and retained the poise that 

being on-camera instils. 

‘Oh, come on,' said Seb. 'And I suppose you want Razz to play Ophelia?’

Razz looked up from his pint. ‘Eh?’

‘You could hold auditions,’ I ventured. ‘I fancy trying out for a part.’

‘With your accent, dear girl? No, no, we’ll find something back-stage for you. And 

we'll have none of this gender-bending right-on nonsense. It's all agreed: Jocasta’s going to 

play Ophelia, she’s a trained performer.’ Seb belched loudly to emphasise his point.

Jocasta glanced at me then quickly looked away. She smirked into her glass.

‘Where did you train?’ asked Mike, who normally took no interest in things 

theatrical. His hand was on my thigh, but his attention was entirely on Jocasta.

‘Oh, I did some National Youth Theatre. Nothing to write home about. Now then, 

whose round is it?’ Jocasta drained her glass, and turned it upside down to emphasise her 

point.

Mike jumped up. 'What can I get you?' he asked Cat.

'Cyanide,' she spat. 

Something was warped. The world was off-kilter and I didn’t know what to do 

about it. 
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Three pints of Addlestones later and the room was spinning. This was good. The world had 

felt off-beam: now there was a reason for it. There’d been a reshuffle when Mike returned 

from the bar with Jocasta’s Martini and I ended up moving next to Cat, who said nothing as 

she stirred her cocktail morosely with a cherry on a stick. I knew the theatre was a sore 

point with her – she hated living in the shadow of her family dynasty, and was absolutely 

determined never to set foot on stage, even though circumstance seemed to keep pushing 

her towards it. More than one barman had suffered the Arctic blast of her cold shoulder 

after asking her to supply autographs from close relatives. 

She was in a dangerous mood: a brittle frivolity that could shatter into tears if I 

didn’t tread carefully.

‘Are you going to do the publicity for Seb’s little enterprise?’ I asked cautiously.

In reply, Cat took a beer mat and scribbled on it: 

Sebastian Plumstead presents
A Sebastian Plumstead production
Directed by Sebastian Plumstead

Starring Sebastian Plumstead
Featuring Barbie Doll Jocasta

I snorted at the last line. Cat aped Jocasta’s precious mannerisms in response. Really, she 

was a brilliant actress. We huddled closer and started to whisper viciously as Seb, Mike, 

and Razz danced attendance on the beautiful, blonde, professionally trained Jocasta.

After the landlord had raised his voice, wedged open the doors and removed our 

drinks, we were finally prevailed upon to vacate his establishment. Jocasta bid us good 

evening and tripped off home. 

‘Got to get our beauty sleep,’ cackled Cat a little too loudly.

We stalwarts meandered along King’s Parade in search of junk food. Mike tried to 

pull us towards the Mobile Death Van in Market Square, but Cat and I, who had an arm 

each, held him back. 

‘Nay!’ shouted Seb. ‘Things sweet to taste prove in digestion sour.’

‘What are you blethering about?’ asked Mike, who couldn’t understand 

Shakespeare even when he was sober (which kind of made two of us).

‘He means: don’t make the coroner write “suicide by cheeseburger” on your death 

certificate,’ explained Razz.
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‘Gardi’s,’ announced Cat, and we all swung up Rose Crescent, Razz playing 

leapfrog with the bollards.

Cat always headed for The Gardenia (est. 1926) when she needed an ego boost. The 

staff adored her and often refused to take payment for her order. 

‘Chips, please!’ mocked the proprietor good-humouredly as he started to shovel 

them into white polystyrene trays. The smell of fried food made my mouth water. I hadn’t 

eaten since some stale cream-crackers and Dairylea at lunch. I was so hungry I could 

barely stand up. Addlestones-on-an-empty-stomach syndrome was in full effect.

Everyone groaned as Mike announced an elaborate burger order (extra chilli, extra 

onions, no greenery whatsoever).

‘Eat no onions or garlic, for we are to utter sweet breath,’ proclaimed Seb, who 

became the walking embodiment of fridge-magnet Shakespeare when the Stella Artois was 

flowing. He puckered his lips, trout style, and planted a smacker on Razz’s cheek.

‘Just for that, I’m having a kebab, and leaving the leftovers in your room,’ replied 

Razz.

 I fell on the chips with indecent haste, burning my throat as I wolfed them down. 

The tang of the vinegar and the piquancy of the salt grains as they spiked the creamy starch 

sent me into delirium. My body was craving nourishment but for some reason I would not 

feed it properly. I was always studying or drinking. No time to eat. No money for food. 

This behaviour was reinforced by Mike, who saw meals as a waste of stomach space that 

could be better occupied by booze. My hunger-induced mood swings were written off as 

female whingeing.

As the calories kicked in and my blood-sugar rose I realised just how 

catastrophically drunk I was. I needed two pints of water and sleep. Pale and quiet, I clung 

to Mike’s arm. At the Porter's Lodge I hung back while Cat smiled winningly and proffered 

a parcel of lukewarm chips. Bob, our favourite porter, grimaced and shook his head. But he 

opened the gate and let us through. He winked to indicate that he hadn't seen us. We 

dispersed silently. Students returning after midnight had their names taken, and anyone 

who made a habit of it was reported to their Director of Studies. Ironic, really, that it was 

Rattigan who drove me to drink in the first place. 

 I kept thinking that I could feel an indignant gaze drilling into the back of my head. 

I stopped regularly to look up at the dark windows, dreading the twitch of a curtain as a 

senior fellow who had got up to relieve his port-strained bladder happened to peer out and 

spot us. We would be apprehended. There would be disciplinary proceedings. Fines I 
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couldn't afford. Letters to parents who were already disappointed in me. 

My paranoia irritated Mike, but he too was sufficiently worried to keep quiet as he 

dragged me along.

Crossing the Bridge of Sighs, the darkness began to weigh heavily on me. It seemed 

to ooze through my clothes and crowd at the edges of my blurred vision. The night was 

bitterly cold and I realised that I could no longer feel my hands, or Mike's arm. The 

darkness began to make a rushing sound, like a wave hissing over rocks. Everything was 

unreal. Except the long black tentacle of grief that had taken root in my stomach and was 

twining up my chest and into my throat. 

The next thing I knew, the darkness had pinioned me: I was horizontal. No shoes or 

jacket, but the rest of my clothes intact. I shivered and someone pulled a duvet around me. 

I seemed to be in bed. But whose? ‘Is that you?’I faltered.

‘No,’ said Mike.

It was only when I tried to laugh that I realised I was crying. A huge choking sob 

left my mouth. 

‘You’re not going to chunder, are you?’

In reply, I sobbed harder. The grief had escaped. 

‘Hey, what’s the matter? The chips didn’t look that bad.’ Mike rubbed my shoulder 

unconvincingly.

 The darkness was filled with a wailing noise which I knew, somehow, was 

connected to me. But I had no control over it. 

Mike attempted a hug. I resisted, desperate to prevent the transfer of mascara and 

snot to his person. I always did this alone: in the shower; on hill-tops; behind a locked 

door. He should not have seen. It was too early in our relationship, too much to expect 

another human being to handle.

‘Ursuls, what is it?’ Mike pulled me into a sitting position and put the bedside light 

on. 

I fought for possession of my body, forcing my lungs to inhale and my eyes to 

open. Then I squinted queasily and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. Realising 

that I was in my own room, I reached into the bedside cabinet and pulled out one of my 

Nan’s hankies. Good job she'd sent a six-pack. 

‘Sorry,' I sniffed. 'It’s nothing. I’m OK now.’

‘Bollocks! You can’t do that and then expect me to turn over and go back to sleep. 

You can tell me. I’m your fiancé.’ He tried to smile, but he looked cross and slightly 
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suspicious.

‘It’s my brother.’ That started the tears again. 

Mike waited patiently. 

‘Put the light out,' I snivelled, 'I can’t do this if you’re looking at me.’

In the darkness Mike held me and I mumbled into his chest. ‘He has...he has 

muscular....' I couldn't say the name of the vile condition. 'He has a muscle-wasting 

disease.' I stopped and breathed raggedly. 'He's going to need a wheelchair.' Another 

tearing breath. 'Steel plates in his spine.' A howl of anguish. 'I should be at home with him.'

‘He's got your Mum and Dad.'

'Yeah.' Fresh sobbing as I conjured them in my mind. 'But it's tearing them to 

pieces.' My Dad couldn't work any more, which made money tight. The doctor had him on 

anti-depressants, sleeping pills, and tranquillisers. They didn't seem to help and the side-

effects were awful. My Mum hadn't cried in years: if she started she wouldn't stop.

'How old is he?'

'Thirteen,' I gasped.

'Is there any medication?’ asked Mike gently.

‘No.’ This time I conquered the tears. ‘It’s genetic,’ I croaked.

‘Does that mean you'll get it too?’

‘No, it means I’m a carrier.’ The penny was about to drop.

‘So that doesn’t affect you, right?’

‘Probably not, but it'll affect my children.’ How long would it take him to call 

things off?

‘Oh.’ Mike sat up and lit a cigarette. The glowing tip stared at me like an angry 

Cyclops.

‘His doctors think there’ll be a cure in the next ten years,' I gushed, failing to 

mention that my brother might not live another ten years. I was grasping at straws, no 

matter how insubstantial, anything to bridge the abyss that I had opened. 'Once they’ve 

mapped the human genome, they hope they’ll know how to treat it.’ Think and hope were 

all I had.

‘Well that’s all right then, isn’t it?’ Mike sucked thoughtfully on his cigarette. I 

heard the air hiss through the filter, and I thought about his poor scorched lungs. Did I want 

a chain-smoker to be the father of my children? I'd always imagined that one day I could 

make him stop, but I didn't have much to bargain with at the moment.

‘Dad says that there are two sorts of problem: “right now” and “one day”. The “one 
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days” generally take care of themselves. I wouldn’t worry about it.’

‘It’s not a future problem for my brother.’

‘No,’ he said, dousing his cigarette in a glass of water on the bedside table. ‘I'm 

sorry about that. But it is for us.’

He wriggled down the bed and I put my head on his shoulder. Soon he was 

breathing deeply, hands twitching slightly as his nervous system logged-off. I lay staring at 

the window, watching the curtains shift in the breeze that sighed through the ill-fitting 

glass. 
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V

Heffers came up trumps. Only two weeks after my closing-time order, a thick butter-

coloured envelope graced my pigeon hole. Elizabeth Cary awaited (if I would be kind 

enough to call in and settle my account). I felt bad about hating the woman on the enquiries 

desk. I looked for her so that I could thank her personally, but she wasn’t in evidence (not 

as if she could hide behind a shelf, Mike’s voice hissed in my head).

The book was a large paperback. The covers were mainly black, apart from an 

extravagant filigree of sea-green swirls around the title. In the middle of these swirls was a 

cream rectangle which bore the following legend:

ELIZABETH CARY

THE LADY FALKLAND

______________________________

THE 

TRAGEDY
OF MARIAM

THE FAIR
Queen of Jewry



WITH

THE LADY FALKLAND

HER LIFE
BY ONE OF HER DAUGHTERS
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She had to be as good as Shakespeare. Better. I couldn’t bear the expectation that I had 

heaped upon this play. Opening the cover would be like opening Pandora’s Box, or the Ark 

of the Covenant; sparks would fly, knowledge would be unleashed, its power could sear the 

flesh from my bones.

I sat cross-legged on my bed with the book in front of me. I picked it up and 

smelled the new paper. Flicked my thumb along the sharp edges of the freshly cut pages. I 

closed my eyes as I tried to imagine the woman who had written it. Could she feel me, over 

the centuries? I imagined her as a fearless pioneer, quill in one hand, flame of liberty in the 

other. Then I opened the cover. I rushed through the editorial notes, the scholarly 

introduction, and the list of illustrations. The play began with Mariam, alone. Good! A 

strong female lead. She asked ‘How oft have I with public voice run on?’ And then:

Excuse too rash a judgement in a woman:
My sex pleads pardon, pardon then afford,
Mistaking with us is but too too common.

Cary, you traitor! What did you mean by having your female lead apologise for opening 

her mouth? I threw the book down as though it was dirty. Had I endured weeks of 

breathless anticipation for this? What was I going to write my dissertation on now? I had 

less than a week to find another topic. Deflated, I decided to take out my bad mood on the 

Saturday crowds and barge my way to Sainsbury’s for baked beans, bread, and a bag of 

oranges that I wouldn’t eat.

Irritated from being photographed by tourists desperate to capture a gen-yew-ine 

undergraduate, I slammed my door loudly and flopped down on the bed with a newspaper. 

On the front page was a picture of a robed woman wearing a black headscarf. Her face was 

contorted with grief as she proffered a dead child to the camera. Her home lay destroyed 

behind her, cooking pots crushed by broken slabs of concrete, steel wires poking out at 

crazy angles. The words of my bible reading echoed uncomfortably: her infants are slain  

in the streets, her young men with the sword of the enemy... All her ornaments are taken  

away; of a free woman she is become a bondslave. There was a long article about the 

political situation in the Middle East. I felt compelled to read, to try to understand why 

history kept repeating itself.

Mike woke me when he got back from rowing practice. I refused to accompany him 

to a late lunch: if we were going out tonight I needed to work now. I had a dissertation to 
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panic about, as well as prat crit preparation and an essay on feminist readings of Othello.

‘Ursuls, you don't have to do this any more.’ Mike spread his arm to indicate the 

books and papers that littered the desk and the floor and the bed.

I imagined myself as a well-groomed PA, a woman-about-town who read glossy 

magazines and sipped white wine spritzers. Nothing on her mind apart from where to eat 

lunch and which bar to visit after work. It seemed a lot more fun than this academic 

drudgery. When Mike grabbed my hands I allowed him to hoist me up. 

I rifled through the newspaper and tore out some Pizzaland vouchers, which got 

you three courses and a bottle of wine for a sum that even I could afford. 

So we walked, in our Doc Martens and baggy Levis, up Sidney Street.

'How was rowing?' I asked, trying to take an interest (I'd read a magazine article 

that said you should).

'Rupes was on stroke and he kept catching crabs.'

'Cripes. Has he been to the clinic?' I regretted this because the article also said that 

you should not make fun of your boyfriend's hobbies.

'Very funny, dear. Josh got a bit stroppy cos it messed up his rhythm.'

'It all sounds terribly homoerotic,' I sniped.

'Yes, well, that's about all your degree qualifies you for, isn't it?'

'What's that?'

'Spotting homoerotic subtexts that actually don't exist.' Touché.

'None so blind as those who will not see,' I countered. Stuff the magazine – this 

banter was much more fun.

We were approaching Parker’s Piece. My hands were cold so I shoved the nearest 

one in Mike's coat pocket. He seemed to like this, and pulled me closer to share his body 

heat.

‘Do you think Parker minds everyone walking on his piece?’ he asked.

‘I don’t suppose there’s much he could do about it, even if he did.’

‘He must have a big piece – look how much land it takes up.’ Mike waved towards 

the large rectangle of scruffy grass. Some local kids were playing football, and a few 

students were attempting a hung-over jog. A delivery van rumbled past and Mike guided 

me around the automatic barrier rising in its wake. 'Oops. Hideous bollard accident 

narrowly avoided.’

After half a bottle of the house white, my disappointment with Elizabeth Cary was almost 
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forgotten. 

‘Imagine the universe as a sponge cake…’ said Mike, trying to explain his theory 

about the origins of reality. He paused to chew on a piece of pepperoni.

‘No,’ I interrupted, feeling flushed and brilliant. ‘Stop thinking about the universe 

as a single entity. Think about the sponge cake as something else, something we don’t 

understand. Our universe is like a currant in the cake, rising up and away as it cooks. And 

there are countless other universes, other currants, all moving away from each other as the 

cake expands in the heat…’ I glugged more wine. 

Mike laughed. ‘You mean there could be lots of you and me, sitting in other 

Pizzalands in other currants?’

‘Yeah, except in a parallel universe you might be eating salad and drinking water.’

Mike slopped his wine as the absurdity of the thought hit him. Then he asked: ‘How 

do you explain glacé cherries?’

‘Dark matter!’ I shouted triumphantly.

The waitress hovered, embarrassed, as she tried to enquire if we wanted more wine. 

Of course we wanted it. But could we pay for it? Mike ordered and then waved a twenty 

pound note at me. He’d been home last weekend and his father had come up with the 

goods. What it was to have well-off parents. 

‘Let’s go island hopping.’

‘What?’ I wasn’t sure I'd heard correctly. 

‘Let’s go island hopping in Greece this summer.’

‘OK. Cool.’ This was what a writer should be doing! Living in the moment. 

Throwing caution to the wind, putting their faith in expanding fruit cake. Even as I thought 

this, the knowledge that I couldn’t afford it made my cake collapse in a soggy heap. I 

didn’t want to spoil the moment by saying so.

‘Dad’s offered you a summer job. As a trial run, before you join us officially.’

Was Mike a mind-reader? ‘Wow. Thanks.’ I'd only met Mike's parents once: laid-

back chain-smokers with a fabulous wine cellar who, marvellously and improbably, 

seemed very kindly disposed towards me. ‘Have you told him about our engagement then?'

'He knew I was going to pop the question.'

'You didn't ask my Dad for my hand in marriage, did you?' I demanded, suddenly 

alarmed.

'God, no. I know you feminists. Not a piece of property and all that. You'd have 

strung me up by the balls, wouldn't you?'
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'Yes.' 

The waitress returned with a fresh bottle of wine. She filled our glasses and we 

drank a toast. 

‘To our summer.’

‘To our summer.’ Mike’s eyes were alight with wine and laughter and our shining 

future. My pitiful pissed-up confession seemed to have been forgotten.

This was amazing. No need to think about a job. No need to wipe old men’s arses. 

And if my dissertation didn't work out, so what? Mike truly was the best thing that had 

ever happened to me.

The door banged and a tramp lunged for the salad bar. He got a handful of hard-

boiled eggs before the manager noticed and shouted, ‘Oi!’. 

Laughing, the tramp was out the door and away before the staff could get anywhere 

near him. 

‘Sorry about that,’ said the manager to no-one in particular. ‘We’re having a lot of 

trouble with theft at the moment.’

The tramp had left a sharp, foxy stink. Garlic fumes wafted from the kitchen, and 

the acrid smell dissipated gradually. 

‘It’ll be good practice,’ said Mike, gulping more wine.

‘Stealing hard-boiled eggs?’

Mike rolled his eyes. He should have seen that one coming. ‘You living in London 

with me, going to our office every day.’

‘For when we're married?’

‘And you’re my PA.’

‘Oh. I'm going to be your PA? Permanently?’ This must have been discussed with 

his father at the weekend. Nice of them to let me know. 'I don't want to sponge off you for 

the rest of my life.' I took a big gulp of wine. 'I want my own career. As a writer.' There, I'd 

said it. 

'You can do that in your spare time.'

'When I'm not ironing your shirts?' Suddenly I was angry. Mike was offering me an 

escape, but at what cost? It felt like I was being asked to sell my soul.

'We'll have a cleaner. I need you to charm the clients. After the elocution lessons, of 

course.’

My silence caused Mike to laugh hastily. But I knew he was back-pedalling from a 

serious proposition that hadn't gone down as he'd expected. 
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Lightning flashed inside my brain. I'd misjudged Elizabeth Cary. Here was I, at the 

end of the twentieth century, struggling for the opportunity to write. How much harder 

must it have been for her, the pioneer, the one who went first? Never mind what her 

characters did or didn't say about women's rights. The fact that she had published at all was 

amazing. She deserved another reading. This couldn't wait. I threw some money on the 

table and stood up. 

'Ursuls, where's the fire?' asked Mike through a mouthful of fudge sundae.

'I've got to go. There's something I have to do.'

'What, now?'

'Yes, now. Sorry. I'll see you later.' And I ran back to college, pizza and wine 

churning around my stomach. I felt bad about leaving Mike. He had been anticipating a 

lovely, boozy afternoon, and now there he was looking like a gooseberry with only an 

unfeasibly large ice-cream for company. But it couldn't be helped. Elizabeth Cary needed 

me. And I needed her.

There was hardly anyone in the library. I picked a computer in the corner, with a view of 

the river and a chestnut tree. I waited impatiently for it to boot-up. The little egg-timer 

seemed frozen. I was really shaky with computers – I'd only recently been brave enough to 

try using them, and I always had to ask some Natski for help. I looked around for any 

potential knights in shining armour. The computing suite seemed deserted. Then I heard the 

rapid click of keys. At the other end of the room a figure hunched over one of the larger, 

powerful PCs that physicists used to model sub-atomic particles. I recognised the anorak. It 

was Nathan, with his back to me. I couldn't ask him, it would seem like a cheesy chat-up 

line: 'Oh, Mr Clever Man, I'm such a dizzy blonde, please help me with this new-fangled 

machine.' I willed the egg-timer to move. And suddenly a blank document appeared. I 

wedged The Tragedy of Mariam open with my elbow and began to type.  

A slight pressure on the back of my chair made me look round. Nathan was behind 

me. 'Afternoon,' he said. 'I thought you'd still be sleeping off last night.'

'Well, I would be, but this can't wait.' I turned back to the screen, making it clear 

that I wanted him to go away. I tried to continue typing, but the computer had other ideas. 

A dialogue box popped up with an error message. Laboriously, I manoeuvred the mouse 

until the cursor hovered over 'OK'. I clicked repeatedly, but it kept coming back.

'Hmm. Interesting,' said Nathan. 'Do you mind?'

'Not at all,' I said, suddenly grateful that he was there.  He leaned over me and 
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typed rapidly. A rash of gobbledegook covered the screen as his fingers flew across the 

keys. I shifted to one side to get out of his way but I couldn't help noticing a green, earthy 

smell and a slight tang of sweat, as if he'd been running by the river. 

'The connection to the server's gone down,' he said. 

'What does that mean?' I asked.

'You can't save your work.'

'Shit. Have I lost it?'

'Not necessarily,' he replied, extracting a floppy disk from his pocket.

He slipped the disk in, pressed some more keys, and the computer started to whir. 

'You're safe now. Just remember that you're working on the A drive. Back it up as soon as 

you can.'

'Right,' I said, not really understanding. 'Thanks.'

Nathan picked up The Tragedy of Mariam and a strange anger flared inside me. Put 

it down, I wanted to shout. You don't know what you're doing. 

'Is that Mariam as in the evil Herod's wife?' he asked pleasantly.

'Erm, yeah, I think so.' He was a Natski! How could he know that?

'So you chose your bible reading carefully.'

'No... They told me to read that. I thought it was as bit random, actually.'

'Wow! What a coincidence.'

'Coincidence?' 

'You were reading about Mattathias, the Che Guevara of the Old Testament.'

'Really?' I was used to being humiliated in class, but I resented being made to feel 

thick by someone who didn't even study my subject, and was a nerd to boot.

'Yup. And his great, great...' he counted on his fingers and frowned. 'His great, 

great, great granddaughter was Mariam. She was married off to Herod to keep the peace.'

'Oh. Did it work?' Curiosity conquered my vanity. 

'For a while.  He was delighted.  She was the most  beautiful  woman in Judea...' 

Nathan gazed into the far distance, a smile playing on his lips, which, I noticed, were fuller  

and paler than Mike's. I fancied he was half in love with her.

Bizarrely, I was jealous. 'How do you know all this?'

The setting sun cleared a low band of cloud and streamed in through the bare 

branches of the chestnut tree. The room was suffused with a rosy glow, which added to my 

impression that Nathan was blushing. 

'Oh,' he laughed nervously. 'My favourite artist is John William Waterhouse. Have 
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you heard of him?'

'Erm... I think so.'  This was outrageous; I was being shown-up by a physicist.

'He's best known for his pictures of Shakespearean women. You know the famous 

one of Miranda looking out to sea? From The Tempest?'

'Oh, yes,' I lied.

'Well, I love his work. There's a great story behind each piece, and his use of colour 

and texture, the deference that he shows to the feminine form...' Nathan seemed to realise 

that he was holding his hands up as if to caress the shape of a woman. He checked himself 

and stuffed his hands in his pockets. 'I collect prints of his paintings. One day I'm going to 

buy a real one! I suppose it's the anorak in me. I got some from that poster sale in the Corn 

Exchange. They're in my room if you'd like to have a look...I mean... not that... I mean, I'm 

not trying to...'

'No, of course not,' I smiled encouragingly. 

Nathan gulped down a large breath. 'Anyway, he did a great one called “Mariamne 

Leaving the Judgement Seat of Herod”. I looked up all the history. I'm sure it's the same 

woman. Do you use the internet?'

'Oh, erm, not really.' At school, computer lessons were only for the kids who had 

their own PCs at home. We sat and watched while they showed off. I was technologically 

illiterate.

'I'll show you, if you like.'

'Oh, well if you have time...'

Nathan pulled up a chair and moved the keyboard and mouse over to his side of the 

desk. 'Watch me and then you'll be able to do it yourself.'

I got lost right where he closed down my document and clicked on some blue blob. 

Then the egg-timer twirled and a picture appeared. It was gloomy, with lots of gilding and 

shadowed carvings. But in the foreground, on blue-veined marble steps, was a woman in a 

white gown. I wasn't sure if the woman wore a black mantle, or if it was her hair that fell 

so thickly to her waist. Her eyes were like dark holes in her pale face. A slender chain cut 

across her gown, binding her hands. A swarthy man with a beard sat on a throne, head 

bowed in despair. 

'Wow, you can almost feel the tragedy.'

'That's right! He doesn't want to condemn her, but as King he has no choice. He has 

to kill what he loves.' Nathan's eyes shone behind his glasses as he looked directly at me. 

'That's amazing. Thank you so much.'
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There was an awkward pause, during which my stomach gurgled excessively.

'Well,' said Nathan. 'I'd better let you get on.' He picked up his satchel and made for 

the door.

'Thanks again,' I called, but he had already left. I felt odd. Inadequate, indebted, and 

yet somehow warmed and uplifted. Could we be friends? Would it be fair? Was I using 

him? At the very least I owed him a floppy disk. Perplexed, I returned to the computer and 

realised I didn't know how to get my work back on the screen.
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VI

Elizabeth Tanfield was born in approximately 1585. She was the only child of Sir 

Lawrence Tanfield, a wealthy lawyer. She endured a lonely, affection-starved 

girlhood, her mother insisting on strict formality at all times. The young Elizabeth 

filled her time reading and teaching herself languages. In this she was indulged by 

her father, who went against the convention of the times by providing her with 

books and tutors. 

She began The Tragedy of Mariam around 1603 but it was not published 

until 1613. The circumstances of the play’s publication are unknown, but at the 

time the play was written Elizabeth Tanfield had recently become Elizabeth Cary, 

Lady Falkland in a marriage of convenience that was fortuitous to the Cary family, 

if not to the young woman herself. It is therefore tempting to conclude that Cary 

chose to write about an oppressed wife because it reflected her own personal 

difficulties.

Cary clearly had problems adhering to the prescribed ideals of feminine 

behaviour. According to one of her daughters, who wrote a biography of Cary, 

'those that knew her would never have believed she knew how to hold a needle 

unless they had seen it,' (Weller & Ferguson, p.186) and 

dressing was all her life a torture to her...she was not able to attend to 
it at all, nor was ever her mind the least engaged in it, but her women 
were fain to walk around the room after her (which was her custom) 
while she was seriously thinking on some other business, and pin 
things on her and braid her hair; and while she writ or read, curl her 
hair and dress her head... (Ibid., p.194).

Similarly she was terrified of horse-riding, but did so because her husband desired 

it. Indeed, so desperate was she to please her husband that she adopted the 

motto 'Be and seem', indicating the psychological toll that the pressure to conform 

must have taken upon her. 

Rattigan looked up. ‘You're not writing a biography.’

'Er, no.'

'So don't tell us about her life unless it's relevant to your analysis of the text.'

'Right. OK.' I flushed with disappointment. I'd worked so hard on this, re-reading 
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the play and devouring the footnotes until the spine was furrowed and the binding about to 

give way.

‘Remember, the author's dead.'

I nodded, as though this fact was so obvious that it wasn't worthy of comment, and 

scribbled a note to go and look it up: clearly, I hadn't been invited to the author's funeral. 

'Do you think,' I ventured, 'that I could write my dissertation on Cary?'

Rattigan paused. The furrow between his brows grew deeper. 'It's possible,' he said. 

'Although so far you haven't demonstrated much ability in this area. You'll have to dedicate 

yourself to it completely for the next three months.' He stopped again, and passed his hand 

across his forehead, as though wafting away excess brain activity. ‘There’s a Gender and 

Writing conference at the Central European University in Budapest. Presenting your 

research there will help you to raise your game.’ He handed me a piece of paper. ‘The 

college will fund you – just complete an expenses form at the office.’

Rattigan sat down at his harpsichord and began a Bach prelude. I was dismissed. 

Outside, my mind whirled. He didn’t think I was a lost cause!  I looked at the 

conference details. A week in Budapest, over the Easter vacation. Mike wasn’t going to 

like it. Tough. Elizabeth Cary and I were going to Hungary. I went straight to the office and 

picked up my form. Then I realised that I didn't have a clue how the conference process 

worked. Surely there was some protocol to prevent any old Tom, Dick or Ursuls pitching 

up with a half-baked, sub-standard paper. Did I write them a letter? Ring them up? As 

usual, I would have to swallow my pride and ask Sebastian.
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Part II

Oxfordshire, 1602
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Chapter One

Thus step to step and wealth to wealth they add,
Yet cannot all their plenty make them glad.

Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act I, Scene vi, 503-04

Sir Lawrence Tanfield crept down the stairs, wincing every time his spurs clinked for fear 

he should wake his wife. He reached the marble-tiled floor where Richard, his Chief Usher, 

waited with cloak and hat.

‘Good morrow, husband.’ 

Tanfield cursed silently. His wife had been lurking in the shadows behind the 

staircase. Now she sidled towards him, hands clasped coyly behind her back. 

Richard mumbled something about seeing to horses and scurried away.

‘Madam.’ Tanfield nodded curtly as he noted the extravagant quantity of maroon 

velvet that served as her morning robe. It looked ridiculous in the pale dawn light.

‘There is a matter of grave import that I beg leave to raise with you, Sir.' 

Tanfield wished she would come to the point. Obsequiousness did not suit her. 

'Cannot it wait?' he asked, ill-humouredly.

'It concerns our daughter.' 

As ever, this caught him like a witless bird in a fowler's net. 'What is it?' he asked.

'Her tutor is abusing our trust.'

'Drayton? What gives you cause to say so?'

She unclasped her hands from behind her back to proffer a sheaf of dog-eared 

papers. Tanfield took the papers and squinted at the spidery writing, apprehending a title 

page that was much embellished with childish scrolls. His face softened into a proud smile. 

'It seems to be a verse life of Tamburlaine.' He walked to the open door, where the light 

was better, and continued to read. 'In rather good ottava rima.' He returned the papers to his 

wife. 'What is the grave import of which you speak?' 

'The energies of her womb will be utterly corrupted.’ She strove to maintain her 

respectful tone. 'Already they talk in the town. They say she is barren. More man than 

woman on account of her unnatural learning. Send Drayton away, Sir, I implore you, 

before he leads her to greater abhorrence.' 

'Madam, I believe, as Sir Thomas Moore did, that learning is Godly, and should be 

given to our daughters as well as our sons.' Tanfield strode to his horse, turning away so 

that she did not see grief shadow his face at the mention of sons. 
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His wife followed. 'What man will have her?' Her voice competed with the rooks in 

the beech trees. 

'You have no cause for concern on that account,' said Tanfield as Richard helped 

him into the saddle. 'Now if you will permit me, I must pursue my vulgar trade – dowries 

don't pay for themselves.' He wrapped his red woollen judge's robes about him. He was 

going to be late for the Assizes. 

His wife glared.

Tanfield invoked a higher power: 'Does it not please you that God has gifted our 

daughter?'

'How do you know it comes from God?' She pursed her lips. The hard morning 

light emphasised the lines that were beginning to mark her frowns.

''Tis most certainly not from you.' Tanfield returned her glare.

She harrumphed and retreated.

‘What think you to that, Richard?’ asked Tanfield.

Richard smirked. Like most of the servants, his loyalties lay with his master. But he 

said nothing: Milady had the ears of a bat. 

Tanfield rode down the wide, curving drive into the parkland that bordered his 

estate. The day was cold and bright. A late frost silvered the rolling grasslands over which 

deer wandered sleepily. Reaching a swell in the ground, he turned to view his house, soft 

yellow stone glowing in the sunrise. At the nursery window, a white speck flickered. His 

guts contracted. Every morning she was there, gazing after him, longing to go out into the 

world. Every evening she waited for him in the woods, her hands full of wild flowers 

plucked in honour of his return. This evening cow-parsley, campion and vetch would be 

the offering. He would take them from her as though they were precious tulips, and 

together they would deck the horse’s bridle so they looked like part of a May carnival. 

Tanfield wondered at God’s wisdom in creating Lizzie. It was as though a man’s 

mind had been placed inside a woman’s body, and he feared disastrous results. But Cary 

was a dazzling match. What other course was there, save a convent?

Sighing, he turned his horse down the slope, out of sight of the house. At the 

boundary of his land a group of labourers shovelled silt from a ditch. They were covered in 

mud and the whites of their eyes seemed to flash angrily. The foreman grunted his respects 

and the other men touched their foreheads so briefly that they may have been brushing 

away sweat. Their rents had increased again this year, their pay had not. A judge’s stipend 
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did not compare with the fees he had taken when he practised as a lawyer. The Queen 

demanded taxes. His wife demanded jewels. His daughter, did she but know it, needed a 

dowry large enough to snare a Viscount. The money had to come from somewhere. 

He took the Oxford road and applied his mind to the day ahead. Pray God there 

were no more priests hauled before him; passing a death sentence broke his sleep for 

weeks afterwards. 

Milady repaired to her parlour. She sank into her brocade armchair and gave herself up to a 

spasm of grief that was beyond sobbing, beyond sound. She remembered the body of her 

son, grey and waxen, taken from her as she swooned in the blood-soaked childbed. And the 

ones that followed. With each slimy bundle her sobs had diminished, turned inward and 

dried her heart with salt, until finally she made no noise at all. 

Lizzie was the first and last. Tanfield treated her as the son he would never have. 

His tolerance made it crueller. His pained look. The sympathy of his friends. How 

unluckily he had married, what a defective wife he had, and yet he was so kind to her!  

Tanfield's goodness goaded Milady into hurting him. And so she delighted in 

persuading him to raise the rents, and to bring neighbours to court over trifling disputes, 

because it made him, who treasured the good opinion of others, despised. 

There was another way to hurt him. She had not allowed herself to consider it. But 

now wickedness moved her hands. They took hold of her daughter's manuscript and placed 

it upon the fire. 

'You seem melancholy, Mistress Lizzie.' Michael Drayton helped his pupil to a chair. His 

employers had recently decided to dress their daughter as a lady. It took a great effort for 

her to arrange her casing of wires and fabrics, and by the time she had finished she was 

quite out of breath from the unaccustomed restriction of a corset.

''Tis only that in my clutter-wittedness I have misplaced my Tamburlaine.' She 

rubbed her ink-stained fingers across her forehead.

'I'll wager your father has taken it. You know how he delights in your work.' Mr 

Drayton took a pinch of powdered sandarac gum from its little silver pot, rubbing it into 

the vellum in preparation for ink. Then he filled the ink horn and sharpened a quill. His 

black velvet doublet was balding at the elbows and his neat white ruff no longer large 

enough to be fashionable. His pale blue eyes flicked warily about the room as he concluded 

that the Queen was too weak to remember her favourite poet, and it was all too clear that 
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his charge here was about to be married off. He was stuck in a country backwater. He 

needed a wealthy patron, and quickly.

Still, today he had the use of his host's library, a bright fire, a bottomless malmsey 

supply, and the most gifted pupil he had ever encountered. She looked at him, quill poised, 

eyes shining with anticipation.

'Your mother has spoken most harshly to me, Mistress Lizzie. I am to cease 

encouraging your poetic follies and teach you something of use.'

'Yes, Sir,' she said, struggling to hide her disappointment. 

'However, your father has instructed me to ignore her.' He smiled impishly and 

Lizzie giggled with glee. 'Now, perhaps you can help me with a rather tiresome 

commission.' Drayton extracted a crumpled parchment from the roll that he had always 

about him. 'A madrigal. Childish, but it pays well.'

Lizzie wondered that Mr Drayton should attempt to scrape a living from his 

writing. She knew that Milady thought him unspeakably vulgar. And she had never heard 

him mention a wife. But he had to write, and therefore he suffered. She resolved to help 

him all she could.

'Here,' said Mr Drayton, smoothing his frayed cuffs across the parchment. 'Let me 

sing you the tune.' He hummed a merry, repetitive ditty, adding the words where he had 

them.

All things invite us, now to de-dum-dum
Hence di-di-dum-dum, no care be dum-dum
Let spare no dum-dum, to dum-de-dum-dum

Lizzie frowned, as she always did when summoning her muse. 'We need an internal 

rhyme.' She counted syllables on her fingers. 'All things invite us, now to delight us...,' She 

looked at the fire and chewed her lip.

Drayton knew that he should be ashamed of himself. But the poor child was 

destined to marry a great man, who would never permit her to drag his name through the 

gutter by publishing the contents of her unnatural mind. Why let her abilities go to waste 

when they could earn him good money?

 Lizzie blurted out: 'Hence care be packing, no mirth be lacking, let spare no 

treasure...'

'...to live in pleasure!' shouted Drayton, who had been writing down every word. 
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He chuckled. 'She will like this.'

'Who will, Sir?'

'The Countess of Bedford, the Patroness of Poets.'

Lizzie regarded him steadily. 

Drayton took another gulp of malmsey and spluttered. 'I shall tell her of your 

assistance, of course.'

'I do not doubt it, Sir. You are an honourable man.'

'You are too generous, Madam. Now let us sing it through.' He ran to the 

harpsichord and picked out the melody.

Lizzie's squeaky descant joined his baritone and soon they were laughing raucously 

as they sang faster and faster, the harpsichord twanging joyfully: 

All things invite us, now to delight us. 
Hence care be packing, no mirth be lacking,

 let spare no treasure, to live in pleasure. 

'Now for the next verse,' said Drayton, slopping malmsey as he poured it. 

The Library door flew open. 

'What is the meaning of this?' demanded Milady. 'I can hear your caterwauling in 

my parlour. I instructed you to teach my daughter household accounts and you brazenly 

disobey me.'

'Madam, a little light relief between lessons...' Mr Drayton scraped his chair back 

and attempted an unsteady bow.

'Get out,' said Milady quietly. 'How dare you corrupt my daughter, sopped with 

wine, teaching her obscenities.'

Drayton gathered his papers. 'Madam, with respect, I do not believe this is your 

husband's wish...'

'Silence,' she screamed. 'My husband's derangement is no concern of yours.'

Drayton put his papers under his arm. He paused by Lizzie, who looked up at him, 

tears standing in her eyes. 'For that fine madness still you must retain,' he whispered, 

touching her cheek, 'which rightly should possess a poet's brain.'

'Get your vulgar tradesman's hands off her,' shrieked Milady, windmilling her arms 

at him.

Drayton fled the room. His footsteps rattled on the stairs. 

'And as for you,' Milady hauled Lizzie from her chair and slapped her about the 
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face. 'You devious little chit. You knew full well that I would not approve, but you and 

your precious father connive to undermine me at every turn.'

Lizzie stood mute under the hail of blows.

'Come.' Milady grabbed her ear, pinching hard, and pulled her along the gallery. 'I 

have made arrangements for you to learn something useful.'

Tanfield gave the horse its head and let it munch wild garlic from the roadside. The sun 

was flaming and the rooks roosting noisily as he reached his front door. Dreamily, he 

slipped from the saddle. When his feet touched the ground, cold panic overwhelmed him. 

Lizzie! She had not been in the woods to greet him. He rushed inside and found Meg, her 

maid, waiting in the hall.

‘Where is she?’ demanded Tanfield, gripping the girl's shoulders.

‘In the Nursery, Sir.’

Tanfield sprang up the stairs two at a time, his spurs cutting chunks from the wood. 

Meg scrabbled after him.

‘Oh, Sir,’ she sobbed. ‘Mr Drayton has been sent away. There was a dancing master 

here this afternoon and when Mistress Lizzie muddled her steps Milady took a stick to her 

legs. You should see her poor ankles, all purple and swollen...'

Tanfield reached the Nursery and tapped gently at the door. ‘Lizzie, may I come 

in?’

‘Of course, Father,’ replied the small voice.

His daughter was sitting on the windowsill, a book in her hand. Her eyes were red 

and puffy. Tanfield scooped her up and held her tight.

‘What has she done to you?’

‘Milady tried to beat the ignorance from my legs. I am mightily sorry that she has 

not succeeded.’

‘Do not be sorry. The fault is not yours. Where is that she-devil?’ he demanded of 

Meg.

‘Milady is in her parlour, Sir,’ quavered Meg, frightened by her master’s anger. 

Tanfield marched down the stairs, Lizzie in his arms, and kicked open the door to 

his wife’s parlour. She was flushed and breathless, drinking malmsey with the French 

dancing master.

‘Madam, 'tis pity you have not your daughter’s wit or you could speak to this
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wretch in his own language. Lizzie, please ask your tormentor to leave.’

Lizzie complied in a soft, sweet voice. Shocked at her vocabulary, the dancing 

master stood abruptly and left the room.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ blustered Milady.

‘My meaning, Madam, is plain. If you ever touch my daughter again, I shall have 

you pilloried like a common criminal. Do you understand?’

‘How dare you?’

‘I dare, Madam, because in the eyes of the law you are my property, to dispose of 

as I see fit. I could have you chained in the stable like the beast that you are and none 

would have cause to complain.’

Lady Tanfield gave a theatrical sob and signalled to her parlour maid that a fainting 

fit was imminent. Sir Lawrence Tanfield turned and strode from the room. His heavy riding 

cloak swung out behind him, knocking the jug of malmsey to the floor. Milady wailed in 

horror.

‘Now then,’ he said to Lizzie. ‘Let us go down to the kitchens and find Nan. I am 

certain she will know of some remedy for bruising.’

‘Father?’

‘Yes, child?’

‘Shall I not marry if I cannot dance?’

Tanfield wondered if he should reassure his daughter by telling her that a 

magnificent marriage was already in hand. Then he looked at her tear-stained face, and the 

damp kerchief knotted in her slender fingers, and he knew that only a heartless buffoon 

would impart such news to a child in distress. So he said: ‘Men marry for gold, not 

galliards. Sufficient of the former quite distracts from the latter.’

Descending to the servants’ level, Tanfield entered a warren of store-rooms and 

corridors. He felt like a stranger in his own house and he took several wrong turns before 

he reached the kitchens. He noted that wedding preparations were already under way, and 

he hoped that Lizzie was not alert to the extra truckles of cheese in the still room, nor the 

peacocks in the butcher’s pantry. 

In the scullery one of the maids dropped her pots in surprise for she had never seen 

her master below stairs before. They entered the main kitchen where a great fire roared 

under a whole pig. A greasy boy turned the spit. Cook stopped rolling her marchpane, 

mouth open. ‘Good evening, Sir. Is anything amiss?’
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‘No, Cook. We seek Nan.’

‘Jack!’ she hollered. ‘Fetch Nan. Quickly!’ she added, pointing with her eyes to 

their master. 

The kitchen boy scampered away and returned with a white-haired woman who 

walked like a young Countess. She had a crow on her shoulder and she carried a basket 

brimming with leaves and stems. She fixed Tanfield with her cerulean eyes, and the crow 

squawked accusingly. Tanfield set Lizzie down on the huge oak table.

‘Poor child,’ clucked Nan. ‘It hurts more when your mother wields the stick.’

The crow chuckled sympathetically.

Nan rummaged in her basket, keeping up a gentle monologue as she did so. 

‘Comfrey is what we need for bruised bones, though bruised hearts generally require rose 

petals too. We shall make a poultice to soothe your ankles and a tisane for you to drink at 

bedtimes. You shall soon be as bright as a buttercup, my dear.’

The crow hopped from Nan’s shoulder to the handle of the basket, where it picked 

out comfrey leaves with its beak. Nan paused and looked sharply at Tanfield. ‘You may 

leave her with me, Sir. She’ll come to no harm down here.’

The crow bobbed up and down in agreement.
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Chapter Two

Then was I young, and rich, and nobly born,
Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act II, Scene iii, 243

The air was spiced with gillyflowers. It hung on Lizzie’s face, soft and warm like the 

breath of an imagined lover. She paced the Knot Garden with slow deliberate steps, not 

used to courtly dress. Swifts sped through the darkening sky, desperate for the last few 

mayflies. It seemed to Lizzie that they looked into her heart and gave voice to its yearning 

with their high keening cries: Let me be a simple rustic, unschooled in courtly manners.  

Let me bide forever in this tranquil garden, God above me, sweet grass beneath my feet, a  

book at my girdle. 

This evening she conversed with Ovid, taking furtive gulps of the delicious words 

and then pausing to glance about, fearful lest she was observed. Milady did not approve of 

her reading Latin; it would give her the Green Sickness - she would be barren and even a 

swineherd would refuse her for his wife. Nonetheless she had read all day, forgetting lunch 

and neglecting her needlework. She felt obliged to confess herself shocked at the book’s 

content, and wondered that Father deemed it fit for a young lady. But he persisted in his 

fond belief that she had the brain of a man and therefore nothing she read could harm her, 

not even the great matters of the proud and lustful gods. 

Squinting as the dusk thickened, Lizzie read that Proserpina wanted to remain a 

virgin. This so enraged the Goddess Venus that she offered Proserpina to Pluto, the 

dreadful Lord of the Underworld. The innocent maiden wandered in a cool glade, gathering 

lilies and violets in her apron, when Pluto spied her and snatched her away to ravish her... 

 ‘Mistress Elizabeth?’ a servant called for Lizzie. It was no doubt Milady checking 

on the progress of her frayed and grubby embroidery. She decided to ignore the summons 

and wait, still and quiet, for she was seldom found in her nook behind the Maze.

The terrified Proserpina screamed for her mother and mourned her flowers as they 

tumbled from her apron... 

‘Elizabeth! Show yourself!’ 

The voice was ironclad. Sweat pricked the palms of Lizzie’s hands and she plucked 

a rosemary sprig to crush between them as she moved to obey. She peeked around the 

corner of the yew hedge and saw Milady striding towards her. 

‘Elizabeth, you are an addle-headed wanderer. Your dress is dishevelled and your 

hair would put a milkmaid to shame. Come at once,’ commanded Milady, as she licked her 
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finger and scrubbed at a smudge on Lizzie’s cheek, ‘you have a visitor.’ 

‘I, Milady?’

‘Yes, you. Can you speak only in strange tongues now, seeing as you converse more 

with dead poets than with live persons?’

‘No, Madam . . .’ Lizzie stammered protestations all the way back to the house, a 

maid at each side tending her hair, pulling it cruelly when she tripped over her skirts with 

an unexpected jolt. Milady wailed in anguish at the grass stains on her daughter’s dress as 

Lizzie was hauled to her feet and they continued their frantic trot. As they rounded the 

curve of the drive, Lizzie noted a fine horse and a handsome groom awaiting their owner. 

In the dark hallway Meg the chambermaid stood petrified. When she saw Lizzie her 

eyes filled with moisture which overflowed and spilled down her pallid cheeks. Lizzie 

pressed Ovid into Meg's trembling hand. Meg opened her mouth to speak but Lizzie’s 

imploring look persuaded her to close it again. 

On the landing Milady paused to collect herself. She turned to Lizzie, tutting and 

cursing as she re-arranged her daughter’s hair. 

‘How do you greet a gentleman?’ she hissed. 

Lizzie was breathing hard from her rush across the garden and up the stairs. Her 

ribs pressed against the rigid stomacher of her dress and she felt faint, gulping precious air 

like the trout Richard sometimes caught in the Windrush and left flapping for Cook on the 

kitchen table. ‘Curtsy low then offer him my hand?’ she panted, trying to remember all the 

foreign romances she had read.

‘Yes, but keep your eyes down at all times.’ Milady pinched Lizzie’s cheeks hard. 

‘Now bite your lips to make them red. I will have no suspicion of the scholar about you 

today.’

The Library doors were swept open by Richard in his Chief Usher’s livery and the 

friendly smell of leather bindings rose to greet Lizzie, who felt with some relish Milady’s 

discomfort in this haven of words. But the bookish scent mingled with that of claret. The 

fire crackled over the murmur of men’s voices. Father and someone Lizzie did not know. 

She wanted desperately to look up but dared not defy Milady’s edict to keep her eyes on 

the floor. She regarded her own skirts and noticed how vivid the grass stains were. The 

colour was like new leaves, like the glade where Proserpina walked… Lizzie clenched her 

fist and realised she still had the sprig of rosemary, its fragrance bleeding all over her palm. 

Father raised his voice in greeting and Milady shoved Lizzie forward. She 

stumbled, but she kept her eyes on the dark oak floorboards. 
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Father cleared his throat. ‘My Lord, may I present our daughter Elizabeth?’

Lizzie felt the heat of scrutiny, and raised her eyes a fraction so she did not lurch 

into a finely dressed man at least ten years older than she. He wore silken hose and a 

glittering sword. A large saffron ruff encircled his neck. Lizzie had never seen one of such 

circumference before and it made her want to laugh. Forcing the laugh into a small cough, 

she curtsied as low as she could, fighting the weight of her jewelled bodice, which 

threatened to topple her. The visitor’s hand extended to take hers. She dropped the 

rosemary and tried to wipe her palm on the back of her dress, knowing that Milady would 

poke at her if she could. Reverently, the visitor clasped her wrist with his cool white 

fingers, bowed lower than she had curtsied and placed a kiss on the back of her hand. 

Every inch a gentleman, he did not even wrinkle his nose at the pungent smell. To Lizzie’s 

shame she noticed that her skin was darker than his. What a country maid!

Lizzie’s visitor straightened up. All eyes were upon him, awaiting his verdict. He 

turned to Father. ‘Charming.’ 

Collective relief seeped through the room. Lizzie had been examined, and found to 

be adequate.

‘Come now,’ beamed Father a little too broadly, ‘we shall leave you two to become 

acquainted.’

Richard ushered his master from the room, causing a bustle and murmur as he 

shooed away the servants listening at the keyhole. Milady moved silently to a bench some 

distance from Lizzie and the visitor. With pounding heart Lizzie realised that Milady was 

to be her chaperone and that the visitor had some kind of intention towards her. 

The visitor bowed again, so low that his sword pointed vertically in the air. ‘Henry 

Cary at your service, Madam.’

‘I am honoured to make your acquaintance,’ stammered Lizzie. Fearful of a belated 

prod from Milady she curtsied again. 

‘Please...’ Henry Cary gestured towards a seat by the fire.

Lizzie marvelled that she was bid to make herself comfortable in her own house. 

Her bodice and stomacher felt like scaffolding around her body, and she sat unnaturally 

straight. 

He sat beside her. ‘A little claret, perhaps?’ He looked at her so obligingly that she 

felt ungrateful for refusing.

 ‘Alas, I cannot, my Lord. My mother does not approve of such strong liquor for 

young girls, unless they are prone to fainting...’ 
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Milady glared at her. 

'...which of course I am not.’ 

‘A wise edict.’ He flashed Lizzie a conspirator’s wink. ‘Tell me, Mistress Tanfield, 

are you industrious?’

‘Oh yes, my Lord, I read prodigiously - the Bible that is,’ Lizzie corrected herself, 

‘and I walk in the garden to... to gather herbs and I work mightily hard at my embroidery.’ 

She flushed for fear she was telling half-truths and made a fleeting prayer to ask 

forgiveness.

‘Indeed?’ 

Henry Cary seemed amused by something Lizzie had said and she was certain that 

Milady would be most displeased.

‘Tell me, what think you of the Court?’

‘I cannot say, my Lord, for I have never been there but I am told it is home to a 

great many Ladies, as virtuous as they are beautiful.’

Henry Cary choked on his claret but he caught Lizzie’s look of dismay and 

recovered himself, dabbing his lips with a delicate lace kerchief that he drew from his 

flounced cuff. ‘And how would you like to become such a Lady?’

 ‘My Lord, I am surely not worthy to become such.’

‘We shall see,’ he said, a smile pulling at his thin red lips. He drained his cup and 

replaced it on the silver tray held by a footman. He folded his kerchief meticulously and 

replaced it in his sleeve. Then he looked up, as if a thought had struck him. ‘Do you dance, 

Mistress?’

Lizzie’s ankles throbbed as she recalled her encounter with the French dancing 

master. She gulped, gasped, cast about for a fitting response that was not a lie. ‘Let us say, 

my Lord, that Terpsichore is not my muse.’

‘An elegant turn of phrase you have.’ Cary eyed her sharply. ‘Have you been 

schooled in poesy?’

Lizzie felt instinctively that her next answer would be of great import. ‘My father 

finds it amusing to impart a little now and again.’ She had told the truth. Just a tiny grain of 

it. Her heart hammered against her stomacher.

‘No matter, keep your mouth shut in the presence of the Queen. She doesn’t like 

competition. A good dancing master will disguise your other deficiencies.’

He rose and, with another sweeping bow, took his leave.

Lizzie rose too and curtsied, but he had already turned his back on her.
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Milady escorted him from the room. As Richard ushered them down the gallery 

Lizzie thought that she heard the words ‘blank canvas’ but the rest was drowned out by 

Milady’s pealing laugh. 

A log fell in the grate and Lizzie jumped, nervous as a startled bird. Night closed 

about the room. She helped herself to wine, the footman impassive, the tray he held so 

steady it could have been upon an oaken sideboard. The terror of the encounter had made 

her feeble and the framework of her dress became a support to her slight, exhausted body. 

The wine's sweet fire burned her throat but it fortified her somewhat. Then the smell of 

rosemary became overpowering and she hauled herself upright with the intention of going 

down to the kitchens where Nan would know how to dull the scent. The footman remained, 

a statue in the dark.

On the landing Milady caught Lizzie in her arms, called her a darling and told her 

how clever she was. Lizzie feared the wine must have sent her witless, for her mother had 

never behaved in such a manner before. ‘Eat your supper,’ Milady bid her, ‘and then come 

to your father’s study, for there is much to make ready.’ With that she swept along the 

passage to her own chamber, a gaggle of maidservants in attendance.

Lizzie walked slowly down the stairs. In the front parlour the last of the dying light 

glimmered palely on her rosewood harpsichord. She touched her fingers to the keys and 

began a half-hearted tune, but the madrigals she had composed with Mr Drayton seemed to 

belong to a different life now. Care was not passing. Mirth was most definitely lacking. 

The brassy jangle was obscenely cheerful and with each twang on the strings she felt part 

of herself plucked away. As the echoes fell to silence she heard a stifled noise and almost 

believed it was rats before she saw the shape of Meg, her white apron glowing in the dusk. 

Silently Meg thrust Ovid into Lizzie’s hand. The velvet covers were wet with tears. 

‘Oh Mistress Lizzie,’ sobbed Meg, ‘They say you are to be married and we shall 

never see you again.’

Lizzie tried to be cheerful for Meg's sake. ‘Well, if I am to be married, I shall come 

into my jointure. Which means I can pay you for all the candle-stubs you fetched so I could 

read when I was supposed sleeping. You will be rich! Come now, let’s to supper.’ She took 

Meg's arm and although the maid seemed somewhat consoled, Lizzie felt a cold dead 

weight gather in her belly.

Nan was hanging bunches of herbs to dry over the fire. Her crow perched on the 

mantelpiece pecking at a bone. 
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‘Nan,’ said Lizzie. ‘There's a roaring blast of rosemary on my palms. What have 

you to dull the scent?’

‘A wise girl would leave it be, for rosemary strengthens the heart and lifts the 

spirits. Besides, I’ll warrant it did your fine gentleman a power of good...’ she broke off, 

cackling. 

Richard was warming his feet by the fire. He smiled wryly and flushed as Lizzie 

glared at him.

Nan gestured to the scrubbed oak table on which a platter of bread and cheese was 

set. Lizzie sat and tried to eat but although the bread was fresh baked and the cheese from 

their own goats, she had no stomach for it. Nan stood behind her and placed a hand gently 

on her shoulder. 

‘Our plain fare not good enough for you, ay? I’ll wager it’s all quails’ eggs and 

fancy meats for you my girl!’ 

Lizzie turned and gazed up at Nan; though she jested there was no laughter in her 

eyes. Letting go of Lizzie’s shoulder Nan crossed to her apothecary’s chest and brought out 

a little bundle of stems, stuck all over with shrivelled white berries. 

‘Mistletoe, my dear,’ she said as she put it next to Lizzie’s platter. ‘Be sure to take a 

berry every time he has his way with you.’ 

Lizzie answered her with a questioning look. 

‘It will hold back children until you are strong enough to bring them forth.’

The crow flew down from the mantelpiece and landed on the table. Head on one 

side, it fixed Lizzie with its black button eye. She broke off a piece of bread and was about 

to offer it to the bird when one of Milady’s maids came clattering into the room. 

‘Milady will see you now,’ she announced with a sneer on her face. 

Lizzie rose, putting the mistletoe into her pocket. She slipped the Ovid under her 

platter, nodding to Nan who winked in response. The crow hopped on to her platter where 

it began to attack the cheese.

Lizzie lurched along the hallway, trying to balance the swaying of her farthingaled 

skirts with the rhythm of her step, until she reached Father’s study. Here she was forced to 

smile, for outside the door stood Richard, his livery immaculate despite having run up the 

back staircase in order to attend her. He swept open the door. Lizzie saw Father silhouetted 

in the firelight as he paced across to the window and back. Milady was seated and as Lizzie 

entered the room she made ready to kneel before her, as she had always done on these 

occasions. But Milady raised her hand. 
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‘How now, Viscountess, you kneel before none save the Queen.’

‘Viscountess?’ echoed Lizzie, puzzled. 

‘Tomorrow you are to become Viscountess Falkland, wife to the Viscount Falkland 

whom you did so well please this afternoon.’
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Chapter Three

When they to their husbands they themselves do bind,
Do they not wholly give themselves away?

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act III, Scene iii, 233-4

Lizzie stared into the darkness. Her skin crawled with unseen maggots. Snakes squirmed in 

her belly. She shivered, and pulled a blanket around her, then the sweat ran cold between 

her shoulder blades. So she put the blanket from her, until she shivered… After several 

cycles she sighed deeply and decided to abandon any pretence at sleep. The fireplace 

glowed sullen red. She crept over to the dresser and found that Meg had left a fresh supply 

of stolen candle stubs in the secret drawer, as usual. A smile, and then a stifled sob as she 

thought of the candles sitting there unused when she was far away in her new life. She 

knelt to the fire and soon had a flame by which to read. On tiptoe she felt along her 

bookshelf until she touched the familiar binding. Her favourite book, read until the covers 

hung by tenuous threads.  

Who furnish will mine eyes with streaming tears,
My boiling anguish worthily to wail?

This was Cleopatra’s lament, done into English from Garnier’s French play by Mary 

Herbert, the Countess of Pembroke. Sister of the great poet, Sir Philip Sidney. The woman 

Lizzie longed to be: a translatress loved and praised by all for the delicacy of her work, and 

the service she rendered to those men, and there were plenty in the Universities, who could 

not read French. Sometimes, in moments of extreme desolation, Lizzie had dared to ask 

God why she could not have had the Countess for her mother. But now, a spark of hope. 

Mary Herbert had a husband, surely. He must approve of her work, or she would not have 

been permitted to publish. It was possible to be a wife and a scholar. Perhaps Henry would 

be proud of such a woman? 

She read, and let the beauty of the words lull her into a doze. 

Lizzie woke, a bad dream lingering: toads were suckling at her breasts and when she tried 

to claw them away, she saw that each had the face of the man she was to marry. The night 

was still deep, the drapes around her bed admitting no hint of dawn. She slipped down 

from the bed and pulled on her robe. She had no need of a candle for she knew this house 

as well as her Latin verbs. Amo, amas, amat… She crept through the door and out on to the 



 76
upper gallery. Amanus, amatis, amant… Years of stealing from the Library in the dead of 

night had left her well practised at noiseless movement. Every whimpering floorboard and 

hinge was an intimate acquaintance. Hence the tallow grease on the latch of her door and 

Richard’s saddle oil on the joists in the staircase. Many the times Richard would reach 

down a choice volume and leave it on the Library fireplace as he locked up for the night. 

Black fingers twisted her guts as she realised that the Library and Richard and dear Meg 

would play no further part in her life. 

Once on the cold marble flags of the hallway, Lizzie made for the kitchen where the 

night watchman lay drunk on the hearth. She slid the keys from his belt and let herself out. 

Wings of fear rose within her, beating against her ribs. She ran blindly, crying out 

with wordless anguish as the night air burned her lungs. She would escape. Disappear. She 

stumbled on roots, as though the trees were trying to hold her back. At each fall she heaved 

herself upright and pushed on, flailing at briars and tearing her robe on their vicious thorns, 

until there was a fire in her throat and a shudder in her legs. She fell and found she had not 

the strength to move. The moss of the woodland floor was cool upon her cheek, her sobs 

ragged in her ears. Where could she go? Who would take her in? She wished that the 

ground would open and Pluto claim her for his bride, for he was more real to her than the 

glittering Henry Cary with his jewelled sword and ridiculous ruff. 

Eventually she began to shiver on the damp soil. Her sobs diminished and she heard 

the wind sighing softly. She got up, and found herself surrounded by the silver glimmer of 

beech trunks. These were the woods where she had gathered flowers for Father: woodbine, 

wake-Robin, long purples and moon-daisies. With the sweet pain of finality she recalled 

how the crushed and bleeding stems wilted in her hands as the day wore on, the sun 

reddened and still she waited for the sound of his horse. She strained her ears, half 

believing Father rode through the woods this very moment to rescue her. And yet why 

would he, when he had stood silently behind Milady as she crowed about the betrothal? A 

twig snapped. Yelping with surprise she whirled around, scanning the rows of trunks for 

movement. All was still. Reason told her it was a startled deer.

Chilled and weary, she could sob no longer. A melancholy calm sat upon her. She 

gained her bearings and returned to the path. The slender steeple of Burford church seemed 

to spear the moon and draw the light earthwards. She felt pulled towards it. The porch was 

a void of shadow, and she had to remind herself that this was God’s house before she could 

find the courage to step into the blackness. Once inside, shafts of moonlight cut the nave. 

Madonna lilies decked the pews in readiness for the morning but the white trumpets were 
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spectral and their odour made her head swim. She knelt at the altar but God did not answer. 

He was a great King, too mighty to be troubled by a young maid’s woes. The window 

behind the altar was flat and grey. By daylight it showed Mary as she received the Holy 

Ghost. Mary was herself a young maid, betrothed to an older man. Lizzie knew that she 

would understand:

‘Holy Mother, I am sorely troubled for I must swear to love a man I do not know. It 

is my father’s wish, and yet I am greatly in fear of damnation, for am I not a liar, swearing 

falsely to that which cannot be true?’

Her petition was met with silence, the altar cold and unresponsive. She stood and 

looked around. The scent from the lilies was so thick that it seemed to make the air quiver. 

It quivered until a shape formed out of the darkness, the size of a man, but ragged and ill-

shapen. Lizzie told herself that it was her own fear. She squeezed her eyes closed, 

expecting the shape to have disappeared when she opened them. But it moved towards her, 

breathing heavily. Lizzie screamed and stumbled backwards. In God's absence, the Devil 

had entered to steal her prayers. The shape glowed at the edges with infernal light. Its 

silhouette rose up, covering the stained glass Virgin with a huge, impenetrable shadow. The 

demon reached for her, seeking to enfold her in its darkness. She could not move. Terror 

held her feet. She closed her eyes, rigid as the monster pawed at her. 'Lizzie,' it rasped. 'Oh, 

Lizzie.' 

She waited, unable to breathe, expecting a roar, or a thunderbolt. When nothing 

happened she forced one eye open a fraction.

'Father!' 

He smiled sadly in the light of the lantern that he now held aloft. 'It seems sleep has 

deserted us both.' He sat heavily on a pew and gestured for Lizzie to join him. 'I did not 

mean to frighten you,' he said, watching the lantern flame waver. 

Lizzie stared at the floor, unwilling to admit the sense of betrayal that battered her 

heart. 'Father, I believe I have unnatural inclinations.’

Tanfield feared that she was going to start speaking of Sappho, but to his great 

relief she said: ‘I would rather hide away in your library and read all my life.’

‘And I would like nothing better. For myself, I would keep you here, my dear 

companion, safe from the wickedness of the world. But what shall happen when I die?’

‘Father! Do not speak of such things!’ Lizzie looked at him, aghast.

 'You know that I am thought strange for allowing you my library and supplying 

you with tutors. Without me, you are without guardian. They would take your land and 



 78
shut you away. If only I had a son who could defend you!’ Tanfield slapped the pew, 

furious at the immutability of this fact.

Lizzie frowned, distressed by her father’s vehemence. She reached out her  hand 

and he took it.

‘It gives me great comfort to know you shall be protected,' he said, squeezing her 

hand, 'that my wealth has given you the rank it could not give me.’

'Then it comforts me, too, Sir.' 

They sat for a while in the cool, musty silence of the nave. Then Lizzie shivered 

and Tanfield said: 'We must get you to bed. You will need a fresh face on the morrow.'

He wrapped her in his cloak, his arm around her narrow shoulders as they walked 

slowly from the church. The moon had set. Broken clouds scudded across the deep blue 

sky. The beech trees rubbed their leaves together like dry old spinsters’ hands, and the owls 

on the ridge shrieked ‘go to, go toooo.
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Chapter Four 

. . .his power and not my choice,
Had made me solemnly the contract swear

Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act II, Scene I, 19-20

White roses, whose purity shows your innocence. And rosemary, that others will see as a  

sign of constancy. Yet I mean it as the flower of remembrance, for the life you have lost and  

the friends you shall not see again. 

Lizzie’s hand contracted in a spasm of grief as she recalled Nan's words when she 

handed her the wedding garland. Warmth flowed over her palm and she saw a scarlet line 

cross it. The rose thorns had registered their protest. Lizzie’s blood dripped gently to the 

floor where she fancied it made the shape of a bleeding heart. The blood dried to a dull 

brown, Father looked curiously hopeful, and the Chaplain was engrossed in his bible. 

The bells struck noon. After momentary silence a horrified murmur started up and 

echoed around the vaulted ceiling until Lizzie feared her head should explode. The Groom 

was late: the union was cursed.

Father signalled to the Choirmaster, who struck up a stately motet.

Lizzie began to sway. Her laces were so tight that stars danced before her. She did 

not mind if her betrothed had thought better of it, but she wished he would send word so 

she could be released from the torture of her dress.

Tanfield put a steadying arm around her shoulders. ‘If he is not here in five minutes 

I shall declare his suit forfeit.’

  The last echoes of the motet faded into mutters, coughs and shuffles. And then, a 

distant percussion. Was it hooves? The congregation turned, striving to see out of the door. 

People asked each other for verification: definitely the sound of a galloping horse. 

The noise swelled into furious drumming. A horse running full pelt, very near. 

Lizzie's knees trembled as she tried to recall her husband’s face. In her dreams last night he 

had leered all too readily out of the darkness. Now she could not conjure his likeness at all. 

Above the ridiculous ruff, was there a hint of kindness, or the possibility of 

companionship? I am but a child and simple as a daisy, she thought. How would she ever 

please him? She saw it as plain as day: the marriage unconsummated, the contract 

annulled, she sent home in disgrace. Milady would have her horsewhipped for her gross 

unwomanliness. 

The beating hoofs did not stop where they ought to have done. The rhythm 
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continued, growing louder and harder until the ring of horse-shoes sounded in the church 

itself. Lizzie turned to see Henry Cary bearing down upon her on a black, wild-eyed horse. 

Just when he must ride through the altar he pulled the horse to a halt, tearing its mouth 

with the bit. He jumped lightly from his mount and tethered it to a pew. 

‘My humble apologies, Madam. This beast is as slow as it is stupid.’ He gave its 

haunch a resounding slap with his gauntlet. The horse whinnied and shivered, its flanks 

streaming with blood and sweat.  Cary stood beside Lizzie and placed her hand on his own. 

The Chaplain crawled out from behind the altar to begin the ceremony. ‘As we join 

together this noble pair in holy matrimony, let us recall the wisdom of St. Peter: Wives, be 

in subjection to your own husbands. Husbands, give honour unto the wife, as unto the  

weaker vessel...’

The sun had moved around behind the altar and suddenly it struck the stained glass, 

flowing through the Virgin's robe and flooding the nave with intense blue light. The beauty 

of it stopped Lizzie’s breath and caused tears to stand in her eyes.

‘Poor modest maid,’ the Chaplain spoke directly to Lizzie, ‘tears of humility fill 

your eyes. All the days of your life you have been storing up for this day. And we pray that 

you will practise well the lesson you have learned, which is to love, honour and obey. For a 

virtuous woman is a crown to her husband: but she that makes him ashamed is as 

corruption in his bones...’

The Chaplain’s mouth continued to form words but they were of no consequence. 

Heavenly blue light flowed over and through her, searing her soul with its unearthly glory. 

It was the blue of Nan’s eyes, borage flowers picked at dawn, an August sky, all made into 

one and multiplied a thousand fold. The figure of Mary seemed to turn and look at Lizzie. 

Her kind, dark eyes were filled with love and though her lips did not move Lizzie heard a 

voice in her head as though Mary whispered into her ear. ‘Be and seem,’ she murmured, 

‘be and seem.’

All at once Lizzie was married. The garland was placed upon her head and she was 

led from the church leaning on her husband’s arm. Blinded by sunshine, cheers and shouts 

filled her ears and a blizzard of white rose petals rained upon her. Yet it did not matter. 

Mary spoke to her and her alone. Her words burned into Lizzie’s brain as she sought to 

understand their meaning. Be and seem, be and seem she repeated on their slow progress 

back to the house.
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Despite the lamps and candles the Great Hall was gloomy. Half the high table was empty 

for Cary had brought no retinue. Father hid his displeasure well, motioning to Richard who 

quickly filled the gap with the lowest ranking guests that could be found. Alderman 

Puddefat was retrieved from his drunken snooze in the churchyard and seated next to the 

Groom. Father threw a sidelong glance at Lizzie, who smirked in reply.

Serving men rushed forth carrying platters piled high with meats and pastries. The 

rich smells turned Lizzie’s stomach. Manchet bread, sweet almond milk, and peppered beer 

were set before her husband. He did not remove his gloves but sniffed suspiciously at a 

piece of bread before tossing it to one of Milady’s parlour dogs. 

The next remove was a dozen peacocks, bodies encased in pies, tails and necks 

supported by wire frames, beaks fixed open and stuffed with burning tar-soaked cloth. 

They lifted the dimness of the hall as they were carried around it in procession to the 

accompaniment of pipe and tabor. Most were unsure how to tackle the peacocks and left 

them guttering black smoke as the necks flopped over, smutting the best linen. 

Next came a whole boar, borne aloft on a trencher by four men. Richard took a 

carving knife and slashed open the boar’s stomach, out of which tumbled roasted herons. 

The choicest cuts were presented with great ceremony to the Groom, who took out his 

hunting knife and toyed disinterestedly with his meal. A heron was brought to Lizzie, black 

plumes clinging pathetically to its singed head. She could not eat, though she took her 

knife to it in pretence of hunger so as not to offend  Cook who watched anxiously from the 

gallery, etiquette preventing a woman from serving food to her betters. Lizzie cut at the 

breast, which revealed a tiny quail stuffed inside. Her stomach lurched at such unnatural 

mingling.

All around Lizzie was the buzz and roar of merriment. Toasts were drunk, plates 

clattered and pitcher after pitcher of ale consumed. Her husband said nothing, though it 

was of no import to Alderman Puddefat who kept up a monologue on the proper 

management of the weaker sex: 

‘Lewd, idle, froward and unconstant, my boy. They may trick you with modest 

looks and chaste tears, but bed’em once and that all changes. Unnatural, insatiable lust. 

That’s what they hide under their petticoats. Watch that she doesn’t tire of you and take her 

business elsewhere, for no man likes to wear the horns of a cuckold. A good beating, my 

boy, that’s the only thing as’ll keep’em in order...’ 

Lizzie blushed to hear such crudity and yet she could not help noticing the spray of 

half-chewed meat that landed upon her husband as Puddefat held forth. Fastidiously, he 
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picked off each morsel with his gloved fingers until his face knotted into a mask of perfect 

torment. At length he could bear it no longer, and, taking up a tankard of beer, leapt to his 

feet proposing a toast to his noble and generous father-in-law. The company roared 

approval and scores of tankards were drained. 

‘The husband is restless,’ shouted a hearty voice, ‘his appetite is for other meats 

than these.’  

‘Ay,’ bellowed another, ‘bed her!’ 

Soon the shout was taken up around the room, knives banging rhythmically on 

tables. Lizzie feared she would die of shame and was thankful for the stinging white paste 

that had turned her face into a porcelain mask. It would not be long now, the dreaded 

moment, when her husband  closed the bedchamber door. He would unlace her bodice and 

discover the wadding that Milady had stuffed down there to conceal her lack of bosom. 

Rose thorns pricked her brow. Dainty jewelled slippers pinched her feet. Holy Mother, she 

prayed, give me the strength to endure.

The wedding guests formed a boisterous crowd, which led the way to the bridal 

chamber. Her husband stood and bowed stiffly before reluctantly offering his arm. Slowly, 

inexorably, they passed along the gallery and into the West wing of the house, which was 

usually reserved for Father's acquaintances from the Inns of Court. The Blue Chamber had 

been made ready, the bed hung with indigo silk and decked with vine leaves to ensure 

Lizzie’s fertility. There was raucous ribaldry and guffawing as the Bride and Groom were 

pushed forward into the chamber and the door slammed behind them.

Henry Cary paced about the room, examining the silk drapes critically before 

pausing to gaze out of the window. Lizzie thought that he had forgotten her, until he said: 

‘Well, Madam, I wager that ordeal was worth undertaking, if only for this view.’

‘The view, my Lord?’

‘When your father gives up his hold on life, which I grant is most tenacious,’ he 

sniffed with disappointment, ‘this house and everything I can see through its windows will 

be mine.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘I must confess myself pleasantly surprised,’ he continued, looking at Lizzie as 

though she was also part of the furnishings, ‘your mother is indeed a sorceress. Who would 

have guessed such a poor green stripling could be made to look almost womanly?’

‘I do not know, Sir,’ she whispered.

‘It may be possible to show you at Court, given time. That is a boon, for I had 
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expected to keep you in the country and pay some courtesan to act the role of my wife. Do 

you speak French?’

‘Mais oui, Monsieur.’ Lizzie hoped the dancing master had kept their exchange to 

himself.

‘Spanish?’

‘Si, Seňor.’

‘Hmm. You could yet be of some use. What of Italian?’

‘Anche questo, si. And Latin and Greek. And I am learning Hebrew, my Lord.’ 

Lizzie became eager. Surely this would please him?

‘Keep your Latin and Greek to yourself. The Queen likes to think that only the men 

can understand her. As for Hebrew, my wife shall not have the stench of Jewry about her. 

Stop it at once.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’ Lizzie wanted to cry. She had angered him already.  

‘Do you ride?’

‘A little, my Lord. I am too fearful to jump hedges or ride with the hunt.’

‘No matter, that can be rectified. And your dancing needs attention, does it not?’

‘There is some difficulty in that department.’

‘You will see my own dancing master from now on.’

Lizzie paled beneath the white paste on her face. ‘His methods are not violent, my 

Lord?’

Cary looked at her askance. ‘He imbues grace to persons of consequence. His 

methods will differ from those of the provincial apes you are used to.’

‘That is a relief, my Lord.’ Lizzie glanced nervously at the bed and its shining 

expanse of blue satin counterpane. Would he pin her down or coax her gently? She was so 

weary that she no longer felt terror. She wished rather that he would press his suit quickly 

so that she could sleep. 

Cary, however, made no move to disrobe. He wiped his hunting knife on a curtain 

and fiddled with the sheath until it hung to his satisfaction. 

‘My mother, Lady Katherine, will oversee your schooling. My coach will take you 

to her in the morning. It is not fit for a Viscount’s wife to remain wallowing in this yokel 

filth.’ He swept his arm to indicate the estate and all its inhabitants. 

Lizzie bit her lip. Outrage swelled behind the hard board of her stomacher. She took 

quick, shallow breaths, directing her fury at the laces which she hoped to snap with the 

rising of her ribcage. ‘You are leaving now, my Lord?’ Her voice sounded thin and distant 
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beyond the humming in her ears.

‘Yes. I’m going to Court to spend your dowry.’ Distracted, Cary checked his sword 

buckle as he walked towards the door.

Lizzie’s dull exhaustion began to twitch as it spawned indignation. What was 

wrong with her? Why did he not wish to claim his prize? She rediscovered the use of her 

legs and, appalled at her own insolence, placed herself in his way.

 Cary regarded her impatiently. 

‘My Lord, this is our wedding day. God and the Law expect certain things of us.’ 

Lizzie’s heart thudded against her stomacher. Why did she presume to question her 

husband so brazenly?

‘Ah ha! Madam’s lust shows itself. 'Tis well my mother will keep you closeted.’

Lizzie gaped. It was all she could do to prevent herself from scratching his face. 

Cary laughed. ‘Fret not! I shall leave by the back staircase to starve the gossips of 

meat. If your progress is satisfactory, you may spend Christmas with me. Until then, attend 

to your lessons.’ He chucked Lizzie under the chin. ‘Farewell, dear wife.’ 

Lizzie stepped aside and he strode from the room. Beneath the window, a drunken 

assembly of pipers and drummers began a ragged chorus: 

 ‘A wife, a spaniel, a walnut tree, the more you beat them the better they beee...’ 

The poor fools believed that they sang Lizzie to her marriage bed. Unable to 

contain her anger, she tore down the ridiculous vine leaves. How could she be fertile when 

she was still a maid? How could she rise in the morning with the sheets unmarked? She 

took the garland from her head and scratched her hands with the rose thorns. Then she 

threw back the counterpane and smeared her bleeding palms over the sheets. She wiped her 

face on a pillow until she could feel her skin breathe again. The jewelled slippers were 

wrenched from her feet and thrown across the room; the pearls unwound from about her 

neck; her skirt and bodice torn off. Her wedding costume was strewn across the floor as 

though it had been removed by the most passionate suitor. Now that she had become a poor 

green stripling once more she sat on the empty bed and watched the sun set over her 

childhood.
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Chapter Five

Or give they but their body, not their mind,
Reserving that, though best, for other’s prey?

Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act III, Scene iii, 235-6

A great carriage drawn by six chestnut mares swept into view. The horses were plumed 

with peacock feathers, and decked in green velvet. The silver bells on their harness tinkled 

like fairy laughter and as they came near the bells were joined by deep, rich voices singing 

madrigals.

Sing we and chant it, while love doth grant it. 
Not long youth lasteth, and old age hasteth, 

now is best leisure, to take our pleasure. 

Lizzie caught the tune. A memory tickled her brain. It was familiar, somehow, but she 

could not recall why. The carriage rumbled to a halt. Its rails, ledges and spokes were 

covered by garlands of cornflowers, drawing gasps of admiration from the assembled 

household, ordered by rank outside the front door. Lizzie could not help but be moved by 

the care and generosity that had created such a delightful conveyance. Perhaps Lady 

Katherine was wise and kind, and would prove a friend to her nervous young daughter-in-

law.

The Viscount Falkland’s men, also liveried in green velvet,  jumped down from 

their posts. They began to cheer and cry ‘Hail Mistress Cary’ as they distributed gifts and 

favours among the Tanfield household: little velvet pouches filled with coin for the maids 

and grooms, and runlets of brandywine for the ushers. Then came hampers of precious 

fabrics and rare spices for the Viscount Falkland’s most esteemed mother-in-law. One 

whole hamper was filled with nutmeg. The smell hung in the air, causing some of the 

maids to titter and look nervously at the grooms, for nutmeg was reputed to be a great 

aphrodisiac as well as a cure for the Plague. All looked carefully for spillages, and noted 

well the hamper’s path into the house: one clove of nutmeg would pay a servant’s wage for 

a year. 

Lizzie declared herself astonished at her husband’s generosity, though Father had 

predicted great gifts. ‘Cary hopes that this show will be reported back to Court for the good 

of his reputation,’ he muttered. ‘Pay no heed.’

Box after box stuffed with jewels, petticoats and expensive French dresses was 
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piled about the carriage until Lizzie feared the leather suspension straps should break. At 

the last moment, Richard appeared with two ushers shouldering a smaller, shabby trunk. 

The men groaned as they lifted it. Tanfield and Lizzie both gave sideways glances to 

Milady, but she was still squealing with delight on account of her nutmeg and would not 

have noticed had they commenced to load the entire library.

Lizzie knew that she should have been filled with joyful expectation as she 

prepared to blossom in her wifely duties, and yet even her gown of rosy taffeta could not 

prevent her feeling as dull as the low grey clouds that seemed to touch the chimney stacks 

of her childhood home. The early morning air was chill and damp as a mushroom picked at 

dawn. East wind howled in the beech trees and though the house was sheltered from his 

worst excess, his breath reached around to stir up swirls of old dead leaves which had 

lingered since winter at the foot of the house walls. A flurry of them leaped up at Lizzie 

and one caught fast in the lace on her bodice. As she worked it free she was struck by the 

perfect symmetry of the design and the leathery strength of what seemed so delicate. She 

allowed herself to believe that if this leaf, one of numberless multitudes, was so carefully 

crafted then her own life must be directed with even greater care and attention, even if it 

was not yet visible to mortal eyes. 

One of Cary’s men bowed deeply as he gestured for his new mistress to enter the 

carriage. Lizzie’s eyes smarted and her throat ached. She exchanged a firm nod with 

Father. Milady waved vaguely, impatient for her daughter to be gone so that she could give 

her full attention to Cary’s gifts. 

Richard helped Lizzie into the carriage. He said nothing but took the rose from his 

buttonhole and laid it on her palm. Then the door was slammed closed, the horses 

whipped-up, and the great wheels began to turn. She was alone, cocooned in velvet 

upholstery. Cary's men took up their singing once more. The words were muffled by the 

carriage's thick curtains, but eventually she picked them out: 

All things invite us, now to delight us. 
Hence care be packing, no mirth be lacking,

 let spare no treasure, to live in pleasure. 

Mr Drayton! How recently they had written those words, and yet it seemed a different life 

when she had been free to play and sing and write. How did her husband's men come to be 

singing them? Perhaps Henry had commissioned the song as a wedding gift! Would he be 

angry if he knew of her part in it? She wondered how Mr Drayton fared. Maybe he had 
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gone, as he often said he would, to the South Bank stews, to try his luck with the theatres. 

Lizzie had never been to a theatre, but she had heard tell of their unspeakable wickedness. 

Soon enough they reached the rise in the ground after which the house disappeared. 

Lizzie took one last glance behind her, knowing as she did so that it would rend her heart 

in two. Yet she was puzzled, for she thought there was a black figure framed in the nursery 

window. She feared it was Providence looking darkly upon her. Then the house was gone 

and she could not be certain of what she saw. 

They rolled out over the parkland. Deer stood shivering in the vicious rain that had 

now begun to fling itself from the sky, trees bent and flailed, and rooks were thrown 

against curdled clouds. Only the rose in Lizzie’s hand seemed hopeful, but as she looked 

closer she realised that what had seemed pure white was in fact marked with tiny red 

imperfections, as though a brush of carmine had passed lightly over its surface. She tucked 

it into the top of her bodice and hoped it would act as a comfort to her heart, but all it 

served to do was remind her of her wedding garland, now brown and withered, and Nan’s 

words. For the life you have lost and the friends you shall not see again. She felt panic rise 

within her. Here she was, utterly alone, being taken she knew not where to live with people 

she had not met. She was her husband’s property, and she had no redress if he treated her 

cruelly. 

Sighing deeply, Lizzie took up Seneca, a parting gift from Father. She tried to read, 

but the roads were so furrowed and potholed that she could not hold the book still; the 

words danced and swirled before her like so many mocking courtiers. The sky darkened 

and the wind hissed at the window. Eventually the jolting rhythm of the wheels lulled her 

into a distracted slumber. 

Lizzie woke, bewildered. She had dreamt that she was back in her bed at Burford, Milady 

shaking her violently every time her eyes closed. The pain in her neck almost made her 

shout out; she had fallen asleep leaning upon her ruff. The under-wiring had left a groove 

in her cheek, and she feared that her rouge must have stained the lace, but she could not see 

without the aid of a looking glass.  She peered out of the window. A deep dusk had settled, 

and the rain had ceased. Had they arrived? Or merely stopped to change horses? She 

prayed that she would be shown to a dressing room and the services of a maid before any 

formal introductions were effected. 

The door opened and one of Cary’s men beckoned her to disembark. 

‘Where are we?’ she asked.



 88
‘We’re here,’ replied the footman.

Flustered, she realised that Seneca was still on her lap. Having no maid to hand it 

to, and not knowing into what circumstance she might emerge, she slipped the book under 

one of the seat cushions. Then, sore and shaken from the journey, she forced her body to 

move. She stepped down into thick mud, but she had no time to mourn her shell-pink skirts 

as Cary’s man strode off up a rutted driveway. She followed as quickly as she could, 

almost losing one of her slippers in the mire. No-one offered his arm, so she picked her 

way forward, holding her skirts as high as she could without inviting scandal.

Presently, a black outline could be discerned in the twilight. As Lizzie got closer the 

outline revealed itself to be a tumbledown house. One wing was lacking most of its roof 

and several of the tiny windows had no glass in them. Lizzie thought that this must be the 

old house. They had taken the tiles and the glass for a grander dwelling which would 

appear further on up the track.

The man in green livery went up to the door of the ruin, and a light appeared in a 

downstairs window.  This was the servants’ lodging. Or perhaps the new house was not yet 

complete and that was why they had come here first. She stood waiting under the ragged 

eves of the porch. Water dripped upon her; she feared it was streaking the white veneer of 

her face. The door creaked open and the man in green loped off into the darkness beyond. 

He paid no heed to Lizzie. She stepped cautiously into the hall, where a haggard old 

chambermaid held a lamp which reeked of cheap tallow. Lizzie nodded to the servant, 

uncertain of a suitable greeting. The old maid stared coldly without a flicker of welcome. 

Then she turned abruptly and beckoned Lizzie to follow. 

Lizzie could see little by the weak flame but there were glimpses of discoloured 

walls, faded hangings and shabby rugs. A stale, musty smell caught in her throat. They 

climbed endless stairs, treacherously broken and splintered, until the maidservant stopped 

by a door and kicked it open, the hinges squealing like stuck pigs. She motioned Lizzie to 

enter and lit a candle-stub on the dresser. The room was small and sparsely furnished with 

a truckle bed in the far corner. 

‘This is a maid’s room,’ said Lizzie, trying to sound assured. 

‘My Lady says you are to sleep in here.’ 

Lizzie knew that this could not be right but Lady Katherine was nowhere to be seen 

and though she was but a tradesman’s daughter, she had manners enough not to question 

her mother-in-law's hospitality. ‘Very well,’ she said briskly. ‘Where are my boxes?’

‘They shall be brought in the morning,’ said the old sourpuss, contempt oozing 
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from her. ‘Goodnight, Ma’am.’ She made a poor attempt at a curtsy and wrenched the door 

closed behind her. The candle flickered reluctantly as a key ground in the lock. 

Lizzie rushed to the door and tried the handle. It would not move. ‘Who has locked 

this door?’ she shouted. ‘Open it at once!’ She cursed her childish obedience in doing what 

the maid had told her. A Viscountess should stand her ground, and not allow a senile 

servant to lock her in a box room. If she banged on the door and shouted, someone would 

hear and the mistake would be resolved.
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Chapter Six

earth and Heav’n,
Why did you both conspire to make me curs’d:
In coz’ning me with shows and proofs unev’n?

Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act IV, Scene vii, 473-475

Lizzie rose from the bed and stretched, trying to shake the lead from her limbs. No fire had 

been lit; the room was so cold that her breath hung in the air like fog. Neither had any 

water been brought for her toilet. She must have woken so early that the servants were not 

yet abroad. She tried to open the shutters but they were jammed. A crack in one of the 

planks admitted a tiny chink of light which cut a bright slender line across the splintered 

floor. Feeling a sudden urge to scratch her feet she looked down to find her legs covered in 

ugly red lumps. There were lice in the bed.

She tried the door. It was still locked. ‘Is anyone there?’ she shouted, rattling the 

handle. Silence. Why had she been so pliable last night? She should have demanded to see 

Lady Katherine, good manners be damned. All she could do now was dress and await her 

release. She picked her clothes up and shook them. Hundreds of small black spheres rained 

upon the floorboards. Rat droppings. That explained the incessant scuttling. She told 

herself sternly that it was nothing to do with the Devil and his Incubi. Then she sat on the 

bed and inspected her dress. Several droppings were lodged between the jewels on her 

skirts. Their removal called for a bodkin, but as none was to hand she used the buckle from 

her shoe. It was an unsavoury job and she dearly wanted to wash when she had finished. 

The chink of sunlight had moved across to the next floorboard yet still no-one came. Could 

they have forgotten  her? 

Lizzie struggled to dress without the help of a maid, but eventually she trussed 

herself up into a passable state of constriction. Then she shook the door again, shouting and 

banging, but to no avail. She needed to use a chamber-pot. She looked under the bed and 

found nothing save a dead rat and some fluff. She paced the room, agitated. Frantically, she 

took her shoe buckle and tried to turn the key in the lock but she bent the finely wrought 

silver without moving the heavy iron key. Icy fingers twisted her guts and the beating of 

blood filled her ears. What if there was Plague in the house and they had all run away and 

left her here to starve? She did not know where she was, not even which county. She had 

been a whole day and half a night in a coach. She would get nowhere on foot, and even if 

she could steal a horse, her riding was too feeble to take her far. Accepting that she was 
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trapped, she sank down upon the bed and quiet sobs engulfed her. 

Eventually she could wait no longer. She lifted her skirts and shuffled as close to 

the far corner of the room as her farthingale would allow. Her water gushed on to the 

floorboards and the sound enraged her thirst. The room reeked so strongly of rats that her 

own contribution would go unnoticed, but she knew what she had done and she was 

ashamed. She hauled herself upright, trying and failing to keep her skirts clear of the 

puddle. They were beginning to smell, caked in mud and tainted with excreta. She unlaced 

them. What did it matter? There was no-one to see. She laid them along the wall opposite 

the bed, the room being so small and the skirts so voluminous that this was the only place 

to put them. She admired how the chink of light played over the seed pearls. It put her in 

the mood for poesy, but she lacked quill and ink, so instead she sang: ‘Here is a pearl, 

thrown amongst swine… Thou spurnest this pearl, although it is thine…’

Then she heard footsteps and voices in the passageway outside. 

‘Where is the harlot?’

‘In here, Madam.’ 

A hatch opened at the bottom of the door and a head peered through. 

‘She’s not here! See, she has sprouted wings and flown to the Devil.’

Lizzie crawled into the head’s line of sight. ‘I am here. I am cold and starved and 

dirty. I demand to be released.’

‘The whore is in no position to make demands,’ said the woman who squinted into 

the room. Her face was pinched, her eyes sunken. 

‘How dare you keep me like this? My father is a judge and he shall bring the full 

force of the law crashing down upon you.’

‘Oh, a common creature, whose father pursues a trade!’

‘Who is the commoner here? Your guest has been offered nothing but insult and 

offence.’ Lizzie knew that argument would not remedy her situation, but she could not 

control her tongue.

‘Listen to the effluent of her diseased mind. She spouts and rails so that all the 

world might hear. 'Tis certain that she who makes so free with her thoughts makes also free 

with her cunny. You are a roaring girl, a ranting harpy, a loose-lipped drab who lies in the 

gutter for any passing man.’

‘I am no such thing! Summon a midwife and she will tell you that I have lain with 

no man. Not even my husband!’

The hatch slammed shut. 



 92
‘Let me out! My father shall hear of this!’ She pounded on the door until she lost all 

feeling in her hands. She realised that her fury was fuelled by a vision of Henry’s face as 

he accused her of lustfulness. Was Lady Katherine acting upon his instruction? Lizzie 

slumped to the floor and curled up as tightly as she could, her hands over her face. 

When Lizzie recovered, she noticed that a tray had been left bearing a jug of water 

and a plate of dry biscuits. The water was cold and she gulped it down in one delicious 

draught. Then she snapped a corner off a biscuit. It was stale and hard. A weevil crawled 

out from the broken edge. Her stomach lurched and she pushed the plate away. The water 

had left a strange bitter taste in her mouth.

Lizzie sat on the bed and considered her situation. A dark thought that had been 

hovering, unformed, at the edge of her mind began to take shape. They were going to kill 

her. They would keep her here until she went mad, and then they would force her to drink 

poison, or throw herself from the roof. They would say she had invited her own death. 

They would keep her dowry. They would press their claim to Father’s land. Was it not said 

that the Earl of Leicester’s wife fell down the stairs and broke her neck so that he could 

marry the Queen? 

Perhaps she had already drunk poison! The water tasted mightily odd. She tried to 

make herself wretch, but could not persuade her abused stomach to part with its contents. 

Lizzie trembled. The cold certainty of the realisation settled upon her like frost. She had to 

get word to Father! He would demand to know why his letters went unanswered. Surely he 

would visit in person when he had no news of her. But how long would it take him? A 

week? Two? He would think her busy with her new duties, fondly imagining that she had 

not the time to take up her quill. 

Weak with hunger, she lay upon the bed and fell into a fevered half-sleep. When 

she woke, the line of light had moved all the way across the floorboards to the opposite 

corner. The light had become thick and golden and she fancied it was a strand of honey 

strung across the room. She rose unsteadily and ran her fingers through the light. She 

licked them, yearning to taste the honey that used to gild the bread of her nursery suppers. 

She tasted only the sweat and grime of her own skin. The line of light became deep orange 

and then faded. The sun was setting. Panic churned in her guts as scratching and pitter-

pattering ricocheted behind the wainscoting. She could not endure another night alone in 

the blackness. 

The cold of dusk seemed to rise through the floorboards. She retrieved her skirts, 

which she wrapped around her shoulders like a cloak. Putting her face against the inner 
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layers, she fancied she could smell Nan's herbs drying by the fire: winter savoury, sweet 

cicely, and lovage. The vice of homesickness closed around her heart, squeezing sobs up 

into her throat. She sniffed angrily. Taking up her shoe buckle, she knelt by the door and 

tried to attack the latch that she supposed held the hatch closed. She found the tiny gap 

between the hatch and the rest of the door. Then she worried and picked and twisted, until 

her fingers bled and her nails were ragged. Eventually she managed to push her shoe 

buckle through the gap and to hook it under the latch on the other side of the door. The 

latch moved a fraction but Lizzie had to stop and rest. It was as though she was looking at 

her own hands through deep water; they moved slowly, off-kilter, and it seemed that they 

would float away at any moment. Her eyes were weighted with sleep, and soon her head 

fell forward into her ruff. 

The hatch opened and light spilled across the floor. 

‘Are you Elizabeth?’ hissed a voice.

Lizzie groaned and tried to raise her head, but it had become so heavy that she 

could not move it.

‘I am Jane, your husband’s sister,' whispered the voice. Two slender freckled hands 

pushed a tray into the room. On it was a platter of bread and cheese, a pot of beer, and 

something wrapped in a kerchief. ‘Throw that bone into a corner and leave it for the rats. 

They’ll bother you less if they’ve something to go at.’

Lizzie hauled herself into a sitting position. ‘Is she trying to kill me?’

‘No, she believes she is saving you,’ said the voice called Jane.

‘From what?’asked Lizzie.

‘She is certain all women are harlots and must be cleansed of their sins. The worst 

you can do is deny her accusations. 'Tis better to humour her. Confess to all. Repent. Plead 

to be sent to a convent.’

Lizzie considered Jane's advice. ‘Is it not a sin to lie thus?’ she asked.

‘God will forgive you. 'Tis your only means of escape,’ said Jane.

‘Can you write to my father for me?’ asked Lizzie, hope flaring.

‘Alas, Sister,' said Jane sadly, 'I have no letters. Mother forbids me to learn in case I 

read of corruption.’

‘Oh.’ It took Lizzie a moment to digest the utter outlandishness of not being 

literate. ‘Can you bring me ink and vellum?’

‘Mother keeps it locked away.' Jane let out a weary sigh. 'She has the only key, on a 
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chain around her neck.’

‘I suppose she keeps the key to this room there too?’ asked Lizzie, despair 

threatening to engulf her once more.

‘She does. But here, have my light. I shall pray for you.’ Jane pushed a smoking 

tallow lamp towards Lizzie. Footsteps approached. 'I must go,' hissed Jane. Swiftly, she 

closed the hatch and quietly secured it. 

Lizzie fell upon the bread and cheese, barely chewing as she forced the 

nourishment into her stomach. Then she gulped the beer so fast that much of it ran down 

her chin and trickled, a cold meandering, between her breasts and on to her stomach. To 

Lizzie it seemed like Death’s caress and she shuddered. 

A large rat approached. It had shiny black eyes and its nose quivered as it regarded 

her quizzically. It scratched at the kerchief which contained the bone. Lizzie noticed how 

pink and soft its paws seemed, how clean and delicate its claws. She understood what the 

rat was asking her. She threw the kerchief-wrapped bone into the farthest, darkest corner of 

the room. The rat stood on its hind legs and twitched its whiskers. Then it turned and 

rushed after the bone. From the darkness came squeaks and crunches. Lizzie put the tray 

that had borne the bread and cheese under the bed, wary of incriminating her sister-in-law.

Then she turned to the tray which had brought the water and hard biscuits. The 

biscuits were all gone. In their place sat a pile of rat droppings. Laughing to herself, she 

arranged the little black spheres into letters on the tray. She spelled out Mea culpa. 

Thinking her creation dull, she unpicked a quantity of seed pearls from her skirts and 

illuminated the first letter with many delicate scrolls. That ought to please the maid when 

she came. 

It was daylight, but which day Lizzie could not tell. There was dust in her mouth and her 

cheek prickled with splinters from the floorboards. Her lamp had fallen on to its side; a rat 

was eating the remains of the charred tallow. 

Lizzie sat up. 

The rat paused and looked at her with its blackcurrant eye. 

‘I am honoured to make your acquaintance,' croaked Lizzie. 'My name is 

Elizabeth.’

Lizzie could not be sure, but she thought that the rat said ‘Myrtle’.

Just then the hatch opened and to Lizzie’s disappointment Myrtle skittered away. 

The tray with its illuminated pearl and rat-dung lettering was removed. Then a chilblained 
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hand pushed a quill, a pot of ink and some parchment towards Lizzie. 

‘Pah, you drive a hard bargain,’ Lizzie complained. ‘There is no more than two 

pearls’ worth of parchment here. What can I buy with the rest?’

‘My Lady bids you write to him,’ came the maid's muffled voice.

‘Who?’ demanded Lizzie.

‘Your husband, Madam.’ The maid spoke slowly, her condescension evident.

‘Have I a husband, indeed?’ Lizzie knew that she must have spoken these words, 

but her voice echoed strangely in her head, as though she was underwater.

‘You have, Madam,’ said the maid patiently.

‘That is strange, for there is not one in my bed. Save you count the lice; I must have 

been wedded, although never bedded, a thousand times over for my husband is indeed a 

louse.’ Lizzie laughed shrilly, impressed with the wit of this voice that did not belong to 

her. What if the voice took possession of her body, and continued to say such shocking 

things? She would have to wear a gag! The thought of wearing a gag set her laughing 

harder.

‘I cannot fathom your meaning, Madam. My mistress commands you to write to 

him,’ said the maid, disconcerted by Lizzie's amusement.

‘You write to him. I have paid you enough pearls to pen a fine letter and a sonnet 

too. Do write, for I warrant you know him better than I.’ Lizzie wondered at this voice that 

came from her mouth but was not her own.

‘I cannot write, Madam,’ confessed the maid, crestfallen.

‘And neither can I, for how can I write when I am in the wrong?’ Lizzie hooted at 

the marvellous conceit that this strange voice had supplied.

‘You speak nonsense, Madam,’ said the maid, slamming the hatch shut.

Myrtle the rat laughed and twitched her blossom-pink nose. ‘She could not follow 

the convolutions of your wit, Elizabeth.’

Lizzie recognised Myrtle's voice. It was the same voice that had taken possession of 

her body,and spoken such amusing riddles. 'How I admire your rhetoric, Myrtle!' 

proclaimed Lizzie, snatching up the parchment and priming her quill. 'Speak more, and I 

shall be your scribe.'

Myrtle regarded Lizzie quizzically, head on one side. She twitched her whiskers 

and scurried away. 

Lizzie sat for a moment, disappointed. Then she seemed to fall into a waking 

trance, during which she stared at the floorboards for a long while. Eventually she roused 
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herself and recalled the purpose of the quill in her hand. She tried to scratch a plea for help 

to her father. But she could not decide whether to use Latin, or Greek, or French, and 

changed her mind in the middle of words. It took her an age to finish a sentence. At last she 

finished writing, although she could not remember what it was that she had wanted to say. 

When she tried to read it over to check her grammar the parchment flitted about like a large 

yellow butterfly.  She let the parchment flutter while the ink dried, then she folded it and 

stashed it under the mattress. She prayed that Jane would return soon.

After that, there was nothing to do but curl up on the floor again. 

Some time later – hours and days had become one – Lizzie opened an eye to see 

Myrtle looking at her. Perhaps the rat was deciding whether decorum permitted a tentative 

nibble, or if a Viscountess had to be entirely expired before her bones were fought over.

‘Are you dead, Myrtle?’ asked the voice that possessed Lizzie's lips. Lizzie was not 

sure whether the voice spoke aloud or merely echoed in her mind. 

No matter, for Myrtle answered in the same voice, and this time it spoke the 

Countess of Pembroke's words: 

Die will I straight now, now straight will I die,
And straight with thee a wandering shade will be,

‘By Pluto,' said Lizzie, 'you are right. I am cold as the grave and I have left my 

body lying on the floor. Look, do you see it?’ 

And there it was, face down, without even a sheet for warmth.
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Part III

Jerusalem, Before Christ
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Chapter 1

Herod reeks of the mid-day heat, raw as cedar resin. He lies on sheets darkened with sweat. 

Mariam regards him as though he is a wild animal who has fallen into her dream. She 

touches the tip of his fine Arab nose, traces the line of his venal lips and strokes his sable 

beard. He smiles. His eyelids flicker. She runs a finger over his burnished skin, the weft of 

sinew, the curve and swell of muscle. His arm is that of a warrior, hardened by sword and 

spear. But his fingers are fine and slender, nails short and clean; eloquent in debate, swift in 

passing judgement. She places her fingers over his, marvelling at how tiny her hand seems, 

how pale her skin in comparison. She seems to relish this complete possession of his body, 

and in her boldness she circles his navel, moves towards the luxuriant hair of his loins. He 

grunts and shifts on the bed. She lingers upon his ribs, mapping the coves and inlets of a 

complicated scar. 

He opens his eyes, deep brown, alight with golden flecks. ‘That tickles,’ he laughs.

‘Is that what you said when it happened?’

‘I said nothing. I killed the bastard.’ He raises himself on his elbow and gazes down 

at his wife.

‘Who was he?’ she scribes abstract patterns on his chest.

‘Just a brigand.’

‘What sort of man?’

‘Barely that. A stripling.’

She retracts her hand. ‘Did you have to kill him?’

‘There is no room for pity in the caves of Arbel.’ He closes his eyes, a crease 

between his brows. 

She contemplates him with ravenous revulsion. 

There is only the suck and sigh of their breathing, two rhythms in counterpoint. 

White linen drapes flap listlessly against the dark wood of the bed. Somewhere a flute 

chirrups, indecently cheerful. 

Then he stirs and says: ‘Besides, would you rather have a scarce-bearded boy in 

your bed?’

‘I thought you would never come back to me, that I should die unbedded.’

‘The thought of your bed kept me alive.’ He rolls over and she is caged between his 

elbows. She writhes beneath him, a kittenish mewl nestling in her throat. His hands run 

over her like mercury, unable to settle. His touch seems to lull her into a delirious swoon. 
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She closes her eyes, long dark lashes brushing her cheek like a wave of black silk. He lets 

his weight rest gently upon her as he kisses her high, smooth forehead; her proud nose; and 

the almond lids of her celebrated eyes. Just when it seems that she invites his conquest, he 

yells and jumps as if scalded. She has tickled him, in the secret place between his ribs that 

only she knows. She wriggles free and retreats to the bottom of the bed.

'A flanking movement worthy of Caesar,' he notes admiringly, eyes bright with the 

joy of battle. He crawls towards her.

She wraps herself in a sheet, demure as a Temple maid. 

'Why do you hide from me, wife?'

'I fear your generosity.'

'Generosity?'

'You have given me five children in seven years, and I nearly died of the last.'

'But you didn't.' He takes her hand. The smile that dances on his face is like sunlight 

on melt-water.

She lets the sheet drop, revealing silvery stretch marks which score her rounded 

stomach. Her skin is pale because she is rarely allowed to leave the palace, and so the rich 

nut brown of her hair, glossed nightly with raw silk, and the smoky quartz of her eyes are 

all the more striking. She appears translucent, a vessel filled with unearthly beauty; a 

fitting prize for the King of Judea. 

'My Lord, we let the land rest every seventh year. Will you not grant me what we 

give to our fields?’ Her eyes are dark stars.

‘And who feeds your idiot people while they let the land rest? Me.' He pokes his 

chest. 'With my own money, importing grain from Egypt.’ He takes her wrist. He touches 

her carefully, as he would a piece of exquisite jewellery still hot from the forge. But there 

is force behind the care, and it is clear that he will not release her.

She tries a different strategy. ‘If I am to risk my life, may I beg another in return?'

'Who is it this time?' His face softens indulgently and he pulls her on to his lap. She 

settles, stroking his beard as she puts her case:

'A stonemason of good family. He had been drinking wine brewed from hangover 

dates, and boasted too loudly that his wife was more desirable than me.'

Herod snorts. 'Drunken fool.'

'One of your spies had him arrested. He has been in your dungeons for two full-

moons now. His wife is with child and can barely afford to eat.'

'He spoke treason in public. He has no grounds for appeal.'
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'Actually the opposite of treason, my Lord.'

'How so?' He is distracted, caressing her breasts, which, although diminished by the 

waxing and waning of pregnancy, are still alluringly full.  

'For if he covets his own wife, he will never seek to seduce me. Would you have 

every man in Judea panting under my window like a mad dog?'

'You have me panting like a mad dog,' he grunts, lifting her from him so that he can 

admire his possession. 

She puts a foot to his shoulder and pushes him down into the pillows. She stands 

over him, her delicate toes brushing the hard muscles of his stomach. 'What good is it 

locking up a stonemason when your Temple is so delayed?'

He contemplates her, calculating. 

'Please?' She smiles, her full pink lips drawing back to reveal teeth which are white 

like the petals of a daisy.

'I will not release a criminal every time you simper at me.' He seems leaden and 

troubled. Her wheedling serves to weary, rather than amuse. 

'Then I will not lie with you.'

'Will not? Wife, you have no will.' He catches her wrists and pulls her towards him. 

She twists and turns like a bird in a snare but he holds her tight. Exhausted, she 

hangs limp and glares at him. 

'Now,' he smiles. 'You were saying?'

Mariam spits.

Herod flinches as though it is venom that drips down his cheek.

She shrinks into herself, awaiting her punishment, but he seems too shocked to 

move. 

A metallic green beetle has been feeling its way across a half-eaten fig on the 

platter by the bed. Now it stops, poised on the glistening flesh as if it too can feel the 

approaching storm. 

Herod inhales deeply, his chest swelling with menace. He closes his eyes and opens 

them slowly as though expecting to wake from a dream. When he sees that the dream is 

still there, he exhales a bone-shaking roar: 'If you knew what I suffered to win you. 

Ungrateful mare!' 

His hands close around Mariam’s neck and he pushes her down into the pillows. 

For a moment it appears that he means to take his pleasure by force, but her loathing is 

incandescent and his ardour wilts visibly in its ferocious glow. He pauses, eyes barren as 
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the desert beyond his window. Then he turns and sits heavily on the edge of the bed. She 

leaps up and skulks behind a carved cedar bedpost. 

‘Get out,’ he says. The skin under his eyes is dark blue, and the deep lines at either 

side of his mouth are bars which prevent him from smiling. 

She runs, bare feet slapping the marble tiles. As she reaches the doorway he cries 

out and flings a wine jug. It hits the frescoed wall, raining shards of crockery. She runs on, 

oblivious. 

Herod throws himself face down on the bed, his body wrenched by sobs. He seems 

not to hear the scuffle in the corridor, nor the approach of slippered feet. 

Sohemus, the Steward's gold chain about his shoulders, pads into the room. He is a 

handsome man, although greying now, but he has never taken a wife. He is of a noble Arab 

family and could live like a King in his homeland. But he chooses to devote himself to 

Herod, who saved his life in battle. Now he frowns as he contemplates the smashed jug. 

Then he retrieves Herod’s crown and wipes it with a corner of his robe.  As he opens his 

mouth to speak, one of the town flocks is driven beneath the window on its way to the 

watering hole. A chorus of bleating accompanies the percussion of hooves, rising to a 

crescendo and ebbing into the distance. 

In the silence that follows Sohemus says, ‘My Lord?’

Herod mumbles incoherently. Wine drips down the wall and clots in dark red pools.

‘My Lord, are you well?’

Herod sits up and rubs his eyes. ‘Sohemus, your ability to ask stupid questions is 

really most impressive.’

‘Thank you, my Lord,’ replies Sohemus as Herod motions for him to sit on the bed. 

‘Tell me,’ asks Herod, ‘what is so urgent that you must disturb my rest? Have the 

Pharisees been singing too loudly again? Or the prize ram fallen down a well?’ 

‘Your sister… She claims it will not wait.’

Herod slaps his Steward’s knee. ‘My friend, we both know that Salome waits for no 

man. Show her in.’ 

Herod bows his head and allows Sohemus to replace his crown, the dainty gold 

circlet almost hidden by his thick black hair. The King of Judea stands and shrugs on his 

fine linen robe, pulling it close to conceal the red scratches on his chest. He tugs at his 

beard, still damp with his wife's saliva, sighs wearily and nods.

‘Enter!’ calls Sohemus.  

Salome surges into the room, undulating like a cobra roused to strike. Her carmine 
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lips curve dangerously around sharp incisor teeth. Her eyes blaze with indignation. Strings 

of rubies struggle to keep a wild mass of raven curls from her gracefully arched brows. 

Next is Mariam, head held high, her eyes on a far horizon. She wears a white sheet, 

knotted in the Roman style. 

Behind them shuffles the Cupbearer. He carries a large earthenware goblet painted 

with priapic figures. 

Salome prostrates herself flamboyantly, gauzy robes settling upon the curve of her 

rump and the hollow of her back. 

Mariam stands straight as a Temple pillar, a necklace of bruises beginning to bloom 

upon her milky throat. 

The Cupbearer kneels, trembling. 

Herod contemplates his visitors. ‘Get up Salome. I do not provide silks for you to 

clean the floor with them.’ 

Salome holds out a ringed and painted hand until Sohemus realises that he is 

required to help her up. 

She purrs approvingly when he uses more force than is necessary. 

Sohemus rubs his hand as though he has touched hot metal.

‘How pleasant to see you again, my dear,’ says Herod to his wife. For a moment, 

hope flares in his eyes.

Mariam looks through her husband at a point on the wall beyond. 

Hope fades, and he turns to the Cupbearer. 

‘Ah,’ beams Herod. ‘You have brought me a present! A small token, perhaps, of 

your esteem?’ The curl of Herod’s finger pulls the Cupbearer upright and with shaking 

hands he proffers the drink. Herod swirls the liquid around and sniffs as though it is a 

particularly fine vintage. 'What is this?’ he asks, a half-smile playing on lips, which, in a 

less powerful man, would appear feminine. 

The Cupbearer has nothing to clutch but his own white-knuckled hands. He looks 

to Mariam, who gives no sign. His eyes dart to Salome. With the pretence of a delicate 

fidget, Salome pulls her finger across her throat.

 ‘Well?’ asks Herod.

The Cupbearer quivers. 

Herod dips his finger into the goblet and then holds it up for inspection. It has a 

purple sheen. He moves it towards his mouth and sticks out his tongue. 

Sohemus has been observing at a discreet distance. Now he strides forward. 
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‘No!’ shouts the Cupbearer, voice ragged with terror.

Herod winks at Sohemus. Then he looks at Mariam and tilts his head attentively. ‘A 

fine puzzle, Wife.  My Cupbearer brings me a drink and then will not suffer me to drink it. 

Perhaps you can explain? Hmm?’ He chucks Mariam under the chin. 

Mariam remains aloof, gazing at an unseen horizon. 

'Are you fools or liars?’ demands Herod. 

Silence. 

‘Do you refuse to answer your King?’ A vein in Herod’s neck begins to pulse.

Sweat drips from the end of the Cupbearer’s nose. 

There is a loud crack and Mariam’s sheet is flecked with violet splashes. Herod has 

crushed the goblet in his fist.

‘Brother, you shall hear the truth from one whose loyalty to you is beyond doubt,’ 

coos Salome.

'And who might that be?’ asks Herod.

‘Me, Salome, your sister and subject.’ She beats her breast for emphasis. 

'Enlighten me.’ Herod sits heavily on the bed once more. He rests his elbows on his 

tree-trunk thighs and cups his face in his hands. 

‘I was returning from the silk merchant’s when I spied your Cupbearer leaving the 

Queen's apartment with a flask. I asked him what the potion might be, my first thought and 

concern being my brother's welfare...’ 

Herod raises his eyebrows.

‘...at which your Cupbearer replied that the Queen had entrusted him with a love 

philtre, the better to enhance your sport this afternoon...’

Herod snorts loudly. 

‘Your Cupbearer told me that he was uneasy, for the potion smelled evil. He 

confessed that the Queen had paid him handsomely for his trouble, and ordered him to 

speak of his task to no-one. The truth, my King and brother, is that your piggûl of a wife 

has attempted to poison you.’ Salome’s smile reveals teeth that are sharp like a cat's.

Herod approaches the Cupbearer. He puts his arm around the man’s shoulders. ‘Is 

this true?’ he asks lightly. 

The Cupbearer looks once more at Mariam, who gives no sign. He glances again at 

Salome, who glares back. He swallows hard and nods his head. 

Herod embraces the Cupbearer as though he shall be eternally in his debt. The wind 

changes. Herod shoves him to the floor. ‘Traitor! She has not the wit to act alone.’ He looks 
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furiously at Mariam. ‘There are others with a part in this and they shall be discovered.’

Salome claps twice and the Royal Guards burst in, hands on sword-hilts, eyes 

glittering with anticipation. 

‘Put him to the torture,’ orders Herod as the petrified Cupbearer is hauled away. 

The smell of terror permeates the room. 

The Queen’s Guard, distinguished by richer tunics and jewel-encrusted scabbards, 

awaits instructions for the fate of Mariam. 

‘Take the Queen to her quarters,’ says Herod. 

The guards move towards Mariam, but they dare not touch her. She walks slowly 

from the room, treading barefoot upon the ruins of crockery that litter her path. The guards 

troop after her, crunching the debris under their nailed sandals.

Salome releases a deeply satisfied sigh and smiles broadly. ‘Dear Brother,’ she 

says, stroking his arm coquettishly, ‘your thanks are unnecessary...’

‘Leave me!’ snarls Herod. 

Salome skitters from the room, bracelets clinking. In her zeal to avoid the smashed 

jug and spilled wine she stands on the platter, pulping the half-eaten fig and its iridescent 

beetle with a soft squelch. 'Ugh,' she wrinkles her nose as she lifts her gown free of the 

mess. ‘So indecorous,’ echoes her voice in the corridor.

‘Sohemus?’ Herod’s voice is querulous. 

‘My Lord?’

‘There is something you must promise me.'

'Anything, Lord.' Sohemus kneels to show his willingness.

'She must not outlive me.' Herod speaks so quietly that Sohemus strains to hear.

'My Lord?'

'I shall be summoned to Rome soon. If I die, you must kill her.'

'Kill the Queen?' Sohemus grabs the bed to steady himself.

'I can bear anything except the thought of my wife with another man. They will 

come sniffing like dogs, if they think I am safely in Hades.’

'I will protect her, Lord,' says Sohemus vehemently.

'You will defile her,' roars Herod, grabbing Sohemus around the neck. Sohemus is 

tall and wiry, a famous archer in his own land. But as Herod threatens him he looks like a 

skinny boy who has been caught stealing dates. 

'Never, Lord,' gasps Sohemus. Herod's shadow falls over him, casting deep pools of 

darkness in his eye sockets and the hollows of his cheeks so that he seems to wear a death 
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mask.

'I cannot be without her. Where I go she must follow. With this promise you free me 

from the fear of death.' Herod kneels facing Sohemus, and draws the dagger from his 

Steward's belt. 'Swear.'

With trembling hands Sohemus takes the dagger and clenches his teeth, which flash 

white against his sun-baked skin, as he strokes the blade across the inside of his forearm. 'I 

swear,' he whispers, blood running down his arm and blooming on his robe. 

Herod puts his fingers on the cut and then touches them to his bowed head. 'Thank 

you,' he says quietly. 

Sohemus nods and makes good his escape.
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Chapter 2

In the Temple Herod prowls manically. The guards pant trying to keep up, their footfalls 

echoing on the marble floor like a sudden shower of rain. But he does not tire. Now he 

skirts the Eastern wall, fingernails dragging over the carved contours of the massive 

limestone blocks. Each block has a central boss that reflects the moon-glow, fluted edges 

receding into shadow; a black and white mosaic shining in the pale light. 

Reaching the North-East corner Herod hoists himself up to a gap where the masons 

have not yet finished. He hangs looking down into the Pool of Israel, which seems to hold 

a trembling mirror to the sky. Below the Pool of Israel the Pool of Bethesda is in shadow. 

Beyond the dark water, shepherds’ camp-fires dot the escarpment where the land falls away 

towards wilderness. A girl’s voice carries, high and clear. The words are muffled by 

distance but the sweet falling cadences sing of lost love. He looks over his kingdom and it 

seems that the night wind, strong on this exposed rock, draws moisture from his eyes. 

With a bellow Herod drops from his vantage point, spins on his heel and runs as 

though in fear of his life towards the Inner Sanctum. The guards watch, anxious lest he do 

the unthinkable, but he crashes full tilt into one of the pillars marking the sacred boundary 

and throws his arms around it. Despite his warrior's reach, his arms do not meet, such is the 

girth of the pillar. Spent, he slides down the pristine marble, murmuring ‘Mariam, 

Mariam,’ as blood trickles from the corner of his mouth. 

‘Look what she has done to you!’ Salome emerges from the shadows and dabs 

Herod's mouth with a corner of her shawl. ‘Remember your guards have eyes and ears. I 

have no wish to arrange for more tongues to be cut out.’ She puts her hand under his elbow 

and coaxes him upright. ‘Walk with me.’

The wind tugs Salome’s gossamer robes tight against her body and she lets her 

shawl flutter, revealing glimpses of her ripe buttocks and sinuously curved hips. 

The guards jostle for a front row position as they follow her.

Salome’s voice drops to an intimate whisper. ‘She plots to kill you and marry 

another. Try her for treason. Discard her.’ She ruffles the luxuriant hairs on Herod’s 

forearm. 

He grunts and pulls his arm away. 

She runs to the nearest pillar and leaps at one of the swords hung there, staggering 

under its weight as she twirls it around her head. ‘I will do it for you. Just say the word!’ 

The guards exchange glances and look to Herod for guidance. 
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A long, low laugh rumbles in his chest. ‘So, you would steal my war spoils and kill 

my wife?’ He takes both her wrists in one hand and lifts her up. 

She dangles, kicking her legs and howling with laughter. 

‘Give me the sword,’ he says.

She resists. 

Herod begins to squeeze. 

‘Peace!’ she calls, loosening her grip. 

The sword clatters to the floor. Its metallic echo startles a flock of doves roosting in 

the eves of the colonnades. They wheel around the Court of the Gentiles and fly across the 

moon, calling in fright as they flee into the darkness. 

Herod puts Salome down and tries to rub the red marks from her wrists. ‘You will 

be bruised in the morning,’ he chides.

‘It will not be the first time,’ she states, flashing the guards a coy smile. 

A guard moves to retrieve the sword but Herod reaches it first. He holds it with 

both hands, slicing an intricate pattern across the sky. The blade is rusted, but in his expert 

grasp it makes a noise like tearing silk. With a roar he lifts the sword high above his head 

and brings it screaming down towards a mason’s workbench. Chisels and mallets fly pell-

mell as the blade shatters upon a half-finished carving. ‘Parthian rubbish,’ he says, giving 

the handle a hefty kick.

They skirt the inner courts, whose high walls protect the Holy of Holies at their 

elaborate centre. Tonight the walls seem to lose solidity as they shimmer beneath the cool 

light of the moon. At the Sheep Gate, Salome pauses. A glossy purple river, remnant of the 

day’s sacrifices, blocks her path. She shifts uncertainly from one foot to the other, raising 

her amber gown to reveal jewelled slippers, a quantity of gold anklets, and a henna serpent 

that twines about her calf and disappears towards her thigh. She looks up at Herod through 

curled and sooted eyelashes. He lifts her and lunges across the clotted stream, returning her 

gently to the blue marble floor. She moves from him reluctantly, trailing her hand around 

his waist. Then she runs her fingers along the balustrade, pared nails clicking, until they 

reach one of the Northern gates giving access to the inner courts. 

They stand beneath the gate and Herod reads the inscription aloud: ‘Let no stranger 

come within the court. Trespassers bring death upon themselves.’ 

‘You build them this Temple and they call you “stranger”,’ rails Salome. ‘You are 

their King!’ She gestures angrily. ‘You answer only to Octavian.’ Her arms catch the light 

like oiled sandalwood. 
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‘Octavian is not Yahweh,’ mutters Herod as he follows Salome through the gate and 

up the stairs. At the mention of Octavian he becomes ghastly, his face monochrome in the 

moonlight.

They stride along the raised platform between the marble balustrade and the inner 

wall, until the Corinthian Gate blocks their route. Several guards put their shoulders to it. 

After much grunting and heaving, Herod waves them away. He shoves at the mighty 

bronze-encrusted doors and they grind back reluctantly. ‘These hinges need attention.’ 

The Captain of the Guard nods to indicate that he will bring it to the engineers’ 

notice. 

Climbing the five steps into the Women’s Court, Herod crosses to one of the 

treasure chests and dips his hands in the bronze coins. He picks one up and examines it 

critically. 'Rome will not permit me to mint gold, and the priests will tolerate no 

recognisable image. This is the tedious result.' He throws the coin back into the pile.

‘All these riches,’ observes Salome, ‘offered to a God who cannot spend it, and you 

must pay Rome with your own reserves.’ 

‘The priests manage to dispose of it quite efficiently,’ murmurs Herod, transfixed 

by the way the dull metal runs through his fingers. 

A sonorous hum begins from somewhere beneath the floor. ‘Listen!’ exclaims 

Salome. ‘Slaves working at this hour. How many more carvings does a supporting wall 

need?’

‘Quite a few, apparently’ says Herod. ‘I just hope they will give me some peace 

when it’s finished.’

‘I don't see why you should pay for what the Romans destroyed.'

‘Perhaps I can put that to Octavian.’

Treading on dust sheets, they climb a set of wide semi-circular steps. They pass 

through the newly crafted Gate of Nicanor, whose massive double gold doors stand open as 

if the very thought of trespass is alien to them. Salome walks purposefully but Herod holds 

back. His sister turns to look at him. ‘What?’

‘You are standing in the Court of Israel.’

 ‘I see your powers of perception are undiminished, despite your lovesick 

nonsense.’ Her voice is barbed. Her lips draw back into a mischievous smile.

‘Salome, women are not permitted in this court.’

‘I am a princess. I do as I please.’

‘If word of your trespass spreads...’ Herod indicates a priest on night duty who 
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scurries past, head bowed, and pretends not to have seen them.

Salome ignores him, and says loudly: ‘Brother, behold the altar.’ 

They stand in awed silence, contemplating the massive pile of rough-hewn rock. Its 

jagged sides gleam with congealed blood, its cruel horns pierce the sky. The smell of 

incense and offal hangs heavy in the air. 

‘How beautiful it looks in the moonlight!’ Salome’s eyes flash excitedly.

Herod remains silent. He turns and walks quickly around the court, past the marble 

tables upon which entrails putrefy. Squirming maggots glow white against the dark meat.

Salome’s steps ring out as she runs to keep up. ‘What is it, Brother?’ she pants.

Herod stops and faces her, his beard spangled with tears. ‘She must die.’ 

 ‘Reason prevails!’ Salome pirouettes, skips toward Herod and tries to throw her 

arms around him. He bats her away with one flick of his knotted arm, paying her no more 

heed than he would a horse fly. Winded, she stays where she has fallen and watches Herod 

launch himself at one of the sacrificial tables. He slides in the blood, skidding to a halt in a 

pile of rotting flesh. He rummages through it with the urgency of a poor man searching for 

pearls. Salome’s eyes grow wider as it becomes apparent that the pearls he seeks are 

maggots with which to deck his hair. He claps handfuls of them to his head, moaning as 

though his soul is being ripped from his body. 

The guards shuffle nervously, apparently fascinated by the carvings on the wall. 

Seeing this could cost them their tongues. 

Salome sighs ostentatiously, beckoning the Captain. He approaches reluctantly. He 

is tall and square-featured with soft olive skin. Salome simpers at him as he helps her to 

stand. When manners allow he snatches his hand away as though it has been burned. 

However, his mistress is distracted and pays him no more attention. She rearranges her 

shawl, shaking her head despairingly. 

‘Leave him,’ she commands. 

The guards hesitate. 

‘Who will attack a mad man rolling in filth? Besides, a good beating might knock 

some reason into him.’ 

Herod yowls as if to emphasise her point. 

‘Come.’ She motions for the guards to follow and steps briskly from the Temple, 

pausing only to gather a handful of coins.

‘My Lord?’ Sohemus stands over Herod. A group of mute slaves reserved for this task 
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waits behind him.

Herod groans.

‘Help him up,’ orders Sohemus, cradling Herod’s head as tenderly as a lover’s. It 

takes three slaves to haul Herod upright. Once he stands his head lolls extravagantly, but 

none is tall enough to reach it. Sohemus casts about desperately. ‘Let him sit.’ Sohemus 

clears a space on the table, soaking his sleeves with blood. ‘We must cover him; he cannot 

be seen like this.’ 

The slaves bring builders’ sheets. With one they wipe the maggots from Herod, 

dabbing timidly at their King’s person. Another they wrap about him like a mantle. 

A slave indicates one of the wheelbarrows used to cart provisions for the workers. 

Sohemus nods assent and Herod is allowed to slump into the barrow.

‘Quickly and gently. No torches.’ Sohemus walks at his King's side, holding the 

coverings in place.
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 Chapter 3

'I will speak in your defence.' Sohemus guides Mariam into the dark stairwell. 

'They will find you guilty, too. Say nothing.' Mariam's eyes reflect the flames of the 

torches. 

'Smile, and he will melt.'

She laughs. A long tinkling peal of silver bells which seems to dance with the 

wavering shadows in the passageway. 

Sohemus is escorting Mariam to the Great Chamber of the Antonia Fortress, where 

her Grandfather, Hyrcanus, was tried and condemned for plotting against Herod. The 

Fortress anchors the North-West corner of the Temple. Pre-dating the new structures, it 

forms part of the boundary wall, rising sheer for many cubits before slits for archers and 

hatches for lookouts break up the monotony of the square-cut stone. Anyone summoned to 

the Great Chamber who is not privy to the secret labyrinths must emerge and walk, 

exposed, along the flat roof of the Temple colonnades. 

The Captain of the Queen's Guard motions his men to open the great cedar doors. 

One draws back a wooden bar, which is almost as long as he is tall. Another uses both 

hands to turn the iron ring, and more put their shoulders to the iron-studded wood. The 

hinges squeal like speared boar. After the shadow and the torch flames, the light is 

blinding. After the damp chill of the dungeons the dry air feels like breathing hot sand. 

Soldiers cough and spit. The stink of incense and charred offal is overwhelming, the heat a 

physical presence obstructing their progress. 

 Mariam drifts a little way and then stops. Sohemus chooses not to chivvy her, so 

they wait. The colonnade roof is over twenty-five cubits high: the whole Temple is laid out 

beneath them. Colonnade pillars line the boundary walls like a pale, orderly forest. Within 

the colonnades lies the vast Court of the Gentiles. Walking the perimeter of this court 

would put you in danger of breaking the rule of the Sabbath day's journey. But today is not 

the Sabbath, so it seethes with gossip, business, money changing and livestock dealing. 

And the crowds of Mariam's admirers who have come to see her trial. From this height 

they are tiny figures, toiling on the surface of a stormy ocean as they scuttle across the 

great expanse of grey-blue marble.

Soldiers have cleared the colonnade roof, and they guard the entrances to the 

Fortress, but they dare not intervene in the Temple, so in the Court of the Gentiles the 

crowd roils with intrigue as rumour and counter-rumour collide. The tiled floor and stone 



 112
walls catch the tumult, amplifying the echoes until they hum like a hornets' nest that has 

been stirred with a stick. 

Mariam tilts her face to the sun and stands, eyes closed, gown billowing in the 

warm breeze. She looks like a white butterfly, basking on a spring morning while it gains 

the strength for flight. The crowd sees her and a great shout goes up. People call out 'Fair 

Mariam!' and 'Save our Queen!' but she seems not to hear them.

The guards clank their armour impatiently. The heat is unbearable under their 

leather jerkins. Delivering the Queen is all that stands between them and a shady wine 

cellar. 

Mariam lingers. Years of curtains and concealment have left her skin unnaturally 

pale. Now it starts to glow pink, like veal in a hot pan. 

Sohemus touches her arm gently. 'My Lady, we must go.'

'This may be the last time I feel the sun.' She speaks dreamily, her eyes still closed.

'If you so choose.' Sohemus cups her elbow, encouraging her to move, but she will 

not.

'I can see Ari leading the procession in his High Priest's robes. He's holding out his 

hands, asking me to join him.' Mariam spreads her arms wide in a gesture of yearning.

She looks towards the Inner Sanctum, which soars above its protective walls as 

though competing with the smoke from burning sacrifices. Gilded pillars support a white 

marble edifice concealing the bare room known as the Holy of Holies. Only the High Priest 

is allowed in here; the last person to enter was Mariam's brother, when he burned incense 

on the Day of Atonement. After Ari's death, Herod suspended the office and locked the 

robes away.

Then she looks down at the colonnades, seeking relief from the glare of the sun. 

Usually Sadducees gather in the cool shadows cast by the pillars, white robes glimmering 

as they debate points of law, or teach student priests. Today they are otherwise engaged. In 

their place a stooped woman in a tattered widow's cloak hauls a basket containing two 

doves; the smallest sacrifice allowed, but more than she can afford. She is sacrificing for 

Mariam, to beseech Yahweh's protection for her Queen. She struggles out into the court, 

buffeted by the press of merchants, artisans, shepherds and labourers, rich wives with 

servants, matrons, maids and apprentices. 

Mariam flinches as the old woman grabs one of the doves and yanks it from the 

basket to wring its neck: birds must be killed and plucked before being placed on the altar. 

The bird defecates in fright, and in her shock at the hot vile liquid on her skin the widow 
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loses her grip. The dove bursts free, flapping desperately to gain height.

The widow yowls in dismay as half her precious sacrifice escapes. She will go 

hungry for nothing – Yahweh has no use for a single bird. She squints up, jostled by the 

crowd, and holds her hand to her wrinkled forehead. She sees the dove alight on Mariam's 

upturned palm, tuck its wings away and settle. Mariam runs a finger gently down its back. 

The dove looks quizzical, head tilted. Then it begins to preen.

The widow falls to her knees, and as people see that she has Mariam's attention, a 

respectful circle forms around her. 'Oh blessed am I!' she croaks. 'Yahweh chose me to give 

you a sign.' 

'A sign!' echoes the crowd. 'Our Queen is pure. Yahweh will save her.'

Mariam smiles. 'You are free,' she whispers to the dove as she pushes it skywards. 

The dove clatters its wings, air whistling through rumpled feathers. She watches it fly up 

and over the golden porticoes of the Inner Sanctum, a white speck against the black smoke, 

out towards the hills and forests beyond Jerusalem. Already the ripples of rumour begin to 

spread. By the time reports reach the Lower City, Mariam has turned into a dove and 

escaped.

'What is your name?' calls Mariam to the widow.

'Ruth, Your Majesty.'

'Eat well tonight, Ruth.' Mariam takes a silver bangle from her wrist and casts it 

down, where it lands with a thin metallic clink. Even the most desperate in the crowd do 

not dare to snatch this royal gift.

'Thank you, Your Majesty.' Ruth slips the bangle around her own gnarled wrist. She 

prostrates herself in gratitude, her coarse black tunic like a blot of Pharisees' ink on the sea 

blue tiles. Then she rises unsteadily. 'How can you do this?' she rasps, pointing at Sohemus 

and the guards. She reaches up towards her Queen. 'Yahweh will save you, Majesty. They 

won't kill you the way they killed your brother. We all know it was murder!'

The Captain of the Guard is about to order Ruth's detention when Sohemus shakes 

his head. 'You'll have to arrest the whole city,' he growls. And indeed the crowd takes up 

the chant of 'murder' until it becomes a broken-backed roar. 

The soldiers look at each other, wondering how to quash this rumbling rebellion. 

Some of the richer citizens have armed guards; violence in the Temple would cause a full-

blooded insurgency. How would they explain that to Herod?

Mariam puts a finger to her lips. 'Hush,' she calls and the chant subsides. 

Ruth is lifted up on the shoulders of the crowd, carried away to buy a whole flock 
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of doves to slaughter for their Queen.

The soldiers start to march. They aren't waiting for the mob to return. If they have 

to push their Queen, so be it. 

'See how much good you can do while you live,' murmurs Sohemus as he ushers 

her though the door.

'I scorn to live,' snaps Mariam, pulling her arm away from his guiding hand.

'There will be riots,' warns Sohemus. 'Think how many will die if you allow this to 

continue.'

'I cannot allow anything,' says Mariam as though she is talking to one of her 

children. 'I am powerless. Don't you see?'

The Great Chamber is rank with pine resin. The heat from the torches, placed at regular 

intervals in wall brackets, is searing. Oil lamps waver in every alcove, but the space is so 

huge that all these flames can only push the darkness a little further towards the ceiling, so 

that it lies over the room like a sable cloak. Fluted pillars support the roof, and their carved 

recesses seem to hold ink, so deeply are they shadowed. Images of the living world are 

forbidden, but abstract shapes pattern every surface. The wall panels alternate red, dark 

green and ochre. Upon each is a square or diamond, inscribed in contrasting pigment. Seen 

through the smoke and heat-curdled air, the shapes meld and dance like a desert mirage. 

The Council of the Sanhedrin is ranged in a semi-circle before the raised platform 

where Herod presides. Above his throne is a high slit of a window. Those who face him are 

blinded by the scythe of light which cuts the room in two. The lavishly adorned noblemen 

of the Sanhedrin sit in rows, mopping their necks and arms with cloths infused in the 

cooling oil of precious balsam, brought from Jericho at vast expense. Each is hand-picked 

for his debt to Herod. Most owe money, many their good fortune, some their lives. 

Behind them stand the Sadducees, aristocratic priests who used to rule Judea. They 

deport themselves with stiff dignity: tall hats on dark heads, long beards, immaculate linen 

tunics, girdles tied identically. They remember the old ways. They are Hasmoneans, of 

Queen Mariam’s blood. Years ago they sat in the front rows of the Council, and their High 

Priest filled the throne in his cobalt robes and many-coloured cloak. Once, Mariam's 

grandsire Hyrcanus led them, King in all but name. Later his grandson, Mariam's brother 

Aristobulus, waved to the adoring crowds, who loved the handsome boy. Anxious years 

have passed since Aristobulus died in a bathing accident and Hyrcanus, betrayed and 

broken, was put to death. Now his granddaughter will be brought before them. No wonder 
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they guard their robes so tetchily from the soot which drifts like black snowflakes from the 

guttering torches. 

Beyond the Sadducees is a confusion of earth-coloured robes. Duns, ochres, and 

greys mingle without discipline. They carry the paraphernalia of scribes: hide parchment 

which still reeks of the curing process, sheaves of reeds from which styli are cut, blocks of 

vegetable pigment wrapped in palm leaves, and bowls and water skins for the mixing of 

ink. But their baggage does not prevent them from dancing and calling out joyfully to the 

crowd of commoners jostling at the doorway. These are the Pharisees, the people’s priests. 

They talk of angels, and of a better life to come, bringing hope to a populace weary of 

siege and earthquake and famine. And so they are tolerated on the great council of the 

Sanhedrin, but only on the understanding that they keep quiet and write down the 

proceedings. Their bustle sits oddly with the anguish which seems to seep from the 

shadows and infect those who breathe it. 

Mariam is the only woman in the chamber. At Sohemus' prompt she advances to 

face Herod. She does not kneel, triggering a wave of sibilant whispers which travels 

towards the back of the chamber and then out into the Temple as those who press around 

the door catch the thread of gossip and spin it further. Sohemus bangs his staff several 

times, but the people will not be quiet. Veins bulge on the backs of his hands. He lifts his 

staff high and smashes it down. There is a sharp crack as a marble floor tile fractures. The 

suggestion of violence brings an uneasy lull. The marble has fissured like eggshell; a web 

of black lines spreads beneath his feet.  

Herod sits straight-backed on his dark-wood throne. His indigo robes and black 

beard make him look as though he is made of shadow. His crown catches the line of light 

from the window and flashes with eye-watering brilliance. Priests recoil, dazzled. 

'Leader of the Sanhedrin, have you a verdict for your King?' Herod's voice is 

business-like, his skin gleams with precious oils, eyes clear and reasonable. He observes 

the protocol precisely, and speaks as though he were discussing a dispute over land rather 

than the fate of his beloved.

Salome's husband, Costabar, steps forward and kneels to kiss Herod's foot. He is 

generally known to be a perfumed lackey, a puppet leader who owes everything to his 

marriage and does exactly what Herod tells him. Today he wears an uncharacteristically 

sombre robe and he seems drawn; his balsam scent is not as strong as usual. 

Costabar stands and looks up at Herod. 'We have a verdict, Your Majesty.'

People begin whispering to each other, horrified at the prospect of what might 
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happen next, and yet delighted to be here at the heart of it; a story to tell the grandchildren. 

The whispering builds into a great thrum of murmuring, which swarms against the dark-

cloaked ceiling. 

Sohemus looks to the Captain of the Guard, who unsheathes his sword and raises it 

above his head, where the torch flames flash a warning on its polished blade. The threat is 

clear. The murmuring subsides until only the most tentative of throat-clearing and foot-

shuffling remains.

'It is a grave and terrible thing,' says Costabar, 'to pronounce on our Queen. We do 

so only for the great love of our King, who has asked us to perform this duty.'

'Tell me,' barks Herod.

'My Lord, on the charge of treason, we find Queen Mariam guilty.'

This time the storm of whispering will not be quelled, no matter how many guards 

brandish their swords.

'The sentence?'

The whispering stops. Ears strive to hear the unspeakable.

Costabar seems to be suffering from a palsy, and finds it hard to make his mouth 

work. He looks at Mariam, who stands aloof, bathed in the light which streams through the 

window above her husband's head. He looks at Sohemus, who straightens his chain and 

fiddles with the cuffs of his robe. Then he looks back at his King, who waits so patiently, 

so meekly, for the wheels of state to turn. 

In this unbearable pause, a faint percussion hovers on the edge of silence. Like the 

town flock rushing to be watered, or hundreds of hearts thumping. 

At length Costabar manages to say: 'Death, my Lord.'

Herod strokes his beard, nodding faintly, as if confirming the answer to a riddle. 

Then he sits back in his throne as though relieved of some tedious burden.

Muffled laments start up, and horrified confirmations are passed back towards the 

crowd waiting outside. As they get further away from Herod, people voice their outrage 

more loudly, until the wailing and shouting breaks like a wave over those straining to learn 

the fate of their Queen. As each person comprehends the facts, they augment the general 

groan of dismay, swelling the noise into a full-throated trumpet of grief. Beneath the 

hubbub, the percussion grows louder like a quickening pulse.

'Treason!' wheezes Zadduk the ancient priest. He is hushed immediately by his 

fellow Sadducees but Herod has heard.

'Let him speak,' commands Herod.
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Zadduk hobbles forward. 'Our Queen is descended from Judas the Maccabee, son 

of Mattathias, who fought Greek chariots and Syrian elephants with his bare hands, who 

saved our Temple from defilement and gave us our Priesthood. The Lady Mariam has pure 

Hasmonean blood. Without her, many will question your claim to the throne.'

The Captain flourishes his sword, but Herod holds up his hand. 'Including you?'

'Yes,' says Zadduk. 

There is an incredulous silence. Even the reckless Zadduk, whose senility lets him 

voice the unthinkable, has gone too far this time. Surely Herod will silence him? 

The old priest holds Herod's gaze. No-one breathes. Lamps hiss too loudly. Until 

Zadduk suffers a coughing fit.

'An interesting proposition,' replies Herod, as though they are musing at leisure 

after a fine banquet. 

Zadduk doubles over, his hands on his knees, ancient body racked with wheezing. 

Two Sadducees creep forward and help him to a chair. 

Herod sits comfortably, elbows leaning on the arms of his throne, feet spread wide. 

He is unarmed and his torso covered by linen. 'Would anyone care to explore it further?'

The stillness is perfect. Only flames move as the torches crackle a warning. And 

then the drumming of hoofs is definitely heard.

Sohemus and Costabar both look to Herod.

'A long-awaited visitor,' he says quietly. It may be a trick of the light, but he looks 

pale against his rich robes and luxuriant dark hair. He raises his index finger and the 

Captain of the Guard signals a detachment to leave by the side door to hear what the scouts 

have reported.  No-one creeps up on the King of Judea.

 'Remove the prisoner,' says Herod loudly, for the benefit of his audience. He seems 

calm, although the muscles around his left eye begin to jump.

Two guards step forward with a pair of metal cuffs but Sohemus intercedes. With 

his back to Herod, he holds the cuffs in front of Mariam. 'Smile,' he mouths. She does not 

acknowledge him. She breathes, and her eyes are open, but her soul is elsewhere, flying 

with the dove over forests and hills beyond the boundaries of Jerusalem. Carefully he takes 

her wrists and locks them into the cuffs, which are joined by a fine silver chain. They are 

manacles fit for a Queen, but manacles nonetheless. 

Sohemus bows apologetically and removes the silver circlet from her brow. He 

places it softly at Herod's feet. Then he indicates the route which she must now take to the 

dungeons.
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Mariam begins to walk down the pale marble steps. She pauses, and looks back at 

her husband. He grips the arms of his throne, head bowed. She turns and continues, hair 

gleaming in the torchlight as it parts and rejoins around her shoulders like some dark, 

eternally restless sea. Sohemus follows her into the gloom, his face livid and his jaw set 

tight.

The spectacle concluded, people turn their attention to the hoof beats, which can be 

dismissed no longer as the thudding of blood in their ears. Those who have spent all day 

pushing forwards, vying for a glimpse of the trial, now surge backwards, straining to see 

out of the door. They ask each other for verification: definitely horses running full pelt, 

very near. 

The furious drumming grows louder and harder. The pounding resonates through 

rib-cages, and the air quivers with the noise. Horses whinny in protest as they are forced up 

the steps and along the Temple colonnades until the ring of hoofs sounds in the chamber 

itself. Screams and yells punctuate people flinging themselves aside from the churning 

legs.

'Romans!' shrieks someone. 'Out of the way. Look at them wrong and you'll find 

yourself nailed to a cross.'

The Sanhedrin realise that this posse of Roman cavalrymen has no respect for rank. 

They leap from their chairs, pushing each other out of the way like a gaggle of student 

priests who are late for prayers. Only Zadduk remains, eyes blazing with outrage. The 

horses are maddened, their eyes roll, unseeing as they bear down upon the foolhardy old 

man who seems determined to die in a futile gesture of defiance. At the last moment, 

someone dives at Zadduk and propels him to safety. 

'Get off me,' wheezes Zadduk.

Costabar lies on top of Zadduk, panting too heavily to reply. There are hoof marks 

on the hem of his robe. He accepts the hand of a guard who helps him to his feet. Together 

they haul Zadduk upright, where he sways, muttering loudly about how he'd rather die than 

have Rome defile his homeland. 'That can be arranged,' snaps Costabar, turning to see five 

horses wrenched to a halt within arm's length of the  throne. 

Herod does not get up, but contemplates them calmly. The horses shiver, their 

flanks streaming with blood and sweat. The Romans are unshaven and travel-stained. They 

look like they have ridden for days, and their smell confirms it. One carries the Imperial 

standard, the gilded eagle glinting darkly from its vantage point atop a long pole, up near 
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the shadowed roof. They are heavily armed, but still no match for Herod's troops. The 

Royal Guards weigh up the height of the horses, the round red shields edged with iron and 

painted with eagles, the short thick stabbing swords, the spears, the chain mail cuirasses, 

the red-plumed helmets with their brass cheek guards, and they rehearse their drill: unseat, 

pin down, sword to the throat. They know what they must do. They twitch, sinews taut, 

waiting for the order.

'Greetings,' says Herod cordially.

In response the Commander, marked by the cloak fastened at his right shoulder, 

dismounts. The nailed soles of his sandals thud when they hit the marble floor. He reaches 

into his satchel and pulls out a scroll. Then he steps forward.

The Captain of the Guard can barely contain himself, poised to leap like a tethered 

hunting dog. Herod raises a restraining hand. 

The Roman does not prostrate himself at Herod’s feet, but nods curtly and opens 

the scroll. ‘Herod of Judea, friend to the traitor Antony, Caesar-son-of-the-God calls you to 

account for your actions.’

A storm of indignation rages. Sadducees harrumph and Pharisees clatter the stones 

they use for grinding ink powder. The guards bang their spears on the floor in rhythmic 

protest. One of the lieutenants, less disciplined than his Captain, lunges for the Roman and 

holds a knife to his throat. 

'Show some respect,' he growls. 

Three Romans unsheathe their swords. The fourth fits an arrow to his bow, his 

hands moving in a blur. Herod's soldier pushes his knife against the Roman Commander's 

throat, digging into the sweat-stained scarf worn to protect the neck from the chafing of 

armour.  No-one moves. Muscles tense. Eyes flash. Sweat drips into the guard's eyes, but 

he will show this upstart no mercy. The Roman does not struggle, waiting quietly until 

Herod responds. 

'Your loyalty does you credit,' says Herod to his Lieutenant. 'Now let him go.'

Reluctantly, the guard releases the Roman, and gets an elbow in the stomach for his 

pains. With a supreme effort of will, the guard ignores the provocation and moves a pace 

away, where he sheathes his knife. 

'I know who you are,' says Herod. 'You are here because I allow you to be. Didn't 

you notice how your route was carefully unguarded? How certain gates were left open, and 

garrisons deserted? I could have killed you when you made landfall at Ashkelon. But I did 

not, because you are the messenger of the Living God.' 
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‘Blasphemy!’ croaks Zadduk. Costabar clears his throat in a vain attempt to cover 

the word. 

Herod shoots Zadduk a dangerous look, but continues to play the gracious host. 

'You are most welcome,' he says to the Romans. 'Please, dismount. Let us tend to your 

horses. Bathe, drink cold wine.'

The Romans look about them suspiciously, fearing a trap. But Herod beckons 

attendants who rush forth with refreshments. Herod lifts a goblet from the tray on which it 

is served, and offers it to the Commander. 

He sniffs it uncertainly. 

Herod laughs. 'Of course, my friend. You are right to suspect poison. I know all 

about that. Here.' Herod takes the goblet, swigs from it, and then returns it to the Roman. 

The Commander hazards a tentative sip, realises it is undiluted Falernian, and nods 

to his comrades, who dismount and allow their horses to be led away. 

'When you are rested, we shall leave,' says Herod.

'Leave, my Lord?' asks Costabar.

The silence is immaculate. Herod's lackeys watch, slack-jawed. If he leaves, who 

will protect them from the populace?

'You shall take neither message nor token to your master, for in answer I will come 

myself.’ Herod removes his crown, the plain gold circlet of a Roman client king. ‘This 

diadem is not mine to wear. I return it to its owner.' He squares his shoulders, the light 

behind him casting his giant shadow over the assembly. 'Do not expect my return.’ 

In the grey light before dawn Mariam is roused by the jangle of keys at her cell door. She 

sits up and stretches, her face calm and bright. A tall man in a travelling cloak comes in and 

kneels by her sleeping mat. He lowers his hood to reveal hair close-cropped in the Roman 

style. 

'My Lord?' Mariam raises a hand to his clean-shaven face, as though she does not 

believe he is real.

'I leave for Rome now.'

She looks at him, wondering.

'Will you say “farewell?”'

Mariam nods. 

He scoops her up and buries his face in her hair. He holds her so tightly that it 

seems he must break her ribs. 'Live for me,' he murmurs. 'If I know that you are here, 
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waiting, then I shall find a way back.'
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Chapter 4

‘Do you think what they say is true?’ Mariam shreds a rosemary sprig.

‘It seems unlikely that Octavian will forgive Herod for taking Mark Antony’s side 

in the battle. But we both know that His Majesty excels at turning the unlikely to his 

advantage.’  Sohemus has the brilliant stare of someone who has not slept, and his voice is 

slightly too reasonable.

‘He'll be blood brothers with those Romans by the time they get off the ship.’ 

Mariam demolishes the rosemary and begins to worry her fingernails.

‘The King has a great talent for endearing himself to the people who matter. But by 

all accounts Octavian doesn't hunt, or drink, or enjoy bragging of conquests. Friendship 

with a living god could test even your husband's abilities.’ Sohemus peers out at the city, 

watching it shimmer in the afternoon heat. They sit atop the Hippicus tower, at the North-

West end of the Upper Palace. They have the loftiest view in Jerusalem, looking over the 

Forum, the Theatre, and of course the Temple, blindingly white in the sunshine.

‘What shall I do if he does not return?’ Mariam's tone is whimsical, as though she 

dreams aloud.

‘What would you like to do?’

‘Sit here with you by this cool water.’ Mariam dabbles her fingers in a rainwater 

cistern and flicks droplets at Sohemus. They land on the bandage which covers his left 

forearm, and he pats it dry with the corner of his robe.

'What have you done to your arm?' asks Mariam lightly.

'Nothing.' Sohemus cannot meet her gaze.

'Well that is very strange,' persists Mariam, laughing gently. 'Wrapping a bandage 

around nothing.'

'I cut it. It was stupid of me. Stupid and careless.' Sohemus looks up at Mariam 

from below drawn brows. He has the aspect of an old hunting dog who knows he has 

outlived his usefulness. Then he recovers himself and reaches into the cistern with the 

intention of retaliating. Their fingers touch in the cool, clear water. Beneath them patches 

of sunlight quiver.

‘Sohemus?’ Mariam grasps his hand. 

Sohemus glances over his shoulder. When he sees that the guards’ patrol has turned 

the far corner of the terrace he turns back and regards her expectantly. 

‘Can I ask you something?’
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Sohemus inclines his head.

‘Did he leave instructions?’

‘Thousands!’ Sohemus laughs at his master's over-zealousness. 

Mariam tightens her grip. ‘No. I meant... about me.’

'I am to keep you safe until he returns.' Sohemus places his other hand over 

Mariam's.

‘And if he does not?' Mariam looks at him sharply. Her voice has lost its silvery 

chime.

'That is unthinkable.' Sohemus attempts a smile.

'Your face betrays you,' she says, and her voice cracks. 'Whatever he intends, it 

would grieve me less to know my doom than guess at it.’ 

‘I thought you scorned to live. What do you care?' Sohemus pulls his hands from 

the water and the patches of sunlight dissolve into sparks that flash like sword edges.

‘I cannot teach my face a look dissenting from my thought.’ Mariam gazes into the 

cistern, shadows of ripples darkening her face. An accusation sits heavily between them.

Sohemus stands. ‘I would advise Her Majesty not to tire herself with such 

outbursts. We leave at dawn.’ He bows stiffly and stalks from the terrace.

'Your daughter is reprieved again.'

'No thanks to you.' Mariam's mother, Alexandra, is a handsome woman, but she 

looks like the sculptor’s rough working when compared with her daughter. Now she glares 

at Salome, and it seems her mule shares her irritation as it tries to sidle away.  'Why have 

you brought me here?' 

'We have a mutual interest,' says Salome neutrally.  

'And what is that?' asks Alexandra.

'It suits neither of us to have Costabar running things.'

‘Agreed,' snaps Alexandra. 'What do you propose?' 

Salome’s mule paws the stony ground, the tiny gold cymbals strung on its reins 

jangle discordantly. Salome murmurs something and scratches behind its ears, which 

appear scalded red by the Westering sun. The creature becomes placid and Salome 

contemplates the view. From this vantage point on the Mount of Olives, she can watch the 

Temple’s roof flare crimson as the sky darkens. 

'You're wasting my time,' declares Alexandra, kicking her mule into an about turn. 

'Do you want Dolores and her bastard son to come crawling home?' needles 
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Salome.

Alexandra curses her mule as it strains to reach a wisp of dry grass. 'The marriage 

was declared unlawful,' she says tightly, facing away from Salome. 'Herod's first born lives 

in obscurity as a copper smelter. He knows the consequences of making a fuss.' 

'What if the Sons of Babas live?' 

'They must be dead. No-one's heard of them since the siege. And their claim is 

weak.' Alexandra urges her mule down the steep path. It resists, and she kicks harder.

'There has been a Queen Alexandra before,' persists Salome.

'Don't tell me my family history.' Alexandra doesn't turn, but the mule hesitates, 

unsure of its footing.

'Why not again?' 

Alexandra hauls on her silken reins, causing the mule to squeal in distress as she 

spins it to face Salome. 'How?'

'I have friends in the Army. Red-blooded, high-ranking officers who owe me a 

favour or two. I could bring them to your cause.'

'What do you want in return?' asks Alexandra.

'A divorce.'

'And?' Alexandra arches an eyebrow.

'How did you know there was an “and”?'

Alexandra glowers at Salome. 'There's always an “and” with you.'

Salome blinks and looks down at her saddle. 'Sohemus.' 

'Sohemus?' Echoes Alexandra. Her mule chomps at the bit, blood flecking the foam 

which gathers at the corners of its mouth. She jerks the reins to keep it still. 'He is made of 

wood. What do you want with him?'

'What do you think?' asks Salome, the sunset glowing in her cheeks. 

'Well, your bed is your affair.' Alexandra watches the sun sink behind the Antonia 

Fortress. Black clouds join the smoke from the Temple as thunder rumbles in the distance. 

At length she says: 'I shan't pretend to like you, or to trust you. But if you bring me the 

Army, then our pact is good.'

Salome turns, eyes glittering. ‘Mariam goes North to be guarded at Qarn Sartabeh. 

We don't know what Sohemus intends. Follow them. Use my messengers as you will. I go 

south to Masada with my nephews. The Royal Guard is with them, so I can begin my 

work.’

'If any harm comes to my grandchildren, I will kill you with my own hands.'
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'I don't doubt it.' Salome draws back her lips to reveal needle-sharp teeth.

Alexandra continues to glare, but her face cracks like sun-baked mud as she returns 

the smile. 
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Chapter 5

‘So this is where I am to stay?’

Sohemus nods. 

Mariam runs her hands over the curved limestone blocks of the fortress at Qarn 

Sartabeh. She looks up at the battlements, the shuttered windows, the impenetrable walls. 

This close, she cannot tip her head back far enough to see the pointed roof of the tower. 

She staggers slightly as she confronts the hard cobalt sky. Sohemus has a hand ready at the 

small of her back, but she recovers, and turns to look out over the Jordan valley. Broken 

limestone tumbles away in all directions. In this waste of bone-white rock, there is no 

suggestion of any living thing. 

‘Are these walls to protect or detain me?’ asks Mariam lightly. 

Sohemus looks reproachful. ‘The palace inside is magnificently furnished.’

‘Ah!’ Mariam sighs. ‘A gilded cage.’ She lifts the hem of her gown to raise her foot 

to the first step, revealing plain leather sandals and shell-pink toenails. Sohemus offers his 

bandaged arm but she declines it. At the top of the steps she stops and says loudly: ‘I enter 

this fortress of my own will, because my husband the King, in his great care of me, thinks 

that this is where I will be safest until he returns.’ 

Sohemus points to a small, arched door, made of weathered grey wood. It hugs the 

curve of the tower which rises above it. He turns the ring which raises the latch and the 

door swings open on well-oiled hinges. There is a smell of old dust, and within that the 

faint scent of decay; a reminder of those who have 'disappeared' here.  The door is so small 

that even Mariam must lower her head as she passes into the shadows. 

Sohemus shows Mariam and her women to the Royal apartments, which drip with a 

miasma of wealth. Gold plate is piled in corners; a menagerie of animals sculpted from 

lapis, ivory and topaz prowls along a marble table; necklaces of beryl, carnelian, jasper and 

onyx drape the arms of ebony chairs; and here, on a carved oak chest, is an agate bowl 

filled with pearls, kept just for demonstrating the trick Cleopatra played on Herod when 

she made one disappear by dissolving it in sour wine. The maid servants are wide-eyed as 

they wonder whether a tiny bauble would be missed. They do not know that they are 

standing in the treasury reserve: the Fortress Steward accounts for every last seed pearl on 

his abacus. Unauthorised withdrawals have severe consequences. 

‘There are some fine baths,' says Sohemus. 'In the Roman style. They have been 

made ready for your use; the Steward here will guide you.’ 
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The Fortress Steward steps forward and bows elaborately, the keys on his belt 

clanking. ‘Your Majesty, we are honoured to welcome such refined guests. We are used to 

the coarseness of men: we beg you will forgive any indelicacy on our part.’

Mariam nods graciously. ‘I am sure we shall manage. Besides, I do not intend to 

stay long.’ 

Sohemus ignores the provocation and says: ‘Perhaps when Her Majesty is suitably 

refreshed she will join me in the turret to watch the sunset. It is quite spectacular.’ He nods 

curtly and leaves the room without waiting for a response.

On the way to the baths, the Steward ventures: ‘I hope you will permit me to say, Your 

Majesty, that I have always been most eager to meet you.’

‘Is that because I am rumoured to be generous to those who serve me?’ Mariam 

teases him.

‘No, no, my Lady!’ The Steward blushes. ‘It is rather that His Majesty spoke of you 

so often…’

Mariam stops, the attendants behind colliding with each other in the narrow 

corridor. She turns the full force of her gaze upon the Steward. ‘What did he say?’ 

‘He spoke always of your incomparable beauty…’

‘I see. So I was just a drunken boast to his hunting friends.’ The change is like a 

cloud blown across the moon. She walks on briskly, although she cannot know where she 

is going.

‘No, Madam! He talked also of your wit and gentleness in the tenderest terms.’ The 

Steward is desolate. Her runs after her like a scolded puppy. ‘At least permit me to show 

you the mosaics…’

‘No, thank you. I am sure they are all of my husband killing things.’

The stone arches of the upper turret are black against the pomegranate sky. ‘Would you 

care for some wine?’ asks Sohemus. ‘It is best Aminean, and well-chilled too.’

Mariam accepts the heavy jewelled goblet.

‘A toast,’ proposes Sohemus.

‘To what?’ asks Mariam disinterestedly.

‘To whatever you like.’

‘Then I drink to the memory of my brother and my grandfather,’ she says, draining 

her goblet and holding it out for a servant to refill.
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‘To the honoured memory of Aristobulus and Hyrcanus,’ echoes Sohemus, taking a 

sip. 

They walk together to the Western edge of the turret and gaze out at the mountains. 

‘They look like teeth,’ says Sohemus.

‘I pity the man with a mouth like that,’ laughs Mariam, drinking deeply. ‘They look 

more like the backbone of some long-dead monster.’

‘Her Majesty waxes lyrical this evening.’

‘What’s behind them? More mountains?’

‘For a while, yes. Then there is Arimathea, and the Greek city of Apollonia on the 

coast, and beyond that, the Great Sea.’

‘And beyond that?’

‘Cyprus, the Greek islands, Athens.’

‘And then?’

‘Rome.’ Sohemus takes a gulp of wine and swallows hard. In the heavy silence that 

follows, the Western sky seems to melt and bleed upon the mountains. The braziers crackle 

and frankincense adds a bittersweet tang to the cooling night air.  

‘I wonder, if he lives, is he watching the sunset like we are?’ Mariam’s tone is light; 

unconcerned.

‘I suspect he is looking East, back to you.’ 

Mariam shivers, despite the warmth oozing from the limestone blocks. ‘The very 

thought of his gaze defiles me!’

‘Now I understand what my Steward did wrong. The poor man is mortified. Will 

you say a kind word next time you see him?’ 

Mariam tosses her head non-committally; her mantle slips free and flies away on 

the breeze. A servant scampers to retrieve it, but it is gone, a fading white splash in the 

dusk.

‘It floats towards Masada.’ Mariam points South into the gathering gloom. ‘To my 

children.’

 ‘I am sure you will have news of them very soon.’

‘It is not news that I want. They should be here with me.’ Mariam’s hand works at 

the tiny grains of stone that litter the wide edge of the parapet.

Sohemus places his hand gently over hers and stills her fingers. ‘It is not wise to 

keep the Royal Family all in one place.’

‘Neither is it wise to keep the heirs to the throne in a nest of vipers.’ Mariam bangs 
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her goblet upon the parapet, wine surging over its golden rim. The liquid spreads darkly on 

the pale stone.

‘Dellius will guard them with his life.’

‘He is a teacher, not a warrior.’ The wine burns in Mariam’s cheeks, the melody of 

her voice corrupted by outrage. 'What good is a eunuch against armed men?'

‘Come and sit by the fire, the wind is getting cold.’ Sohemus gestures towards a rug 

spread with cushions near one of the braziers. 

A servant takes her goblet and another fusses with the cushions while Sohemus 

wraps a thick woollen cloak around her shoulders. When she is seated a full goblet is 

returned to her.

Sohemus dismisses the servants with a wave of his hand. ‘Leave the pitcher nearby, 

we can help ourselves to wine.’ He tends the brazier. Then he takes a leather pouch from 

his belt. From it he selects some lumps of dark resin and scatters them on the fire. The 

resin bubbles and hisses, green flames rising in its vapour.

‘It smells like you are burning honey!’ exclaims Mariam.

‘In my homeland we call them “seeing stones”. They come from the poppies which 

grow in Iturea like weeds.’ He sits cross-legged on the rug, facing Mariam over the pitcher 

of wine.

‘And what is one supposed to see in these stones?’ Mariam raises a sceptical 

eyebrow.

‘Sometimes you see only your own reflection. Other times, if the gods will it, you 

are granted visions beyond mortal sight.’ Sohemus refills their goblets, the wine gleaming 

in the firelight.

‘Then I beg to see the dead!’ Mariam lifts her goblet unsteadily.

‘You cannot control what you see.’ Sohemus raises a cautionary hand.

‘Then you must conjure it for me. Tell me how my brother died,’ demands Mariam.

‘I didn’t witness it,’ replies Sohemus.

‘But you were there!’

‘So were you.’

‘I was in my room resting. I was newly married and Herod exhausted me nightly.’ 

Her face has become a brittle mask of revulsion.

‘When you pleased him, we all slept more soundly. Your tolerance saved many 

lives.’

‘Then for the sake of my tolerance, please tell me the truth.'
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Sohemus sighs, and breathes the sugared air deeply. 'I will tell you what I can.'

'Thank you,' says Mariam, tucking her feet under her cloak as she settles to listen.

'You know how severe the heat was at Jericho that year. Why your mother insisted 

on hosting the Feast of the Tabernacles there is anyone's guess. That day was blazing, 

worse than usual. Dogs expired where they lay, shepherds poured water over themselves, 

and the maggots were like snow on the dead sheep in the fields. 

'Herod decided we would go out to the fish ponds in the hope of finding respite by 

the water. Your brother walked at Herod’s side, already taller than him, and, if I may say 

so, as handsome as you are beautiful.'

'It is the family curse,' says Mariam wearily.

'We all thought that your God had smiled upon him: newly appointed High Priest, 

beloved by his people, and seemingly a favourite with the King.'

Mariam snorts.  

'Some of the junior men disrobed, and began splashing each other, but we were 

reluctant to enter the ponds; this was your mother's property, and we did not wish to 

damage the stock, especially when the water was so low. But Herod encouraged us to 

swim, promising to answer to Alexandra if she complained. Mother-in-law jokes flew thick 

and fast.

 'Everyone was in the water except Ari and Herod. We larked and japed, as naked 

men do.'

'I wouldn't know,' says Mariam archly.

'Ari did not take naturally to nakedness. He said it was improper for the High Priest 

to join in. But Herod was insistent…’

‘That I do know.’ Mariam shivers and pulls her cloak tighter. 

‘He urged and cajoled, and we entreated so long and so loud that eventually Ari 

was prevailed upon to bathe.'

'And my husband took care to remain fully-clothed on the bank?'

'He did, my Lady. But his Majesty gave a triumphant shout when your brother took 

off his blue and gold headdress. Ari placed it carefully upon a stone bench. Then he 

unhooked the jewelled purse from the brooches at his shoulders and hung it from the 

branch of a fig tree. It turned in the sunshine, throwing out red and green sparks and 

making us squint. He untied the cape, or ephod as you call it, with its bands of scarlet and 

blue, purple and gold. This too he hung from the tree. Then the long blue robe, the golden 

pomegranates at its hem jingling as he lifted it over his head. This he had to fold so that it 
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did not drag on the floor. Then the white linen gown, and finally the long white linen 

trousers. He approached the water uncertainly but we pulled him in with such joy that soon 

he spluttered and splashed as if he were no more than a common youth. We played at 

wrestling until the sun disappeared. 

'When it got dark, Herod suggested that we return to the house. No-one noticed that 

Ari was missing. I have asked myself again and again how this could be; whether we could 

justly blame our tiredness or the moonless night. Someone said that they had seen him 

leave the water. Another suggested he was hiding, as a prank. I was too easily satisfied 

with these answers, and for that I beg your forgiveness. A farmhand found him at dawn, 

bobbing gently amongst the lotus flowers. His robes still hung in the fig tree, heavy with 

dew.' 

'Poor Ari,' sobs Mariam. 'You all murdered him, with your muteness and your 

blindness and your thirst to please Herod.'

'Ari was in a perilous position: he had a strong claim to the throne, the people loved 

him, and with his involvement in your mother's intrigues, he had shown himself capable of 

gaining foreign backing. The Sadducees became hopeful: they saw him as a credible threat 

to Herod. As far as I know, Herod did not order his death. He did not need to: many were 

jealous of Ari's looks and popularity. I suspect that some ambitious young courtiers decided 

amongst themselves that the best way to advance was to remove him.' 

'Then why are they not brought to trial? 

'There is no evidence,' says Sohemus sadly.

'Since when has that stopped the Sanhedrin from doing my husband's bidding?' 

'It grieves Herod greatly that you think him responsible for Ari's death.'

'Nothing happens without Herod wishing it.' Mariam kneels up, and splays her 

hands on the rug to steady herself.

Sohemus looks out over the mountains, where the sun has left a dirty crimson stain. 

A bird of prey shrieks.

Mariam launches herself at Sohemus and clings to him like a lost child as she sobs 

piteously upon his shoulder. Sohemus appears startled, and sits motionless while she wails 

her grief into his robes. He looks down at the knife at his belt. Then he puts his arms 

around her back, awkwardly at first. Eventually Mariam's tears abate and she disentangles 

herself, sniffing. She wipes her eyes with the hem of her gown, and takes a sip of wine. 

'You are the only man I have ever desired,' she says cheerfully.

'Why?' asks Sohemus, too shocked to craft a diplomatic response.
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'Because you do not desire me.'

'I cannot desire you. You are the wife of the King.' Sohemus stands and backs away.

Mariam pursues him, her lips brushing his neck as she murmurs, 'I think you find it 

too easy not to desire me. It does not cost you enough.'

'I mean no disrespect, Madam, but you cannot know what it costs me.' Sohemus 

turns his back on her and begins to tidy the cushions. The muscles in his jaw bulge as 

though he is trying to prevent himself from shouting.

'I see them!’ yells Mariam, clutching his arm with both hands as though she shall 

fall from the turret. 

‘Who?’ asks Sohemus, looking bemusedly at her terror-dilated eyes.

‘All the people who have died at my husband’s hand. They leer out of the darkness, 

accusing me!’ Mariam trembles violently. She stares at the middle distance. ‘Their mouths 

are open but they have no tongues… they point, blood and pulp where their fingernails 

should be. They come for me, with swords and ropes and branding irons. Save me!’ She 

curls into a ball and lies moaning on the rug, hands over her eyes.

‘My Lady, listen to me,’ Sohemus leans over and speaks quietly into her ear. ‘These 

are visions caused by the seeing stones.’ He strokes her hair as though he is comforting a 

frightened animal. ‘I’m here,’ he says. ‘I won’t let anyone hurt you.’

Mariam becomes quiet. A fat creamy moon hauls itself over the mountains and 

casts a gentle light on her face. 

Sohemus watches the coals in the brazier as they glow and shift and crumble. Then 

he takes out his knife, turning it in the firelight. Eventually he sheathes it, and looks to see 

if she sleeps.

Mariam opens her eyes. ‘Have you reached a decision?’ 

Sohemus flinches. ‘About what?’

‘About whether you will tell me what is to happen if Herod dies.’ She sits, and 

looks sideways at him.

He reaches for the pitcher and tips it into his goblet. A trickle of wine drips out. ‘I 

cannot.’

‘When my husband returns, I shall tell him that you told me.'

'But I haven't.' Sohemus regards her steadily. 

'Who do you think he'll believe?' she asks, stretching languidly.

'I'm not the one who was found guilty of trying to poison him,' retorts Sohemus.

Mariam climbs unsteadily to her feet and covers her head with her cloak. As she 
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makes for the stairs her mother, Alexandra, crouches low behind the balustrade, her dark 

robes melding with the night.
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Chapter 6

‘Your Majesty, there is a fat man on a mule who claims he must speak with you.’ The 

Steward of Qarn Sartabeh shuffles uneasily and takes an inordinate interest in the keys on 

his belt.

‘Indeed?’ Mariam looks up from the game of dice that she is playing with her 

women. ‘Tell me more of this man.’

‘He is very dusty, Madam, and complains incessantly about the smell of the mule. 

He has bathed twice already, and curses us because we lack oil of jasmine with which to 

soothe his feet.’

Mariam smiles. ‘Dellius!’ Then her face clouds. ‘He should be in Masada! What 

brings him here?’ She puts a finger to her mouth and bites her nail. Then she becomes the 

Queen. ‘We will receive him. Where is my Lord Sohemus?’

‘I believe he has gone hunting, Your Majesty. Shall I send a messenger?’

‘No.’ And then more softly, ‘Mere woman that I am, I believe myself capable of 

receiving a visitor, thank you.’

The Steward flushes puce and stumps from the room.

Mariam wafts her hand; her women clear away the dice and weaving and platters of 

dried fruit with which they have been filling the hours. ‘Leave the dates,’ she instructs. 

‘And Elpis, I would like you to stay.’ 

Elpis returns to her rug, where she sits cross-legged and hums in a sweet quiet voice 

while her finger cymbals tinkle. 

‘Majesty!’ The silken tones of Dellius the Eunuch, the Royal children's tutor, ooze 

into the room. He follows, his belly leading his feet, and bows as far as his girth will allow.

Mariam runs to him and reaches up on tiptoe to fling her arms about his neck. His 

stomach prevents her from getting close enough to kiss him, but she strokes and soothes 

like a child re-united with a lost pet. ‘Come and sit.’ She pulls him towards a couch and 

pushes him down into the cushions. ‘Have some dates.’ She puts the platter upon his lap. 

‘And some honeyed water.’ She pours from a ruby-encrusted jug into a goblet so thick with 

sapphires that she needs both hands to lift it.

‘Majesty, you should not serve me in this way,’ protests Dellius through a mouthful 

of dates.

‘It is my pleasure,’ insists Mariam, sitting by him on the couch. ‘Now, tell me your 

news.’
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‘Oh Majesty, what relief to reach this oasis. Here is refinement, edible food, and 

dear Elpis still playing her exquisite music.’ He smiles at Elpis and she nods in return. ‘I 

cannot tell you the trials of journeying through the desert on a mule that reeks of ordure.’

‘You came alone?’

‘Yes, Majesty. They do not know I am here.’ Dellius wipes his podgy fingers upon a 

silken napkin. 

‘But what about my children? Who is watching them?’ Mariam’s face darkens. She 

stands and throws the platter of dates as hard as she can. 'You should not have left them!' 

The echoes of the bronze platter hitting the marble floor diminish into silence.

‘I did not know what to do…’ Dellius begins to sob. ‘I knew I should watch the 

boys, but there is news that you must hear. They resolved not to tell you. They mean to 

keep you here, in isolation and ignorance.'

 'Who are “they”?' demands Mariam.

'Why, Salome and her Army friends.' He gives a little shiver of distaste. 'I lay awake 

night after night, trying to apply logic to the problem. I am no use in a fight. I could do 

little to protect the boys should someone mean to harm them. But I believe, in fact I am 

sure, from what Salome said, that she means to preserve your children. They are her 

nephews, after all.’ A fat tear runs down his nose and lands on a date where it glistens upon 

the tawny surface. 

‘Oh my dear, what has happened?’ Mariam kneels, looking up into his face. 

The rhythm of Elpis’ music slows as she registers concern.

‘There was a messenger from Rome, Majesty.’

‘With news of Herod?’ Mariam quivers, like a deer about to step out from the safety 

of the forest. 

‘With his crown, my Lady.’

‘His crown? Are you sure it was his?’

‘I am, Madam.’

‘Then he is dead.’ Mariam walks to the slitted window and leans heavily upon the 

rough stone sill. She looks out across the broken mountains.

Elpis stops playing. 

‘Continue,’ says Mariam. Then she looks to Dellius for reassurance. 

‘The principles of logic dictate that this means only what we see, Majesty. The 

King is no longer in possession of his crown. The reason for this we do not know.’

‘He said he would send his crown, that it should be buried in his tomb if his body 
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was far from home.’ Mariam’s eyes rove about the room, seeking answers to unspoken 

questions. ‘How did Salome respond?’

‘At first the Princess wailed and cursed his stupidity, but then she became calmer. 

She is not certain of his death. But you should know that she expressly forbade any 

messenger coming to you.’ Dellius joins Mariam at the window, surveying the dust and 

rock beyond. ‘That is why I came. You had to know, you have to prepare…’ Dellius turns 

to his mistress, seeking forgiveness. Mariam has disappeared. He whirls, startled, back to 

face the room. 

She sobs piteously on the couch, clutching a cushion to her heart.

‘Madam…’ Dellius hovers above his stricken Queen, his hands flapping like a 

donkey’s ears. ‘The children are safe for now, I am sure of it. We will speak with Sohemus, 

and we will move to protect them. I will ride back this instant if you give the word…’

‘He loved me!’ The voice comes from under a pillow, high-pitched and strangled 

with grief.

Dellius reaches to comfort his mistress. He almost strokes her shoulder, and then 

retracts at the last instant. ‘But I thought you despised him...’

‘He loved me, he loved me…’ The chant continues, the words whispered without 

breath, tumbling into the rugs and cushions which soak them up like tears. 

‘Be quiet!’ hisses Dellius to Elpis, who dampens her cymbals. He runs his hands 

over his bald head, as though caressing his brain will somehow provide a solution. 

Mariam continues her breathless lament.

Dellius starts to whimper, and kneels to collect the spilled dates that are scattered 

beneath the couch.

‘How is she?’ Sohemus walks quietly into the room, a bloodied rabbit over his shoulder.

‘Sleeping now, my Lord,’ replies Dellius, who sits on the end of the couch, a platter 

neatly piled with date-stones at his feet. ‘You have heard?’

Sohemus nods. ‘You were right to come, my friend.’ He beckons to Dellius and 

inclines his head towards the door.

In the corridor Sohemus bolts the door to the Queen’s apartment. The Captain is 

summoned and instructed to triple the guard. The Fortress Steward hovers uneasily. 

'What is it?' asks Sohemus.

'Sorry to trouble you, my Lord, but the Queen Mother has arrived.' He fidgets, 

desperate to offload Alexandra into the care of someone higher ranking.
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'Perfect,' says Sohemus. 'On no account must she be allowed near the Queen.'

'Absolutely not,' adds Dellius. 'Her Majesty is distraught enough as it is.'

The soldiers nod their understanding.

'What shall I do with her?' asks the Steward querulously.

'Show her the mosaics,' replies Sohemus dismissively. He guides Dellius by the 

elbow as they climb the turret. When they are out of earshot of the guards, he says ‘Will 

you watch the sunset with me? There is a heavy weight upon me and I would value your 

advice.’
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Chapter 7

They mean to enter Jerusalem at the Shiloam Pool, taking the track along the Kedron 

Valley. The road narrows precariously as it clings to the edge of the wadi. With good 

reason this place is known for banditry. 

‘Keep up,’ urges Sohemus, turning to check that Mariam follows closely on her 

mule. 

They must ride single file as the road winds though a deserted settlement. 

Pockmarked mud buildings lean across the sky. Dark windows stare accusingly. Sohemus 

quickens his pace and reaches instinctively for his sword hilt. All is silent, but his horse 

whinnies as though it can feel unseen watchers. They round a sharp bend and almost 

collide with a drunken rabble which blocks the way. 

‘Follow me,' orders Sohemus. ‘I think we can squeeze past.’ 

He keeps his horse between Mariam and the rabble, pushing her mule against the 

far side of the road as he uses the house walls for cover. Just when it seems they have 

slipped past unnoticed, a burly man shouts, and the mob turns to look at them. 

'What have we here?' asks the man, who, by the stains on his reeking apron, looks 

and smells like a tanner.

'Let us pass, friend,' says Sohemus reasonably. 'I'm taking my wife to visit her 

mother.'

Mariam sits quietly behind her veil, poised to kick her mule into action. Beneath 

her robe she grips the mother-of-pearl handle of a pomegranate pin that she took from a 

platter when her maids were distracted. 

'Seems a shame to keep her veiled,' taunts the tanner. 'Let us have a look. Share her 

out a bit. Some of us can't afford a wife. We have to make do with nonarias. You rich men 

are all the same, keeping the best women to yourselves.' 

The tanner begins to move towards them, and several rough-looking men follow. 

Just as he reaches for Mariam's veil, Sohemus shouts 'Now!' His horse surges forwards and 

Mariam kicks her mule after him. The animals are too fast for the drunken men, and 

although they give chase, the rabble is soon left behind.

But beer and cooking oil from the impromptu street party have collected in hoof 

marks on the track. Mariam’s mule slips, almost tipping her through a window. She gives a 

fluty cry as a massive hand shoots out of the darkness and grips her saddle bag. She pulls 

hard on the mule’s bridle, desperate to wrench herself away from her attacker, but the 
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mule’s hoofs gain no purchase on the slick earth. It whinnies in fear and begins to buck. 

At her cry Sohemus glances over his shoulder and for a moment seems paralysed 

by what he sees. Then he throws his horse into a violent reverse turn, causing it to paw the 

air with its front legs while it pirouettes on its haunches. With a scything noise his sword is 

unsheathed, arcing like a blade of light in the gloomy street. It is not a Roman stabbing 

sword but a scimitar from his native Iturea for which, as ever, Sohemus murmurs thanks. 

The polished surface flashes, and for a heartbeat the smoke-reddened eyes of the bandit are 

lit up by it. Sohemus grasps his sword with both hands, slamming it down upon the 

attacker’s arm. The sword passes through flesh and bone and continues through the mud 

windowsill where it slides in up to the hilt. 

The bandit blinks stupidly, blood pouring from his new stump. 

‘Move!’ yells Sohemus, heaving his sword free and yanking Mariam’s mule by the 

reins as he kicks his own horse into a gallop. 

Mariam knots her fingers into her mule’s mane as they pound uphill. The houses 

thin, becoming meagre shepherd’s huts and disappearing entirely as the road opens out into 

a wide limestone plateau. Once the scrub has grown too insubstantial to conceal an ambush 

Sohemus stops, sword drawn and breathing hard. 

‘There’s blood on your face.’ Sohemus moves his horse closer to Mariam's mule, 

brows drawn with concern.

‘It’s not mine.’

Sohemus casts about for a cloth. 

‘Please...' begins Mariam. 'Before you attend to the blood...’ 

Sohemus looks puzzled. 

Mariam nods to her saddle bag. The bandit’s hand, with its filthy cracked 

fingernails and bloodied stump, clings as though still controlled by the will of its owner.

‘Oh.’ Sohemus tries to knock the hand free with his sword. The mule sidles 

nervously and threatens to buck. 

‘I think you’re frightening him.’

Sohemus sighs heavily and sheathes his sword. Dismounting, he walks to the 

mule’s head and spends a few moments patting its muzzle before turning to the saddle bag. 

He tugs at the hand. It will not yield. He takes the thumb in his left hand and the fingers in 

his right. Then he pulls as hard as he can. A sickly crack unsettles the mule and it shimmies 

sideways as the hand falls upon the broken limestone path. 

Mariam looks away over twisted junipers towards the Eastern horizon. The sun has 
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not yet risen but there is a cold blue light in the sky. A movement in the twisted scrub 

attracts her attention. A scrawny desert fox slinks along with the bandit’s hand in her 

mouth. According to her prominent teats, she has recently whelped. She pauses, appears to 

catch Mariam’s eye, and trots on her way.

 ‘Come,’ says Sohemus briskly, ‘we should water the animals.’ 

They descend into a lush forest; cedars and terebinths grow to massive proportions 

here, fed by the stream in the valley bed. They leave the track and the rushing of water gets 

louder as they weave through the trees towards the stream. It sings full and clear as the 

recent rains thunder over its rocks. 

Sohemus dismounts, tying his reins around a boulder. Then he helps Mariam from 

her grey mule. She looks around before unveiling, and then picks her way to the water’s 

edge, where leaves and twigs bob in eddies between the stones. Finding a level area, she 

kneels to splash her cheeks. ‘May we pause a while? I am weary.’ 

Sohemus stations himself on a nearby rock and rests his feet in the water. ‘The 

longer we tarry, the more dangerous it becomes.’

‘I am sick with worry.’

‘Salome will not harm her brother's children. They are quite safe, I promise.’ 

Sohemus speaks kindly as he proffers some bread.

Mariam waves the bread away. ‘The Steward risked a great deal to help us 

disappear.’

‘You smiled at him. It was all the thanks he wanted.’ Sohemus chews hungrily.

Mariam flushes, and pats the ground as a distraction from her embarrassment. ‘Oh!’ 

she cries.

Sohemus leaps up, hand on sword hilt.

‘It’s wood. I am sitting on wood.’ And indeed she sits in the middle of a tree-stump 

as big as a table. Only the determination of well-trained legionaries could have felled such 

a behemoth. 

Mariam crouches and runs her hands over the stump, smoothed now by water and 

wind, mosses beginning to fur the surface as the rings of the heartwood are obscured. 

‘How old is it?’

Sohemus bends and squints. ‘The rings are too many to count.’

‘Was it here when my ancestor Mattathias was alive?’

‘Undoubtedly. It was probably a fine tree before Jerusalem existed.’

‘Think what it has seen. Oh, tree. If only you could talk.’ Mariam lays her cheek 
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against the cool moss. ‘There is a mighty heart in this wood.’

‘My Lady, it was cut down for a battering ram. If you wish to prevent another siege, 

we must make haste.’

‘A moment.’

Sohemus looks at her, puzzled.

‘Can you wait over there?’ Mariam fidgets, moving her weight from one foot to the 

other.

‘Why?’

‘I need to…’

‘Oh!’ Sohemus engrosses himself with checking the mule’s harness while Mariam 

squats behind a boulder.

The forest thins into resinous scrub, which in turn gives way to scattered small-holdings. 

Through the dense white smoke of greenwood fires, greying tunics can be seen, spread to 

dry on the low roofs of shanties. Old men scratch drills of corn into the stony soil. Broken-

winded donkeys heave millstones around in circles, encouraged by skinny children with 

switches.  

‘We’re not far from the city walls now. What’s our story?’ asks Sohemus.  

‘I am the Queen of Sheba, come to claim the Temple for my own indulgence.’ 

Sohemus sighs.

‘You are a well-to-do balsam dealer from out of town,’ says Mariam wearily. ‘I am 

one of your many wives. In my obedience, I will speak only to you, and suffer no other 

man to look on me.’

‘That’s better,’ says Sohemus, smiling ironically. He leads the way through a 

cramped back street and as they round the city wall he stops. Above the anarchy of ill-

judged gables and drying linen looms the Temple. The marble bulwarks are beginning to 

blush in the Westering sun. Golden porticoes and bronze pillars pile on top of one another, 

rising skywards until it seems they must fall down with the weight of their own glory.

‘He who has not seen the Temple of Herod has not seen anything beautiful,’ 

breathes Mariam. ‘I did not appreciate my husband’s greatness,’ she whispers, sounding as 

though she is about to cry again. 

The press of people is such that Mariam grows alarmed and Sohemus ties her mule's reins 

to his saddle. Progress is painfully slow, until their path is blocked by a zigzagged line of 
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carts, sleds, caravans, and rows of slaves chained together, baskets balanced on their heads 

and shoulders. One great wagon is drawn by two elephants, which are painted like the 

Argos and decked with gold chains. ‘What’s going on?’ he asks of a merchant, who 

recognizes his balsam dealer’s robes and answers respectfully:

‘There’s a cart blocking the viaduct. And as if that weren’t enough, there’s a rumour 

that the Sanhedrin's going to make an announcement about the King, so everyone's pushing 

their way to the Temple. I’m going there myself, if you’ll excuse me, friend.’

Sohemus turns to Mariam. ‘We should hear this,’ he says. ‘I wonder what 

Costabar’s planning?’ 

Mariam nods her assent and they insinuate themselves into the queue for the 

viaduct. Eventually they come to such a dense knot in the crowd that they are unable to 

move, and the animals begin to toss their heads in distress. 

‘I have an urgent appointment, stand aside!’ Sohemus attempts his most self-

important voice.

‘You might be the Emperor of Rome, Sir, for all the good it would do. It’s going to 

take more than huffing and puffing to mend a broken axle.’ The drover points to a ragged 

hole in the crowd.

Two oxen kneel before a cart which lilts at a demented angle, its front axle 

splintered upon the smooth paving of the viaduct. Burly men heave at the rings in the 

oxen’s noses. The cattle low in fear and pain, rolling their pink-rimmed eyes. Their 

muscles quiver like bow strings, but the cart will not shift.

‘Sweating and shoving won't fix this,’ shouts Sohemus across the heads of the 

crowd. 

‘Oh, and who might you be?’ asks a heavily-armed man, one of a dozen guarding 

the cart.

‘Someone who can help you out of this mess.’

The men stare boldly at Sohemus. Over their long black plaits they sport 

shimmering hats which cover their ears with jeweled flaps. The cart that they guard is 

overflowing with bushels of spices and silks. The crowd hovers like a flock of timid 

vultures, desperate to scavenge what has been spilled, but repelled by their fear of the 

knives, spears, shields and swords carried so abundantly by the golden-hatted men. 

‘Where are you from?’ asks Sohemus.

‘Phrygia,’ replies the lead guard.

‘Where are you going?’
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‘The Temple.’

‘Why?’ 

The guards look at one another and sneer with incredulity. ‘What stone have you 

crawled out from under? Don’t you know the Tithe is due?’

Sohemus lets the insult pass. ‘You, boy!’ His eyes light upon a scabby-faced child 

who has used the distraction to sneak through the cordon and stuff a pouch of myrrh down 

his tunic. ‘You can keep that if you run an errand for me.’

The boy's eyes flit from side to side as he calculates whether he can disappear into 

the crowd before they can kill him. Caution wins, and he walks hesitantly towards 

Sohemus. 

‘Do you know where the slaves are working on the outer wall of the Temple?’

The boy nods.

‘Go to the Foreman and ask him to bring levers and cranes and a gang of his 

strongest men.’ He leans down and says quietly, so that only the boy can hear: ‘Tell him 

Sohemus commands it. Tell him there’s gold in it.’

The boy scampers away.

‘Who’s going to pay for all this?’ demands the head guard.

‘You. Unless of course you’d prefer to stay here all night?’ There is an easy 

authority about Sohemus which discourages argument.

A shriek tears through the crowd. People turn to find its cause, expecting fire or 

violence, and a pathway opens as a young man in the black and orange cloak of a copper 

smelter dashes towards them yelling: ‘Stop! Thief!’

Sohemus moves his horse to block the young man’s way. He catches him by the 

shoulder. ‘What has been stolen?’ he asks.

‘Please, Sir, let me go. The thief is getting away.’

‘What has been stolen?’ repeats Sohemus.

‘My mother’s wedding ring. You must let me chase him.’

‘There’s a purse of gold for the man who finds the ring,’ announces Sohemus. 

The crowd turns in on itself, prodding and accusing. 

‘Where is your mother?’

The young man guides Sohemus and Mariam towards a baker’s shop, in front of 

which a woman in widow’s robes lies crumpled beneath an ancient donkey. 

‘Mother?’ The copper smelter raises her head gently. 

Her eyelids flicker. ‘My ring!’
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‘Give the woman some water,’ Sohemus instructs the baker, who stands aimlessly 

beside his shop-front. 

The smelter helps his mother to drink, and then gets her on to the donkey, which 

brays in complaint as she is hauled up its flank. 

‘Have you come far?’ asks Sohemus.

‘Far enough. My mother is lame.’

‘A copper smelter,’ observes Sohemus, sensible of Mariam’s urgent tug on his 

sleeve. ‘Was that your father’s trade?’

The young man begins to stammer an answer when he is interrupted by shouts. 

‘The ring! Here! It's been found!’ 

Sohemus leads them back towards the cart. ‘Who found it?’ he asks.

‘Him,’ says the guard, shoving forward a stoatish little man.

‘Congratulations. Where did you find it?’ Sohemus is careful to keep his face 

concealed by his hood. Balsam dealers are known for being pompous meddlers, but 

dispensing justice is usually beyond their remit.

‘It… it was just lying in the gutter, Sir, as though the thief had dropped it as he ran.’

‘Indeed?’

‘Yes, Sir. Can I have my purse now please?’

Sohemus holds up his hand to indicate that he requires silence. Then he turns to the 

widow, who is slumped over the donkey like a sack of grain. 

‘Mother, wake up!’ The copper smelter taps her hand impatiently. ‘They have your 

ring.’

‘My ring?’ She sits up eagerly.

Sohemus examines the ring closely, watching it wink in the late afternoon sun. He 

sees an inscription engraved on its inner surface. He squints as he reads it. 

The widow holds her hand out imperiously. 'Give it back,' she says.

'One moment, madam. We must be sure that this is yours, and not some cheap 

trinket. Tell me, what does the inscription say?'

 'Gam zeh ya'avor,' says the widow in Hebrew.

'This too shall pass,' echoes Sohemus, realising that this is the proverb about King 

Solomon and the ring whose engraving made sad men happy and happy men sad. 'Your 

husband was an admirer of King Solomon?' he asks, appraising her suspiciously.

'More than that. When history is written my husband will outshine him...'

'Hush, Mother,' says the copper smelter, grabbing the widow's arm. 'Pay no heed, 
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Sir. My mother has had too much sun.' He smiles weakly at Sohemus. 'If you could return 

the ring, we'll be on our way.'

'This too shall pass,' repeats the widow vehemently, tugging at her threadbare 

mantle. 

Sohemus leans down, proffering the ring on his open palm. The widow snatches it 

and stuffs it greedily on to her finger.

‘A very weighty ring for a woman of your station, if I may say so,’observes 

Sohemus.

‘It's all I have left of him. I couldn't bear to lose it.’ She turns the ring around her 

finger, smiling wistfully. ‘Have you caught the thief?’

‘That remains to be seen,’ says Sohemus. ‘Here is the man who claims to have 

found your ring.’

The stoatish man puffs out his chest.

‘How do we know he’s not the thief?’ yells a woman in the crowd.

‘How do we know?’ chorus others.

The stoatish man tries to dart away, but finds himself trapped by a forest of spear 

shafts.

‘That’s him,’ screeches the widow, as though the crowd's questioning has suddenly 

refreshed her memory. ‘That’s the bastard who pulled it from my finger and left me for 

dead in the gutter!’

‘Thief, thief, thief!’ shouts the crowd.

Sohemus holds up his hand and the chanting quiets to a low rumble. ‘Madam, you 

may pronounce sentence.’

‘Kill him.’

‘Are you sure you would rather not brand him? Or have a hand removed? That is 

more usual with these cases.’ 

‘Kill him,’ she repeats.

A blade whistles, followed by a wet thud. The stoatish man squeals as his guts fall 

out upon the floor.

‘Who did that?’ demands Sohemus.

‘I did,’ leers a Phrygian guard.

‘You did not have my permission,’ snaps Sohemus.

‘Well, you can hardly put him together again can you?’

The thief writhes upon the floor, his lips turning blue as his lifeblood oozes into the 
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gutter.

‘Do I get my purse of gold?’ asks the guard.

‘I’ll ram it down your throat if you don’t get out of my way. Here are the builders.’ 

Sohemus moves back as carpenters, ropes and levers are brought to bear on the broken 

axle.

The widow’s eyes glint under her mantle. ‘Thank you, Sir, for your assistance. I am 

quite well enough to be on my way now.’

‘Are you sure?’ asks Sohemus. 

‘Quite sure, thank you.’

‘Then at least tell me your name,’ he persists.

‘My name is D... Deborah. And this is my son Ant... Antiochus. I don’t wish to 

seem ungrateful, Sir, but I really must be on my way.’

‘Very well, Madam, I wish you a safe journey.’ Sohemus nods and watches them 

struggle through the crowd towards the Upper City. 

Mariam kicks her mule, desperate to pursue them. 

‘Wait,’ says Sohemus quietly. ‘When she gets to the corner, we follow.’
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Chapter 8

On the viaduct between the Upper City and the Temple a messenger stands atop a cart, 

surrounded by a silent, wondering crowd. He reads from a scroll: '...and so the Sanhedrin 

shall rule according to the will of Rome, until He-Who-Is-The-Living-God sees fit to 

appoint a successor.' By his livery and practised bellow, he is an official nuncio of the 

Roman Empire.

'What news?' asks Sohemus of a whey-faced apprentice.

'He's dead,' he replies, and then laughs; a quick, mad bark which signals the 

preposterousness of what he has just said.

Sohemus turns to check Mariam's reaction, but she remains impassive behind her 

veil.

Merchants stand in small groups, discussing how this will affect their trade routes. 

A widow limps past, crying bitterly. Labourers who have been working on the Temple sit 

cross-legged on the floor, bereft of agency. There is no-one to command, no-one to pay 

them.

The copper smelter and his mother seem to have dissolved in the heat. ‘Where do 

you hide a lame woman on a donkey?’ Sohemus looks behind to see Mariam swaying in 

her saddle, her veil flapping loose and in danger of exposing her face. ‘We’ve lost them. 

Let’s stop.’ Sohemus cuts across a confusion of widows dragging firewood bundles, well-

to-do wives chivvying servants with their parcels, and traders discussing the soaring price 

of Egyptian grain. Without Herod's charitable bread kitchens, who now will feed the poor? 

'There will be riots,' they say, shaking their heads sagely. 

Sohemus turns up a narrow side street into a warren of alleys and passageways. He 

tries several doors, but they are all locked. Eventually he is able to force a latch and swerve 

into a shaded square, where water flows invitingly from an aqueduct pipe. He dismounts 

heavily, hastening to help Mariam from her mule. She falls into his arms. 

‘He'd dead,’ she mumbles.

Sohemus lifts her to the edge of the cistern, the water trickling sweetly. He props 

her against the wall, and when he is sure that she will not crumple forwards, he picks wine 

skins and a woman’s sandal from the cistern. He cups his hand, scoops water and holds it 

to Mariam’s mouth. He wets her parched lips and her eyelids flutter. He scoops some more 

and she drinks a little. Then her eyes flash open. The dark stars fix Sohemus and hold him, 

paralysed.
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‘Are you going to kill me now?' She flops her hand into the water.

A low rumble starts up. Sohemus whirls around, trying to find the source. The  floor 

of the courtyard undulates, coalescing into a large sand coloured dog that launches itself at 

them with a hideous yowl. Sohemus draws his sword, ready to split it from muzzle to tail. 

The chain saves the dog's life: it snaps taut and wrenches the dog earthwards with a painful 

rasp as the collar bites into the animal's throat.

'It's mad,' says Sohemus. 'Keep back while I put it beyond torment.'

'No,' counters Mariam. 'He's just frightened. Throw him some bread.'

Sohemus grimaces, but humours his Queen. He takes some bread from his saddle 

bag and tosses it towards the dog. The dog falls on the bread and swallows it without 

chewing. Then it whimpers and wags its tail. Mariam smiles. She scoops water in her hand 

and walks slowly towards him. 

'My Lady, you must not...' says Sohemus. She ignores him. Sohemus keeps his 

sword poised, ready to intervene.

There is little water left in her hand when she reaches the dog, but there is enough 

for his parched tongue to feel. He licks enthusiastically, his whole back end shaking with 

the vigour of his tail wagging.

'Release him,' says Mariam.

Reluctantly, Sohemus walks into the corner of the courtyard, where the chain is 

wrapped about a rock. He raises his sword and slams it down upon the chain, which breaks 

in a flurry of sparks.

The dog rushes for the cistern. He jumps in, trailing his chain, and laps up so much 

water that it seems he will burst. Then he gets out and shakes himself, trots to Mariam and 

sits panting at her feet. 'I shall call him Herod,' she declares, patting his head.

‘We rest here until nightfall,’ says Sohemus brusquely. He leads the horse and mule 

to drink. They lap greedily, decking their muzzles with silver beads. He scratches his horse 

behind the ears until it whinnies with pleasure. Then he sits on the wide stone lip of the 

cistern and splashes his face and the back of his neck. He grunts, momentarily distracted 

by the bliss of cold clean water on his hot dirty skin.

‘My great grandmother ruled alone as Queen.’ Mariam’s eyes follow Sohemus as 

he paces about, deciding on the most defensible position.

‘She did. But it depends upon a strong High Priest who will keep the Sanhedrin 

loyal.’ Sohemus checks lines of sight from the entrance to the square.

‘And where,’ she sighs, ‘will I find one of them?’  
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Sohemus says nothing as he lays his cloak down beneath a young almond tree. 

Then he helps Mariam to rest under the filigree of shade. The dog follows, and curls up 

next to her. When they seem to be sleeping, he looks more closely at their surroundings. 

The windows and doors giving on to the courtyard are all nailed shut, as though their 

owners are expecting trouble. No escape route, but weighed against this disadvantage is the 

fact that they are not overlooked. Sohemus props himself against the tree and closes his 

eyes: he needs to think. A lizard scuttles up the wall, dislodging mortar. His eyes snap 

open, searching for invisible swordsmen.

Abandoning his attempt at contemplation, Sohemus goes back to the cistern and 

examines the wine skins. They are empty, but intact. He rinses them out and fills them for 

future use. Perhaps he will live long enough to drink that much. Then he picks up the 

woman’s sandal. The uppers are slender leather straps, designed to show as much of the 

foot as possible. The sandal floated so jauntily in the cistern because it has a thick wooden 

sole, and as Sohemus runs his fingers over it he feels marks carved deeply across the 

widest part. He turns the shoe over, trying to make sense of the lettering, but it is an 

alphabet he does not know. Frustrated, he pushes the shoe down into the dust. Then he 

picks it up and casts it away. It has left an impression which says OW ME. He ponders this 

for a while, chewing thoughtfully on a piece of bread from his saddle bag. It tastes little 

different from the saddle itself.  But at least these letters are recognisable. A breeze ruffles 

the tree and he looks up. The other sandal is tangled in a branch. He takes it down and 

examines it. Again, he cannot read the letters on the sole, but the imprint says FOLL. He 

forms the letters with his mouth, forcing himself to understand. ‘Ow me foll,’ he says, as 

though it is an incantation. Still, he does not comprehend. Then he laughs and slaps his 

thigh. He puts a sandal on each hand and pushes them into the dust. They are the sandals of 

a prostitute, and her soles, when placed in the correct order, spell FOLLOW ME on the 

ground.

‘If only I could,’ he says softly, picking a nut and trying to open it with his teeth. It 

is not ripe; he grimaces at the jolt to his jaw. He settles with his back to the tree trunk and 

uses the nut to scribe a plan of the Palace into the dry earth. His eyes flick regularly to 

Mariam, and he is careful to brush away flies that get too close. 

The dog gets up and fetches one of the sandals. Then he returns to Mariam, where 

he lies chewing the leather strap.

Presently Mariam kicks and cries out. The dog jumps up, ears cocked. Sohemus 

kneels by her, looking down into her face. 
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‘When are you going to kill me?’ she asks.

‘Rest, my Lady.’

When Mariam sleeps once more, Sohemus takes up his almond shell and writes 

HEROD in the dust. Then he rubs at it angrily until the letters disappear. 
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Chapter 9

‘That’s her donkey!’ Mariam points through the branches of the myrtle that conceals her, 

Sohemus, and the dog. The widow's donkey glimmers in the dusk, fighting reins which 

have been knotted cruelly tight around a balustrade at the foot of the Palace steps. 

 ‘What business would a widow and a copper smelter have at the Palace?' Sohemus 

wonders aloud. 'Wait here,' he orders, rising from his crouch. 'I’ll investigate.'

‘Let them go,’ says Mariam quickly.

‘What do you mean?’ asks Sohemus.

‘We could just turn around and disappear into the night. No-one would know we’d 

been here. We could leave the country, take up a trade…’

‘My Lady, my duty is to…’

‘Do you love me?' asks Mariam.

‘I love you because you were most precious to the man I served.’

Mariam hugs her knees and slow, sad tears well in her eyes. 'Do you believe he is 

dead?'

'With every day that passes, it seems more likely.'

'Then why don't you kill me?' 

In reply Sohemus shakes the myrtle branches. Petals fall like snow. 

Mariam looks at him, puzzled. 

‘All we’ve seen in this city are saplings. Everything was destroyed during Herod's 

battle for the throne. You can stop this happening again. You are the King-maker.’

Mariam stands and brushes herself down. She recalls the siege that brought her 

husband to power. Jerusalem would not yield. The Jews set fire to the battering rams, and 

broke into the old mines to snare Herod's Roman allies in the dark tunnels. They held the 

outer wall for forty days. When that was dismantled, stone by stone, they retreated to the 

inner wall. They must have known it was hopeless against legions maddened by their 

impertinence, but they resisted for another two weeks. The Romans burst through and took 

the lower city, so the Jews fled to the Temple. Herod tried to hold the Romans back. He 

sent sacrifices as a gesture of his good will. But the Jews would not concede and the 

Romans were enraged. The massacre was indiscriminate. 

Mariam tilts her chin regally. ‘We go together. I shall not linger in this thicket to be 

accosted by a wine-soaked oaf.'

Sohemus nods his satisfaction, and checks the dagger at his belt.
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Then she says, ‘It was not poison.’

‘What wasn’t?’

‘The potion that Salome caught the Cupbearer with. It was to make Herod sleep, to 

give me respite.’

Sohemus sighs deeply, and it seems as though a dull nagging pain, an affliction that 

he has learned to live with, has suddenly left his body. ‘You are most worthy of his love, 

and therefore of mine.’ He drops to his knees and kisses her hand. 

 A tremor runs though Mariam as his lips brush her skin. Then she smiles wistfully, 

her eyes bright in the moonlight. 'I am ready.'

She puts her arm in his and they step out across the courtyard like guests invited to 

a banquet, the dog trotting obediently at their heels.

Voices fill the Palace courtyard; a halo of lamplight lifts the darkness around them. 

Sohemus freezes. Mariam clutches his arm. The dog stops panting, its lips drawn back to 

reveal fangs and mottled gums which are ghastly in the moonlight. An earthenware pitcher 

flies from the window and smashes at their feet. 

‘Whaddaya do that for?’ demands a drunken voice.

A loud belch echoes around the courtyard.

‘’Sempty!’ 

‘The shellar! The shellar!’ The chant is taken up by the unseen company, and 

unsteady footsteps recede. Darkness returns.

The Palace stairs are mired by pomegranate tops, melon skins, slimy date stones, 

and mangled figs. Sohemus lifts Mariam over the mess. She leans her head on his shoulder 

as he picks out a route to the door. 

‘What’s happened here?’ breathes Mariam as Sohemus sets her down.

Every statue has been smashed, tapestries and drapes torn and burned, and the 

mosaics almost obscured with the foulest graffiti about what Herod does with his mother 

and his eunuchs. Each depiction of Herod is now adorned with a phallus. ‘Edomite 

sodomite!’ proclaims one graffito, scrawled in what could be human waste.

A potted palm lies horizontal in the corridor. Upon its peeling bark is snagged a 

scrap of orange wool. Sohemus bends to examine it. 

‘The copper smelter's cloak?' asks Mariam.

Sohemus nods.

'Then Dolores and her bastard are here. They mean to claim the throne.'

'It would appear so,' agrees Sohemus.
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'Take me to my apartments,’ says Mariam. ‘I wish to prepare myself.’
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Chapter 10

Costabar approaches the Temple, two young men at his side. He wears plain, modest robes 

and the smell of balsam has disappeared. One of his companions is exceptionally tall and 

graceful. The other is shorter and broader, although still tall by most standards. The very 

tall man has a full beard, in the Jewish tradition. His nose is aristocratic and when his eyes 

flash warily in the moonlight their resemblance to Mariam's is striking. The broader man 

has a clipped beard. His bearing is more warrior-like, but his eyes have that same 

Hasmonean gleam. They could be Mariam's brothers.

'This was all rubble last time I saw it,' says the broader man. 

'The last thing I remember,' says his taller brother, 'was being lifted from a ruined 

house as the walls began to collapse.'

They stand on the viaduct, staring in wonder at the shimmering white platform 

where the Temple sits. 

'How long did it take to rebuild?' asks the broader man.

'It's not finished. Ten thousand men have laboured ten years and still they work on 

the outer walls,' replies Costabar. 

'How did he pay for it?' asks the taller man.

'Parthian gold, bitumen works, date plantations,' explains Costabar.

'Not by raising taxes?' persists the taller man.

'Why would he do that?' counters Costabar. 'He was a half-bred Edomite who just 

wanted the Jews to like him.'

'And did they?' ask both men in unison, as though they share the same thoughts.

In answer, Costabar gestures them to move closer.

At the entrance to the Temple, a group of student Sadducees is pulling down the 

golden eagle placed there so blasphemously by Herod. The ancient Zadduk looks on 

approvingly. 

Costabar approaches with his young companions. 

‘What do you want?’ asks Zadduk, eyeing Costabar with hostility. 

‘Reverend Sir, here are two you will be glad to meet.’

‘Eh? What friends of yours would I want to meet?’ The old man squints at them. 

‘These are the sons of Babas,’ proclaims Costabar triumphantly.

‘You lie! They died in the siege.’

‘I rescued them, and have hidden them all these years.’
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‘You? But you’re the worst of Herod's lackeys.’

‘I had to be, so I would be above suspicion. Look! Here is Jonathan.’ Costabar 

urges the broader and slightly shorter young man forward. ‘The first born,’ says Costabar, 

‘and our new King.’ 

Jonathan bows politely.

‘Yes, yes,’ says Zadduk. ‘What of the other?’ He looks up at the taller man.

‘Allow me to present Caiaphas, second born of a bloodline that goes right back to 

Mattathias. Indisputably qualified to be our High Priest.’

Zadduk examines him as though he is a horse he might buy. The old priest turns the 

young man's face in profile and runs a crooked finger along his finely tilted nose. Then he 

stands back, and contemplates Caiaphas for so long that it seems he has gone into a trance. 

‘It is you!’ Zadduk kneels surprisingly quickly, and kisses the man’s feet. ‘Come, 

my Holy Lord, come into your Temple and let us dress you!’ Tears shine in the old man’s 

eyes as Caiaphas helps him up.
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Chapter 11

Mariam opens every shutter, and Sohemus helps her to tear down the gauze that has 

swathed her apartment from the outside world for so long. He unlocks the doors to the 

balcony, permanently out of bounds in case a desperate man should climb up and ravish his 

Queen. Mariam wanders out, enchanted with the novelty of fresh air. 

Sohemus lingers inside. He fingers his dagger, the blood oath raging in his veins. 

Reason tells him that Mariam should live, to prevent another battle for the throne. 

Affection tells him that she is a virtuous woman who does not deserve death. But Honour 

roars at him that he is a coward, that when he goes to the Underworld he will spend 

eternity as a traitor, shunned by warrior souls. Slowly, quietly, he unsheathes the dagger. 

He wipes it on his robe. It will be quick, straight through her back and into her heart. She 

will be dead before she sinks to the floor. He steals up behind her, dagger arm raised. She 

is leaning forward, peering out over the city. He could make it look like she fell...

‘Sohemus?’ she calls, a tremor in her voice.

He puts the dagger behind his back. ‘My Lady?’

Mariam turns, her glance fearful as she seeks her protector.

It takes a moment for Sohemus to apprehend what is happening around the Upper 

City and the Temple. Torches dot the darkness, melding with fires set to destroy Herod's 

legacy, until flame runs through the city's thoroughfares like molten gold. 

Near the balcony, young men heft saws and mallets. They look up. ‘Is that the 

Queen?’ they ask.

‘It is,’ says Mariam, the melody of her voice carrying over the crack of hammers. 

‘Fair Mariam,’ shouts one young man, and the others begin to call out to passers-by. 

‘It’s the Queen! She hasn’t deserted us, look, she’s here!’

Mariam waves and her smile dazzles. 

‘You’re well rid of him,’ shouts an old woman weighed down by a mallet she can 

barely lift. ‘Marry a Jewish man and give us back our High Priest.’

‘Yes, do,’ chorus others. The gaggle of people becomes a knot. Everyone who 

passes stops to enquire, looks up at the Queen and is overjoyed by her smile. Soon there is 

a large crowd, and the streets behind fill with people trying to catch a glimpse of Mariam. 

They begin to chant her name.

Sohemus sheathes his dagger.
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Chapter 12

Costabar flings open the double doors and then steps back as if physically repelled. He 

expects the throne room to be dark; empty, waiting. But the lamps are already burning, 

myriad dancing flames reflected from floor to ceiling and back again. The sea silk drapes 

have a pale gold sheen and they undulate like the flanks of living creatures in the warm air 

from the torches. This was Herod's throne room, decorated to his personal taste. Here he 

took no heed of Jewish sensibilities about idolatry. Greek statues stand on plinths, alabaster 

limbs flushing pink in the lamplight. Painted vines twist around pillars, dripping amethyst 

grapes. Opal flowers twinkle in mosaic Elysian Fields. Satyrs and nymphs chase each other 

from frieze to frieze. One fresco shows Zeus with his various conquests: here he molests 

Europa in the form of a white bull, there he is a shower of gold wrapped around Danae, 

and next a white swan pinning Leda to a reed bed. 

Opposite the throne, at the far end of the hall, hangs a Roman tapestry. The weaving 

shows Proserpina, lilies and violets tumbling from her hands as she is swept up by Pluto, 

god of the Underworld. With his black beard and red lips, he looks very much like Herod. 

Proserpina's wide dark eyes seem to be modelled on Mariam.

'That will have to go,' says Salome as she lounges on the throne, swathed in a 

quantity of scarlet silk. Two soldiers hasten to tear down the tapestry.

Salome has a headdress almost two cubits high. It seems to be a contraption of 

golden wires through which her hair is intricately woven. The whole is decked with swags 

of rubies, which clatter when she moves her head. Around her neck is a rope of rubies as 

big as doves' eggs, and her arms are so laden with thick, gold bracelets that it takes her a 

moment to haul herself upright. Behind her is ranged a selection of the Royal Guard – 

those she has managed to blackmail or seduce. They are outnumbered significantly by the 

Sadducees, but they are battle-hardened, highly trained assassins. Salome is justified in 

looking smug. She has dressed them in red tunics, adorned with golden cuffs. Their 

Captain, with his soft olive skin and square jaw, stands at Salome's side, his hand in hers.

‘Oh,’ sighs Salome, ‘how tiresome. It's my former husband.' She smiles up at her 

Captain, who reaches for his sword.

‘Blasphemy!’ shouts Zadduk. ‘A woman may not divorce.’

‘But a Queen can,’ says Salome sweetly.

‘I don’t believe,’ smiles Costabar, ‘that our new King is inclined to make you his 

Queen.’
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‘Madam,' says Jonathan, 'this seat is taken.’ 

'Arrest them,' orders Salome airily.

It is Zadduk who draws the first blade. 'May Yahweh protect us, you shall not harm 

the High Priest.'

The Captain unsheathes his sword, and the soldiers behind the throne follow suit. 

But they hesitate, their reverence for the old man tempering their fear of Salome.

'What's your dress for?' asks Salome of the tall and graceful Caiaphas, who is 

resplendent in cobalt. 'You look ridiculous.'

Salome's guards exchange glances. Most are of staunchly Jewish families. They 

may have forgotten their beliefs while Herod paid them so well, but ridiculing their High 

Priest cannot be recompensed with golden cuffs. 

Salome claps her hands. 'I'm waiting.'

The guards waver.

‘Is that all you’ve got?’ sneers Costabar.

‘It’s more than you have.’ She tosses her head until the swags of rubies smash 

against her headdress. 

‘Alas, my dear, you forget that I am Governor of Idumea. Their army marches at 

my command, half a day from Jerusalem. You may sit there a little longer, but it will look 

most indecorous if you are carried out kicking and screaming.’ Costabar beckons to her.

‘And what gives this stripling the right?’ asks the Captain.

 At the mention of the word ‘Babas’ the soldiers behind the throne begin to stir. One 

by one they walk towards Jonathan and Caiaphas, and stand behind them.

Salome shakes her bangles and sneers, but she realises she is beaten. As she steps 

down from the dais she touches Jonathan lightly on the chest. ‘I am newly divorced, Sir, 

and a Princess of Edom. Are you looking for a wife?’

‘Get out of the way,’ snaps Costabar, grabbing her arm and pulling her towards the 

waiting guards. ‘Watch her.’

Salome lunges for the door. She screeches and writhes as the guards restrain her, 

raging against the indignity with all her might. It seems that she will choke upon her own 

fury, snarling and spitting at anyone in range, until the Captain tears a strip from his tunic 

and gags her with it. Eventually she stops struggling, but her eyes flare dangerously. 

‘Your Majesty?’ Costabar signals the throne with a sweep of his arm.

The Sadducees give a roar of approval as Jonathan raises his foot to the dais. He 

contemplates the throne. Eventually, he takes a deep breath and approaches the great dark 
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seat. He nods his head slightly, turns and sits. He is not dwarfed by the throne. Rather it 

seems to have been made for him. The soldiers kneel. The priests prostrate themselves, 

Zadduk with surprising ease for a man of his age. 

Caiaphas leads the Sadducees in chants of praise. He has been practising for this all 

his life, although hiding in a cellar meant that he could only whisper the words of 

jubilation. His voice cracks and gives out at times, but Zadduk remembers the old ways 

and he joins in with a startlingly vigorous baritone. The Pharisees have crept in at the back 

of the hall. While some sit to write down the historic occasion, others whirl about, 

hollering their joy. A Jewish man is on the throne once more and the High Priest has been 

restored. Yahweh and the angels are surely smiling down.

The date wine is already flowing and it takes a moment for the guards to notice the 

intruders. The Captain signals his men to attention. Jonathan holds up his hand to halt the 

celebrations. The priests turn expectantly.

The copper smelter has swapped his orange cloak for lion skins. 'Mother?' he asks 

in a quavering voice.

'What? Just get in …' Dolores tails off as she sees that the room is occupied. She is 

swathed in a hotchpotch of colours and patterns because she could not find a gown to fit 

her. She looks like a deranged washerwoman.

'How dare you defile my silks?' demands Salome, who has chewed through her gag. 

She starts to struggle again, scratching one guard's face before the Captain takes both her 

hands and ties them behind her back. He stands behind her, holding her by the shoulders. 

The feel of his olive skin seems to placate her somewhat.

'You will regret speaking to me like that,' says Dolores loftily as she wafts towards 

the throne, her son Antipater in her wake. 'What is the meaning of this?' she demands, 

gesturing at the aristocratic young man who fills the throne so well. She is halted by the 

crossed swords of two soldiers.

'You will address His Holiness and His Majesty correctly,' orders Zadduk.

'I don't know who these upstarts are, but this is the Majesty that you should be 

making your addresses to.' She pokes Antipater, who struggles to move under the weight of 

his adornments.

'I am Jonathan, son of Babas, descended from Mattathias.’ His voice is surprisingly 

deep. 'Who are you?' he asks. The purple robes that he has acquired from Herod’s dressing 

room finish mid-calf on account of his height. 
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'I am Herod's wife,' says Dolores. She waves her hand around languidly, her 

wedding ring catching the light from the torches. 

'His wife?' Jonathan looks at Costabar, aghast. ‘I thought you said she was 

beautiful!’

‘This is not Herod’s wife,’ says Costabar loudly. ‘She is a low born woman, who 

knew him during his youth. They were never married, were they Zadduk?’ Costabar winks 

at him.

For years, Zadduk has told any who will listen that he was threatened into annulling 

a perfectly valid marriage. But now he is only too glad to comply. Nothing, not even the 

truth, can threaten their new King and High Priests' claim. ‘Never,’ he says, vehemently, 

and the Sadducees take up his response until it echoes off the gilded ceiling.

Dolores tries to shoo her son into action. ‘Fight him for it!’ she shouts. ‘Remember 

who your father is!’

Antipater stands miserably, his legs threatening to buckle under the weight of the 

lion skins, and seems relieved when two student priests manhandle him away from the 

throne.

'Put them in the dungeons, as befits the low born,' says Costabar.

Sadducees bundle them from the room. Antipater goes quietly, but Dolores has to 

be dragged backwards. 'I am the King's mother,' she yells. 'Get your filthy hands off me!' 

Despite the lateness of the hour, the Sanhedrin meets as it has not for many years. In pride 

of place is Caiaphas, resplendent in cobalt. Next to him is Jonathan, royally robed and 

treated with great diffidence, but sharply aware that his power depends upon the will of the 

Sadducees. To their right is Costabar, newly arraigned with the Steward's staff and chain of 

office.  To their left sits Zadduk, no longer sleepy, but bright-eyed and purposeful. Beyond 

them are ranged rows of Sadducees. In the outer reaches the Pharisees continue as scribes. 

Herod's perfumed lackeys have not joined them. Those that could have fled. Those who 

tarried felt the full fury of the mob, their belongings pillaged, and their bodies broken. 

Some dangle from the city walls, crows feasting on their eyeballs. 

Salome realises the danger she is in and has condescended to accept the protection 

of the guards. She sits quietly at the foot of the dais, her wrists still bound. 

Costabar is giving his first Steward's report. 'The people are with us. Most disorder 

comes from their outpouring of joy. Retired soldiers and deserters have returned to our 

standard, and the Idumean army is almost here.'
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‘Then we are unopposed?’ Jonathan leans back against the throne, getting used to 

its cold, angular feel. With every moment that passes, it seems to suit him more.

'Brother,' says Caiaphas. 'Rome always has legions within marching distance. Will 

they tolerate us?’ His question hangs. 

The soldiers are not Roman, but they are well organised. Their shields are painted with 

fearsome eyes, of a shade that suggests dried blood. They have broad knives at their belts 

and quivers of arrows at their backs. The flights of the arrows are a uniform black, which 

matches their long hair, held off their faces by brightly beaded headbands. They have gold 

hoops in their ears, and their eyes are lined with charcoal. They do not speak, but push 

relentlessly into the room. The guards and the priests move back irresistibly, until these 

soldiers have formed a corridor to the throne. Their commander seems to be marked by 

golden threads in his plaits and the flights of his arrows. Leaning upon his arm is a 

handsome woman in a giant feathered headdress. Her lips are pursed, the wrinkles around 

her mouth harsh as the ravines in the surrounding desert. ‘What are you doing on my 

throne?’ she asks haughtily. 

‘Your throne?’ Jonathan turns to Costabar for an explanation.

‘Your Majesty,’ says Costabar, visibly irritated, ‘allow me to present Alexandra, 

mother to Herod's widow Mariam, and lately a resident of Qarn Sartabeh.’ 

‘These are the outriders of the Nabatean army. King Malik wishes to install me on 

the throne.’ Alexandra smiles coyly.

‘You?’ Costabar is incredulous.

‘I am a direct descendent of Mattathias. My son was the last High Priest. My 

grandmother was Queen of Judea.’

‘She has a point,’ says Zadduk, and the Sadducees begin to mutter heatedly.

‘We are also direct descendants of Mattathias,’ says Jonathan, fearing that the 

balance of power is shifting. 

‘You are not as closely related,’ says Zadduk, who knows every permutation of the 

Hasmonean family tree. 

Alexandra beckons to her soldiers and a dust-stained group is prodded forwards. 

Dellius shepherds three small, tearful boys, while Elpis rocks a palm-leaf cradle. 

‘Prince Levi,' commands Alexandra, 'come and see your throne.’ 

Levi shuffles forward, pink tracks showing the path of tears down his desert-soiled 

face. He stands and looks up at the huge dark chair. His head does not reach the level of the 
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arms. ‘Hello Uncle,’ he says to Costabar. 

Costabar smiles thinly.

‘This child has the more direct bloodline, despite the impurity of his father,’ says 

Zadduk.

The Royal Guards confer with each other. 'Our loyalty is to Yahweh. We follow the 

Sadducees'  recommendation,' says the Captain.

A tense silence has settled on the room. Now a strange noise drifts in at the 

windows. Those who didn’t know better would say that the ocean swelled and battered 

against the Palace walls, many voices breathing a name, spoken over and over like the 

breaking of waves against rock.

‘The Sanhedrin supports Prince Levi, under the regency of Alexandra,’ says 

Zadduk, whose old ears cannot hear the sea.

What there is of the Royal Guard moves to stand with Zadduk and the Nabatean 

soldiers.

Alexandra smiles sweetly, indicating that Salome should join her. Salome stands 

and straightens her robe. The Captain takes his knife to her bindings. She rubs at her wrists 

where the restraints have bitten. Then she turns to the Captain and slaps him hard across 

the face. He remains impassive, but his olive complexion is spoiled by the red mark. 

Salome walks to meet Alexandra, who greets her with a sisterly embrace. 

'That's no way to treat a Princess, is it my dear?'

Salome shakes her head and pretends to blink back tears. 

'You have done well,' observes Alexandra, noting the Royal Guards. 'You shall have 

your reward. Do you know where he is?'

'Wherever your daughter is lurking, Majesty.'

'Patience, Sister, he shall be found.'

Salome smiles, drawing back vermilion lips to reveal sharp white teeth. She runs up 

to the throne. ‘Move,’ she says to Jonathan, ‘or I will kill you.’ She swipes a knife from a 

nearby guard's belt and pushes the blade against Jonathan's throat.

‘The Idumean army is almost upon you,’ he gasps. ‘Does King Malik really want a 

war?’

Salome pushes harder, until Jonathan is leaning as far back as the throne will allow.

‘Nobody wants war,’ says Caiaphas, while the Sadducees try to remove his cape. 

‘There must be another way of deciding.’

The doors slam back upon their hinges, bouncing against the wall. A sea of 
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humanity floods into the room shouting a word, echoed and repeated by thousands of 

throats, an endless roar which ebbs and flows but never ceases. Some of the soldiers draw 

weapons, but they are hopelessly outnumbered, and the hammers, saws and knives carried 

so abundantly on this current of the populace soon convince them that resistance would be 

foolish. 

If an owl were flying over Jerusalem it would see the Palace and the Temple as 

white islands in a surging, chaotic sea of torch flames, each point of light representing 

tenant farmers, weavers, carpenters, tanners and smelters, merchants, scribes, tax 

collectors, old soldiers and reservists, priests and prostitutes, widows and children, the 

people of the city recalling their pride at resisting the Romans and deciding that they will 

be imposed upon no longer. Some of the high born shout in Greek, but they soon stop 

when they realise that no-one else can understand them. The devout proclaim in Hebrew, 

and the low-born make their demands in Aramaic. Whatever the language, the sentiment is 

the same: 'Mariam.'

The Royal Guards and the ranks of Nabateans are diluted in the flood of people. 

Some are pushed forward and wash up behind the throne. Others find themselves spinning 

in eddies along the walls. Alexandra's headdress can be seen bobbing in the swell. 

Eventually she is thrown against the steps of the dais and Salome leaves off threatening 

Jonathan to help her up out of the churning mass.

‘We want our Queen,’ they shout. The widow Ruth, whose dove landed on Mariam 

as she went to her trial, is borne aloft by her acolytes, releasing more doves as she goes. 

Loose-tongued potters and boastful stone masons, the parents, siblings, cousins and friends 

of all those whom Mariam has saved over the years, all come now to lend their support. 

The foreigners bringing their tithes to the Temple have resolved to show their loyalty. The 

painted elephant lumbers in, trumpeting its enthusiasm. And then, forming a guard of 

honour, are the Phrygians with their golden skullcaps and fearsome weaponry. They draw 

back to form a corridor, down which rides Mariam on the widow's ancient donkey, led by 

Sohemus. A large sandy dog trots at her side. There is such shouting and cheering that it 

seems the ceiling must give way under the force of the sound. Shawls and cloaks are 

thrown skywards. A medley of drums and flutes, pipes and horns, cymbals and 

tambourines strikes up. People whirl about in a delirium of liberty. Finally, they shall 

determine their own fate. They love Mariam and they will not rest until she is their Queen.

The crowd draws back to a respectful distance as Sohemus helps Mariam to 

dismount at the foot of the dais. Soldiers and priests, rich and poor, stand together, 
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watching in breathless silence. Her gown is azure. A plain circlet of silver sits at her brow 

and her hair is so long and full that it looks like a dark mantle covering her shoulders and 

back almost to her waist. 

She looks up at Jonathan, a question in her eyes.  The dog growls. Jonathan rises 

and steps away from the throne. 

Salome glares, but says nothing. 

Mariam ignores her, and nods curtly to her mother. 

Alexandra begins to move towards the throne, as though she means to sit in it. The 

collective glower of the audience, and the strategic thumping of mallets, persuades her that 

this is not a good idea. She stands straight and haughty, looking with disdain at the rabble. 

When the rest of her army arrives, she will teach them some respect.

Mariam does not sit on the throne, but stands beside it with her dog.

‘Mother!’ shouts Prince Levi. Mariam kneels to embrace him. Two smaller boys 

run to her, helped by Dellius. Elpis brings the baby Princesses forward, and lays their 

cradle before Mariam. The people cheer as Mariam hugs her children. 

Then the Queen cries out in fear and surprise, for she has seen a spirit. Her brother, 

dishevelled, half-wearing the High Priest’s robes. As though he is undressing to bathe.

The room grows quiet, dismayed at the Queen’s horror. ‘What is he doing in Ari's 

robes?’ she asks, standing to confront him. Levi clings to her gown. Untroubled, the 

smaller boys pat the dog, which licks their faces in return.

‘I am Caiaphas, son of Babas. And this is my brother Jonathan.’

‘You are my kinsmen,’ breathes Mariam, holding out her hands to them both. ‘I 

never thought to look on you again. Be glad, and make them welcome.’

‘Marry Jonathan,’ squawks the widow Ruth. ‘We want a Jewish king.’ The shout is 

taken up and amplified until it is deafening. 

Jonathan smiles at Mariam and takes her hand.

Mariam laughs quietly. Then she withdraws her hand as though she has patted a 

piece of bread and found it to be not quite cooked. ‘May I not follow my heart?’ she asks, 

gazing at Sohemus who stands at her side, closer than decorum would dictate because he 

has been sidling away from Salome, who edges towards him, making calf-eyes at her latest 

conquest.

‘And where would that lead you?’ booms a voice from the back of the room. 

Despite the hubbub of shouts and chatter, the voice is so powerful that it silences 

everyone. It seems familiar, but no-one can place it, like something heard in a dream that 
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lies just beyond the edge of memory. Mariam's dog yelps a high note of warning.

People crane to see who speaks. A tall figure in a travel-worn hood and cloak 

emerges from the crowd. 'What's happening here?' he asks.

'This is our Queen,' chirrups the widow Ruth. 'We want her to take a husband.'

'But I thought she already had one,' replies the stranger, politely.

'Haven't you heard the news, friend?' asks Jonathan.

'I've been out of town for a while. Clearly I've missed a great deal. Who are all 

these people?' he asks pleasantly. He looks at the dais. To the right of the empty throne 

stands Mariam in her azure gown, with her children and an exceptionally large dog, Elpis 

and Dellius hovering behind. Sohemus is at her side, and next to him is Salome, rubies 

clacking as she tries to rub against him. To the left is Jonathan, in a purple robe that is too 

short for him, his brother Caiaphas, half-wearing the High Priest's cobalt robes, and 

Alexandra in her feathered head-dress. Around the dais, soldiers in various liveries are 

scattered. A stranger would indeed find this difficult to fathom.

'I am Queen Regent,' says Alexandra condescendingly. 'The Sanhedrin has begged 

me to rule until my grandsons are of age. King Malik has been so helpful in supplying me 

with soldiers.'

'How kind,' says the stranger.

'And this is dear Salome, sister of the late King, who shall be rewarded for her 

loyalty. She's going to marry the late King's Steward, Sohemus.'

'I'd rather die,' retorts Sohemus, moving even closer to Mariam.

'By all means,' snaps Alexandra.

'We don't want you as Regent,' pipes the widow Ruth in her quavery voice. 'We 

want Mariam to take a husband.'

'Marry, marry, marry,' chants the crowd.

'And who do you think she should marry?' asks the stranger good-naturedly. His 

hood casts a deep shadow over his face.

'Him!' shrills Ruth. 'That nice young son of Babas.'

'What does the Lady Mariam say to this?' continues the stranger.

'I say what business is it of yours, Sir?' Mariam is cool and haughty.

'Who are you to question our Queen? Take your hood down!' The crowd grows 

impatient, but there is an aura about this stranger which repels anyone who thinks of 

accosting him. The dog bares his teeth, hackles raised.

Jonathan squints into the glare of the torches, raising his hand to shield his eyes. 
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'Who speaks? Reveal yourself.'

The figure does not comply. Instead he says, 'Son of Babas, it is you who has 

revealed yourself.' 

People begin to murmur uneasily. Why does he speak in riddles? Perhaps it is 

Mattathias himself, come back to make his will known.

He snaps his fingers and two dozen men emerge from the crowd. They are 

enormous, taller even than Caiaphas, with yellow hair and bright blue eyes. Despite the 

heat, they have thick woollen cloaks in a curious green and black square pattern, held at 

their throats with bronze brooches. They wear long chain mail tunics, with strange tubular 

coverings on their legs. Their leather shields are almost as tall as they are; wide swords 

hang at their belts.

'This is my new guard,' says the stranger affably. 'Gauls, you know. They used to be 

Cleopatra's, but their new owner gave them to me. You see I just can't trust anyone else, not 

even my own family.'

The delirium of a few moments ago gives way to a feeling of despair, of a terrible 

fact, known but deliberately forgotten. Who is this stranger bringing fear into their midst? 

Only the very richest merchants maintain a retinue of armed men. Could he be a balsam 

dealer from Jericho? Or perhaps he is with one of the delegations delivering their tithe to 

the Temple?

People are too afraid to challenge him now. They are resigned to watching and 

waiting. There are enough armed men in this room to deal with the stranger and his guard, 

but there is no-one to command them, and they all serve different interests. Who will be 

the figurehead to unite resistance against this mysterious visitor? The dog licks his nose 

and pants nervously.

'Sir,' says Jonathan, 'we want no bloodshed. If you are not going to help us, then be 

on your way.'

'But,' says the man, in a wounded tone, 'all I ever wanted to do was help.' He strides 

forward and up the steps of the dais. The collective intake of breath is like Vulcan's bellows 

as the man turns and sits easily upon the throne. 

'Who do you think you are?' demands Alexandra.

'I am Philo Kaiser, friend of the Emperor.' The man lowers his hood to reveal a 

large golden crown.

'Herod,' gasps Zadduk. 

People wilt with despair. Their freedom has been but a flimsy dream, like the desert 



 167
flowers which bloom for a day after rain, and then shrivel when the sun burns away the 

clouds. Flowers leave seeds before they die. But here each seed shall be rooted out and 

destroyed. Appalling consequences are about to unfold.

'Your Majesty,' says Sohemus, tears of joy in his eyes as he kneels to kiss Herod's 

foot.

'But the messenger...' falters Costabar.

'Well-paid for his trouble.' Herod snaps his fingers and his men of Gaul surround 

the dais in a circle of sinew and Noric steel.

All thoughts turn to escape. People push for the door, only to find it blocked by 

Roman legionaries. Panic explodes. Women cling to their children, crying hysterically. 

Ruth stumbles over her dove basket and is trampled. 

'Put them all in the dungeons,' says Herod. 'I wish to be alone with my wife.'

'All, my Lord?' queries Sohemus as he is grabbed by a guard.

'Yes, all.'

'But my Lord...' He is cut short by a blow to the head. The dog leaps to his rescuer's 

defence and is skewered by a Gaulish longsword. The guard pulls his sword out and kicks 

the dog dismissively. The animal lies twitching as its lifeblood trickles down the steps of 

the dais. Mariam screams in dismay.

Alexandra's headdress falls askew as a guard takes each arm and marches her away. 

Her threats are lost in the terrified cacophony.

Mariam tries to comfort her children, shielding her boys with her body, straining to 

stop them from seeing and hearing the fear around them. Elpis crouches over the baby 

girls, singing a broken lullaby.

'Take them to the nursery,' says Herod. Dellius rushes to comply. 'Not him,' says 

Herod. 'I want him questioned about the Queen's behaviour.' Dellius is hauled away, 

shrieking like a girl.

The children weep piteously. 'Be men about it,' says Herod cheerfully, ruffling his 

sons' hair. Elpis hefts the basket containing the Princesses upon her hip, and shepherds the 

boys in front of her as she makes for the door. She is crying as hard as the babies.

'Brother,' simpers Salome, attempting an embrace. 'When you've finished with 

Sohemus, can I have him?'

'Go away,' says Herod. 'And take that preposterous thing off your head.'

The room has been cleared. There are trails of blood and excrement on the floor. Broken 
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tambourines and smashed flutes are the only witnesses. Nothing moves except the flames 

of the lamps and the billowing silk drapes. Herod regards Mariam with a look of rapture. 

She approaches uncertainly. She tries to smile, but her face contorts into sobs.

'Are these tears of joy?' he asks gently, cupping her face in his hands and rubbing 

his thumbs across her tear tracks. He embraces her, breathing her hair and nuzzling her 

neck. She remains straight as a Temple pillar, unyielding. 'My triumph is yours,' he 

whispers. 'You helped me to win over Octavian. While you live I am immortal.'

'Then why do you punish Sohemus, who kept me safe while you were gone?' 

Mariam speaks as though from the bottom of a well.

'My spies tell me that he spent days and nights alone with you. He is not a eunuch. 

He must have lain with you.'

'He loves you, not me!' howls Mariam, struggling to free herself from his powerful 

arms. 'I begged his conquest, and he would not touch me.'

Herod throws her to the floor as though she is repugnant to him. 'I have not known 

a woman since I left you. And you have been offering yourself to my servants?'

Herod cries out, roaring with inarticulate pain. He lurches at his throne and shoves 

it down the steps. It rolls over twice, splintering on the stone. Mariam cowers, trying to 

shield her head with her arms. Herod kneels astride her. He takes her hair in one hand and 

pulls it back so that she is forced to turn her face to him. He tries to kiss her, but she snarls 

and bites. He retaliates, until both their mouths are bleeding. 'I hate you,' he says, 'I hate 

you for making me weak.' He keeps her a prisoner of her hair. With his other hand he lifts 

up her gown and he forces himself upon her, there on the steps of the dais, wet with the 

blood of her pet dog. He grunts and pants like an animal, and when he has finished he 

leaves her lying there, lifeless as a doll. 
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Part IV

Hertfordshire, 1602
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Chapter 1

Too much of this, `tis written in the heart,
And needs no amplifying with the tongue:

Now may you from your living tomb depart

Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act II, Scene ii, 115-7

‘Ah! My poor sinner awakes,’ pronounced Lady Katherine. Her clothes may once have 

been sumptuous but now they hung from her in patched and darned folds. She had the 

expression of one who suffered with permanent toothache and judging by the cloves which 

she sucked on, that was indeed the case.

Lizzie blinked. She was no longer in the room with the rats. ‘Where is Myrtle?’ she 

croaked.

‘Was Myrtle one of your friends when you used to walk the streets of Cheapside?’ 

Lady Katherine wrung out a rag in a bowl of water and dabbed Lizzie’s forehead with it. 

‘The fever of sin is leaving. Rejoice, for I have saved you!’

‘Thank you, Madam.’ Lizzie had a vague memory of a hand with a tallow lamp 

urging her to confess to things which were not true. ‘Verily my soul was in mortal danger.’

‘Dear child,’ Lady Katherine’s face crumpled under the magnitude of her joy. ‘I am 

the mother of your salvation. Repent and I shall care for you as if you were my own 

daughter.’

A tall young woman with golden hair came in and stood by the bed. ‘I am Jane, 

your sister in sin.’ She looked meaningfully at Lizzie.

‘God be with you, Mistress. I have confessed all and earnestly repented.’

Jane smiled with relief. ‘God be praised. Now we shall all be as chaste as church 

mice.’

‘Hallelujah!’ shouted Lady Katherine, and called for the maid to bring oat cakes 

and small beer for a celebratory supper.

Lizzie hauled herself up the bed. It was cleaner and softer than the one she had 

been obliged to use during her imprisonment. There were drapes at each corner, and a 

modest fire lit the room with a soft red glow. ‘Madam, now that you have saved me, might 

I be permitted to read the Bible?’

Lady Katherine shrieked. 

Jane frowned and shook her head.

‘’Twas knowledge that drove Eve to pick the apple!’ Lady Katherine knelt by the 

bed and squeezed Lizzie’s hand so hard that she feared it would crack. ‘Women must not 
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read.’

‘Forgive me. My wits are still confused. I shall listen in church.’

‘No child! You will not get around me that way. I know that you go to church to 

display yourself like a trollop and entice men to fornication.’

‘Oh, dear Madam, now I see that the Devil works within me still. I submit myself 

entirely to your governance.’

Jane nodded encouragement.

‘’Tis fortunate for you that you came into my care. Did you know that some demon 

had hidden a trunk of Latin filth amongst your wedding clothes?’ Lady Katherine stood 

and helped herself to an oat cake. ‘You will be pleased to know I had it burned.’

Lizzie fainted.
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Chapter 2

My words were all intended for thy good,
To raise thine honour and to stop disgrace.
Elizabeth Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act I, Scene vi, 411-12

‘Shall I confess something shocking?’ asked Jane, slowing her horse to match Lizzie’s 

cautious pace.

‘Of course,’ replied Lizzie indignantly.

‘When I was younger and I wanted to ride far afield, I used to steal my brother’s 

clothes.’

‘You wore his breeches?’

‘And his shirt.’

‘What does it feel like?’

‘’Tis the most marvellous sensation of freedom, to grip the horse with your legs, to 

fly over fences and breathe deep as you gallop into the gale.’

'Do you still act so?’

‘I had to stop. That sour-faced old maid who locked you up used to spy upon me, 

thinking treachery would endear her to Mother. One day they caught me in the stable, 

dressed as a man. Mother declared that my gross inversion would bring all Heaven 

crashing down about us. They starved me until I was purged of my wickedness.’

‘What said your father?’ asked Lizzie.

‘Father was always at Court, pleading with those who had taken his money to show 

him some favour, but they never did for no-one likes the company of a tiresome beggar.’ 

Jane fell quiet, apparently engrossed in adjusting her horse’s bridle. ‘Now then, shall we 

attempt a canter?’

Lizzie nodded, and wound her fingers into her horse’s mane. It was a huge bay 

hunter, once ridden by her husband and therefore ruined; its mouth hardened to all but the 

least subtle hands, its gait pushed beyond endurance into a shambling syncopated motion. 

Jane, expert horsewoman, had assured Lizzie that for all its faults the horse would never 

throw her, having done that once to Henry and barely survived the consequences. Lizzie 

tried to be kind, bringing handfuls of grass and turnip tops from the kitchen. The horse 
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regarded her with suspicion, as though it believed her kindness a ruse with which to inflict 

more suffering. 

The cantering commenced and Lizzie willed herself to keep her eyes open.

‘Lean into the horse’s stride. Try not to be so stiff.’

Fear made Lizzie rigid. The ground was so far away, the horse jolted so hard, and 

being set side-saddle made her feel like she could slide off at any moment. 

‘Catch me if you can!’ yelled Jane as she accelerated up the track.

‘Wait!’ shouted Lizzie to the receding hoof-falls. Urging her horse after Jane's, she 

entered a gloomy dell. The place felt unwholesome. A noxious smell and the buzzing of 

flies marked a gibbet where dead crows glinted blue-black in the shadows. The horse 

tossed its head as if it too was uneasy. Just as the panic rose within her, a shaft of golden 

light revealed Jane a few paces in front, plucking blackberries from the briars that lined the 

path. Jane was supposed to fill her saddle bags so that Lady Katherine could make jelly to 

sustain the household through the winter, but she ate more than she kept, crying out at the 

ecstasy of the sweetness as it burst upon her tongue.

‘Glutton!’ shouted Lizzie.

Jane turned to confront her. She looked so comical with her juice-stained mouth 

that Lizzie laughed long and loud. ‘Your greed is writ all over your face.’

‘I care not!’ Jane shouted defiantly. ‘For I am content and so is my stomach.’ She 

rode one of Henry's chestnut mares, the trained carriage horse stepping like a dancer as 

Jane leaned over and placed a blackberry in Lizzie’s mouth. The dark treasure melted on 

Lizzie’s tongue, her lips tingling where Jane’s fingers had touched. Jane made her horse 

pirouette on its hind legs, lit by the shaft of sun as if Heaven itself was transfixed by her 

grace.

Lizzie could not move. Her lips burned. She was gripped by a strange compulsion. 

She longed for Jane to return, to touch her again. 

‘What?’ Jane came closer. She seemed not to guide her horse and yet it moved as 

though it was party to her mind, aligning itself nose to tail with Lizzie’s hunter. Jane 

looked at Lizzie intently. Lizzie recognised her husband's features; the same line to the lips, 

although Jane’s were more generous; the same slender nose, high cheekbones and precise 

jaw line. What seemed so cruel in Henry was transformed by female alchemy. 
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Lizzie closed her eyes, trying to understand how her husband's features had 

suddenly become so alluring. There was a soft, warm pressure on her mouth. Something 

moist and muscular gently parted her lips and touched her tongue. She felt the coolness of 

the air as the warmth was withdrawn. Hoof beats receded and she opened her eyes to find 

herself alone on the path. Her heart was trying to escape from her bodice. Her palms were 

damp. She knew that kiss was not sisterly. Perhaps she really was lustful, and Lady 

Katherine was right. The words of St Paul jangled in her mind: For this cause God gave 

them up unto vile affections: for even their women did change the natural use into that  

which is against nature. 

The sunset was making black lace out of the trees, vapours rose from the marshy 

ground and the blackbirds had begun their chinking evensong. Lizzie was reminded of the 

woods where she had fallen, sobbing inconsolably, on the night before her wedding. The 

trees grew menacing and owls hooted.

‘Jane!’ Lizzie implored her horse to move faster, cursing her stupidity for not 

seeing which direction Jane took. The track curved West, and began to climb. 

At the top of the incline sat Jane, backed by the smouldering sky, golden hair alight. 

‘I though I had lost you,’ panted Lizzie, weak with relief. 

‘Never,’ replied Jane, her juice-stained mouth blending with the shadows. 

It was all Lizzie could do to follow Jane’s pale hair in the dying light. Jane 

disappeared around a bend in the track and the old hunter thought it would repay Lizzie’s 

kindness by halting, head lowered. It ignored her tentative kicks. Eventually she called out 

in alarm and Jane returned to take possession of the reins. 

By the time they saw the meagre lights of the house the blackness was absolute, 

trees and valleys swallowed by the void. Jane leapt from her horse and helped Lizzie into a 

controlled fall from hers. As they led their mounts into the tumbledown stables Lady 

Katherine appeared, accompanied by her sour-faced maid and a swaying lantern.

‘Wherefore God also gave them up to uncleanness through the lusts of their own 

hearts, to dishonour their own bodies between themselves,' declared Lady Katherine in her 

high wavering voice.

Lizzie felt guilt flame in her cheeks and she was grateful for the darkness. Why was 

Lady Katherine invoking St Paul? Had old Sourface been spying on them in the forest?
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'Ah, my fallen women are returned,' continued Lady Katherine. 'Daughters of Eve, 

shame is upon you.’

Lizzie and Jane knelt before her, adding yet more mud to the worn, dark patches on 

their skirts. 

‘Have you sinned today?’

‘Yes, Madam, we have strayed most grievously from the path of virtue,’ intoned 

Jane solemnly. Did she mean that, wondered Lizzie?

‘Elizabeth, did you go to the men who make charcoal and allow yourself to be 

defiled by them?’ asked Lady Katherine, taking her hand.

‘I did, Madam,’ said Lizzie, begging God to forgive her lie. ‘I am most desperately 

ashamed, for I have blackened your name and offended my Lord.’ She kissed Lady 

Katherine’s foot. ‘Forgive me, Madam, and I will repent.' Lizzie longed to attend Church: 

she wished to atone for the false confessions she had made and, more urgently, for the 

trespass she had just committed with Jane. 

‘Is it not true, Jane, that you lay naked in the forest and allowed wild dogs to lick 

you?’

‘Yes, Madam. I have sinned most brazenly and I beg your forgiveness, although I 

do not deserve it.’ Jane also kissed Lady Katherine’s foot.

Lizzie did not care for the way in which Sourface smirked during their confessions.

‘Arise, my children. She who comes to me seeking salvation shall be raised up to 

virtue and made welcome in my house.’ Lady Katherine blessed the penitents and together 

they went in to eat.

Their miserable supper of mutton scrag was interrupted by a commotion at the front door. 

Sourface put down her ladle and shuffled out to investigate. An excitable female voice 

carried into the dining room. Lizzie and Jane exchanged puzzled glances. Lizzie decided 

she must be losing her wits, for she was sure she heard snatches of French.

Sourface returned. 'She's babbling, Madam. I can't get no sense from her.'

'A drunken whore, no doubt. Come, daughters,' said Lady Katherine. 'Let us cast 

out this demon.'
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A Benedictine nun stood in the hall, a battered trunk at her side. When she saw 

them she unleashed a torrent of French, gesticulating wildly.

Lady Katherine clenched her hands in horror. 'She is possessed! Make ready the 

Room of Repentance,' she ordered Sourface. 'This doxie must be imprisoned before she 

spreads her filth amongst us.' 

Sourface looked far too pleased at this development. When the old maid tried to 

lead her by the arm, the nun spat and said: 'Maudite vache!'

Lizzie's eyes widened in astonishment.

'Fetch the stable boy,' ordered Lady Katherine. 'We must restrain her.'  

Sourface took up a lantern and made ready to shuffle across the yard.

'Madam,' said Lizzie, desperate to save another soul from enduring her torture with 

the rats and the darkness, 'I believe she is speaking in tongues and by the grace of God I 

can discern her meaning.'

Lady Katherine turned to Lizzie. 'Speak to her, then.' 

Sourface paused reluctantly.

'Bon soir, ma sœur,' ventured Lizzie. 

At this the nun's face lit up. She said in French: 'I came because you pay so well. 

After this I can afford a house and a young husband.'

Lizzie thought that her wits were truly shattered: even her French had abandoned 

her. She must have misunderstood.

'Who is the new bride?' asked the nun in response to Lizzie's bewilderment.

'C'est moi,' answered Lizzie.

'Then I am your maid. Sent by your husband to help you dress for Court. He said 

this disguise was necessary.'

'Indeed it is,' said Lizzie, surprised that she was so much in Henry's thoughts. 'The 

old woman is mad. Agree with everything I say, and you may be allowed to remain.'

The nun nodded. 'I am Agnes,' she said.

Lady Katherine had been listening goggle-eyed to their rapid French, hands 

clenched in prayer. 'Well?' she asked, 'Is the nun possessed?'



 177
Lizzie knelt, and motioned Agnes to do the same. 'Dear Madam,' she gushed, 

reverting to English as she beseeched Lady Katherine. 'This poor unfortunate woman is in 

need of your protection. Her Mother Superior was possessed by the Devil, and forced her 

unnatural urges upon the nuns. Our virtuous sister refused her abhorrent acts and for that 

she was cast out. She will be forced to sell herself unless you shelter and comfort her.'

'Joy to this blessed house,' said Lady Katherine, taking their hands and raising them 

to their feet. 'She is most heartily welcome. Come, and share our meal in the sight of God.'

Sourface shot Lizzie a murderous look.

After dinner they sat in the parlour in silence; reading or conversation might allow the 

Devil admittance. Jane darned a bedsock that was more hole than wool. Lady Katherine 

had a bowl on her knee from which she selected blackberries, to be held and examined by 

candlelight, before being accepted for jam. Agnes snored loudly by the fire, exhausted 

from her journey. 

Lizzie could bear it no longer. 'Madam,' she said, 'I have a terrible fear.'

'What is your fear, child?' asked Lady Katherine, a blackberry poised between her 

fingers.

'You have raised me up and saved me, but there is a man who could snatch me back 

into damnation.' Lizzie's heart pounded. Would her boldness advance her cause, or cast her 

into a worse predicament?

Lady Katherine squashed the blackberry in her fingers; the juice dripped down her 

scrawny wrist. 'No, child! What man is this?'

'My father expects that I write to him...'

'Writing is the Devil's work! Your father must be a very wicked man.'

'Oh, he is fearful, Madam,' said Lizzie, her fingers crossed behind her back. 'But if I 

do not write he shall come to enquire of me, and when he finds this house of salvation, he 

shall take me away, back to my wanton life.'

Jane pricked her finger. She sucked it, and stared mutely at Lizzie.

Lady Katherine gazed at the fire. It seemed she had fallen into a trance. Then she 

leapt up, scattering blackberries over the hearth-rug, and took a large iron key from the 
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chain about her neck. This she applied to a bureau in the corner of the room. She pulled 

down the front to reveal a little desk with a serviceable inkstand. 

Lizzie's eyes shone in the firelight.

'Be seated, child, and write only what I say. Anything else comes from the Devil.'

'Yes, Madam,' said Lizzie, drawing up a chair. Her hands trembled with joy. She 

prepared a piece of vellum and primed a quill. She waited expectantly. 

'We do very well in this blessed house...' began Lady Katherine.

Lizzie wrote the words in Greek. Lady Katherine looked over her shoulder and 

nodded her satisfaction. Lizzie thought she would burst with relief. Either the woman was 

so mad she could not tell the difference between Greek and English, or she could not read. 

Either way, Lizzie was free to write what she liked.

Lady Katherine continued to dictate banalities about the darning of socks and the 

making of jam. Lizzie's quill scratched as she unburdened her heart to father. She did not 

ask him to rescue her, because she knew that he could not: she was no longer his property. 

Nor did she reveal the full extent of her ordeal in the locked room, for that would grieve 

him without purpose. But she shared some of her frustrations, and asked him to write back 

with news of home. She veiled her disappointment that he had not sought word from her 

these last months, sending him her love as his dutiful daughter. She blotted the vellum and 

sealed it carefully. 

Jane winked at her.

Lady Katherine took the letter and kissed it. 'May God bless these words, if they 

serve to keep our daughter here in safety.' Then she placed it in Henry's mailbag, where it 

joined documents relating to estate business (mainly unpaid bills), for the Steward to send 

in the morning. 

Lizzie was greatly relieved when it became clear that the reeking, rat-infested prison would 

not be employed for the destitute nun – her virtue was deemed suitably intact, given her 

calling and her flight from sin. Lady Katherine directed Agnes to the chamber alongside 

Sourface's. On the pretext of helping Agnes with her trunk, Lizzie warned her in whispered 

French about the spying. As they unpacked they searched the attic room. Agnes found a 

spy hole where a crucifix was nailed askew to the wall. 'Pouffiasse,' she snarled.
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Sourface did indeed look like a fat bag, and Lizzie tried not to laugh as she gave a 

brief précis of behaviours likely to lead to incarceration. Then she bid her maid goodnight.

Before bed, Lizzie brushed Jane’s hair, delighting to see it shimmer in the 

candlelight as she twined it through her fingers. Jane returned the service, but Lizzie’s wiry 

curls resisted the bristles determinedly. Jane brushed with unaccustomed ill-humour.

'What's amiss?' asked Lizzie.

'You have a maid now. 'Tis not seemly for a great lady to be fumbled with by a 

coarse country chawbacon.' 

The edge of bitterness cut Lizzie deeply. She turned to face her friend. 'I am not a 

great lady. And you are not coarse. The maid will do as I tell her.' Lizzie tried to sound 

assured but, if truth be told, Agnes terrified her. She had no idea what the maid was 

supposed to do for her, or to her. 'Let's go to bed,' said Lizzie, suppressing a shiver. 

Jane blew out the lamp. They lay in the smoky darkness, but neither slept. 

Eventually, Jane said: ‘Do you hate my brother?’

‘I don’t know him.’ 

Jane turned towards the wall. ‘I shall never marry.’

‘You are fortunate to be given that choice.’ Lizzie turned so that she spoke into 

Jane's back.

‘'Tis not my choice. I have no dowry.’

‘Cannot Henry help?’

Jane snorted. ‘He will spend your fortune in five years. He will do exactly as our 

father did and bankrupt the estate.’ 

‘My father will not allow it. He is a judge…’

‘…and a Member of Parliament.' Jane interrupted wearily. 'I pray he will be able to 

stop the folly of this family. He has yoked you to a long line of debtors and mad women.’

‘And my dearest friend.’

Lizzie nestled on Jane’s shoulder as she had become accustomed to do in the hour before 

rising, comforted by the soft rhythm of her breath. Lizzie started as someone pounded on 
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the door. They did not wait for a response but bustled in backwards, dragging a large box. 

They shoved the box over to the sideboard beneath the window, and began to unpack little 

bottles, brushes and pots. The person tugged at a moth-eaten curtain. One came away in 

her hand, flooding the room with light as she exclaimed: 'Je n'y crois pas à ces conneries'.

It was Agnes, using vile language. She wore a dress of brown worsted that was, 

despite its plainness, elegantly cut. She had a long white apron and her dark hair was swept 

neatly into a white lace cap. She began to open some of the pots, measuring out powder 

and mixing vigorously. She kept up a monologue of the most exquisite offensiveness. 

Some of the terms Lizzie did not understand, but she caught the words for 'bitch' and 'mare' 

and what someone's mother did for money. Lizzie tried not to smile as it became apparent 

that Agnes was speaking of Lady Katherine. She berated herself for enjoying this virtuoso 

display, and as Jane began to stir she knew she must put a stop to it. 'Madame,' she said 

loudly, sitting up in bed. 'Such language is not Godly.' 

Agnes spun around, dropping a tiny glass bottle which smashed at her feet. At once 

an acrid, cat-like smell caught Lizzie's throat. 

'Mon Dieu, Madame, je m'excuse,' said Agnes, as she knelt to clean up the musk. 'I 

do not know that your French is so...authentique.'

Lizzie was quietly pleased at this compliment. She rose and took the chair which 

Agnes offered. She was alarmed to see tongs heating on the hearth, but she breathed deeply 

and forced herself to sit calmly.

Jane woke with a groan. She rubbed her eyes and looked askance at Lizzie and the 

smoking tongs that Agnes wielded. 

'Good morning, Sister,' said Lizzie with forced cheerfulness. 'I'm sure Agnes will 

tend to your hair, too, when she is done with me.'

'She will not, ' snarled Jane. 

Agnes shook her head, her mouth full of pins.

'I can teach you some more letters, later. This won't take all day,' offered Lizzie.

'You have the Dancing Master this afternoon, Madame,' mumbled Agnes.

'I'm going riding,' said Jane, throwing on a patched morning robe. She took a cup 

from the bedside table and flung it to the floor, walking barefoot through the earthenware 

shards that littered the worm-eaten boards.
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Chapter 3

`tis not enough for one that is a wife
To keep her spotless from an act of ill:

But from suspicion she should free her life,
And bare herself of power as well as will.

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act III, Scene iii, 215-8

The coach lurched to a halt, displacing mud from potholes. The horses wore pheasant 

plumes, with plaits of ivy twined about their harness. The footmen were wrapped against 

the cold in cloaks of green velvet. Lizzie waited, heart lurching, for her husband to emerge. 

She was not certain that she remembered what he looked like, save for his sneer. How 

could she endure Christmas with a man whom she enraged at every turn?

The Viscount Falkland did not deign to show himself. He was within, for one of the 

outriders carried his pennant: a swan with wings elevated, encircled by a wreath. Yet the 

drape at the window remained closed, a calculated snub.

To Lizzie's consternation, Agnes, muffled in furs and blankets, was set aloft next to 

the driver: she must pass the journey alone with her husband. Without an audience she 

feared even basic civility would be lacking. 

The door of the carriage opened and her stomach performed a somersault as Henry 

emerged. The russet satin of his doublet matched precisely the feathers in his hat. His 

silken hose were a rich nut brown, and Lizzie understood why she had been instructed to 

wear her chestnut taffeta. Henry’s bright clothing contrasted sadly with his face, which was 

pale and drawn and utterly without joy. He made great show of bowing deeply to his wife, 

but his lips barely brushed the back of her gloved hand. Even Lizzie’s graceful curtsy, 

perfected over a multitude of hours with Henry’s Dancing Master, did not seem to please 

him.

‘Mother,’ said Henry, bowing curtly.

Lady Katherine clung to Lizzie. ‘You shall not take her! She is my child and I am 

sworn to protect her from the likes of you!’

‘Yes, Mother.’ Henry sighed wearily and nodded to two of his men, who removed 

Lady Katherine’s arms from around Lizzie’s neck.

‘Where is Jane?’ he asked disinterestedly.

‘I do not know, my Lord,’ said Lizzie. Jane had risen at dawn and left the house 

wearing shirt and breeches, hair hidden beneath a cap. 
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‘Shall we?’ asked Henry impatiently. A footman made an ostentatious display of 

handing Lizzie into the coach, taking great care to help her over a deep puddle. Lizzie 

settled herself into the far corner. The upholstery smelled of sweat and wine. Henry got in 

and sat diagonally opposite her. Agnes’ cursing grew faint as the door was closed and the 

hubbub of departure rose. Lizzie glanced at Henry, who said nothing. There was a look of 

terminal ennui on his face. He slumped, boots on the seat, paring his nails with a hunting 

knife. 

The coach jolted. They were flung from side to side as the wheels fought the 

potholes. Henry did not invite Lizzie to sit by him, nor did he seek to assist her as the 

buffeting became prolonged. Eventually they cleared the Cary estate and took a better road. 

The horses gained rhythm as their speed increased. Lizzie fidgeted. She did not know 

whether she was required to wait attentively for her husband to speak, or if it was 

permissible to look out of the window. She fiddled with buttons and re-arranged the seat 

cushions. Her fingers brushed against something hard and rectangular. She withdrew her 

hand in surprise. She peeked at Henry, who was engrossed with his knife. She took off her 

glove and put her hand back under the cushion. The object seemed familiar. She felt 

further. It was book-shaped. Then a long-suppressed memory tickled her brain. 

She yelped involuntarily.

Henry looked up from his knife.

‘I beg your pardon, my Lord. The motion of the coach gives me hiccoughs.’

Henry nodded as if confirming to himself that this was yet another reason not to 

travel with a woman. 

Lizzie was a wife now. The scholar was dead. She thought she had accepted that. 

But her hand went back under the cushion. It was beyond her control. She looked once 

more at Henry. He was stretched out on the opposite seat, boots up, apparently asleep. She 

took out the book and plunged into the words, her brain soaking them up like a dry river 

bed. 

Presently she felt Henry’s eyes upon her and heat prickled her chest. He had told 

her not to speak Latin at Court. Would he mind her reading it in his carriage? 

‘What abstruse and unholy tongue are you reading?’ he demanded.

‘Abstruse, Sir, it may be. Unholy it most certainly is not.’ Had she learned nothing? 

That was no way to address one’s husband! 

‘Do not ply your rhetoric on me, Madam. I seek an answer as plain as your face.’

Lizzie bit her lip. Defiance would be met with scorn. ‘Plainly, Sir, 'tis Latin,’ she 
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said deferentially, ‘the holiest tongue of all.’ 

‘And which practitioner of this holiest tongue do you read?’

‘His name is Seneca, Sir.’

‘His argument?’

‘He contends that as the vagaries of this world are beyond our control, the best way 

of facing them is to maintain equanimity whether joy or sorrow rains upon us.’

‘To be neither happy nor sad, but indifferent?’

‘Put simply, Sir, yes.’

‘I call that tedious.’

‘Others call it Stoic,’ countered Lizzie sharply, forgetting herself entirely.

A low chuckle began in Henry’s throat. ‘I suspect a fine wit lurks beneath that 

frosty visage. Some factions at Court may find that pleasing. No matter, for we shall break 

you in gently. Our host is well placed to appreciate your more... esoteric charms.’

Lizzie burned to know who their host was, how grand, how visible her 

shortcomings would be, but Henry had returned to his hunting knife, and paid her no 

further heed. She took up Seneca, but she was so elated by Henry's tolerance of her reading 

that she could not concentrate. Perhaps living with him would bring a kind of freedom, 

after all. Eventually she slept, and dreamed of the books that she would ask Father to send. 

Once she knew where she would be housed. 

The cold became severe as they rumbled through the ice-bound night. Although 

Lizzie shook violently in her sleep, Henry made no effort to call for a rug, or even to place 

his own cloak about her shoulders.

The carriage had stopped; Henry was gone. Shouts rang through the freezing air. The door 

opened. A gloved hand reached in, beckoning Lizzie. She tried to step down from the 

carriage and fell to the ground for there was no feeling in her feet. One of Henry’s men 

took her up as if she was just another box and deposited her by the door of a huge old 

house. Torches blazed along its front, the flames reflected in dark windows that stared like 

unblinking eyes. Although the torches lifted the darkness, Lizzie could not see the limits of 

the building: it seemed to go on forever. Tar-oil smoked as it burned, filling the air with a 

hellish stench that stung her throat. 

Presently Agnes was dumped next to Lizzie. The poor creature was half-paralysed 

with cold. Her lips were blue and she spoke like a drunkard for her mouth would not 

comply in forming words. She started to sob. 'In Paris, a Lady’s maid is not treated with 
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such contempt.'

'Nor wives, neither, I'll wager,' said Lizzie crossly as she tried to chafe some 

warmth into Agnes' hands. 

Henry swept past. ‘Put your maid away and follow,’ he instructed.

Agnes and Lizzie supported each other as best they could, staggering through a 

massive, ornate portico into a hallway lit by a single torch. In the dirty flame a gilt and 

coffered ceiling glinted. Panelled walls flickered, age-blackened oak carved with fruit and 

flowers like some fantastical garden. The floor was thickly strewn with rushes and their 

chilled feet released the tang of winter savoury. This was indeed an old-fashioned house of 

the kind Father used to tell Lizzie when she was a child. Until now, she had never really 

believed such places existed. 

‘Ajax!’ bawled Henry as though he was in a tavern. ‘Ajax!’ he repeated, banging on 

the stairs with his sword.

Presently a door opened above and strains of raucous merriment escaped. Boots 

clattered on the stairs.

‘Harry?’

‘Indeed, Sir. Show yourself!’

The clatter of boots grew faster and louder, followed by an oath and a series of 

thuds as a body rolled down the remaining steps and landed at Henry’s feet. The body 

raised its head and showed itself to be a man of some forty years with ruddy cheeks and a 

jaunty curl to his beard. He looked around, dazed, and began to laugh as though falling 

down the stairs was the most amusing thing he had ever conceived. Henry hoisted Ajax 

upright. They embraced like long-lost kinsmen, slapping each others’ backs until they were 

fit to break. 

Henry disengaged and held Ajax at arms' length, eyes shining with joy. ‘Damn me 

to hell if you are not the drunkest knave in all England.’

‘Stairs are the Devil’s work, designed to trip the soberest fellow. My next invention 

will be some manner of slide that a man may descend gracefully without the use of his 

legs.’

‘Ajax, you are a perjured sot.’

‘And they would not have you for a monk because your soul is too pure.’ 

‘How dare you, Sir?’ roared Henry with mock outrage. ‘You shall answer for that 

with cold steel between your ribs!’ He reached for his sword and chased Ajax up the stairs. 
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Lizzie heard them whooping and laughing like Pucks in the greenwood until a door 

slammed and the torch blew out. 

Agnes sobbed gently atop a pile of boxes. ‘What kind of place are we come to that 

leaves a Lady alone in darkness?’

A floorboard creaked and Agnes squealed, clinging to Lizzie like a frightened child. 

‘Hush!’ soothed Lizzie. But the back of her neck began to prickle as though they 

were being watched. ‘Wait here,’ she said as firmly as she could. Her legs trembled, but she 

ordered them to move. Reaching out blindly she took a few small steps. Her hands hit 

something solid. As her eyes became accustomed to the darkness she saw that this was a 

denser mass within the general murk. She guessed that these were the balustrades of a 

staircase and patted her way along them, hoping that there was a passage behind leading to 

a kitchen, or servants' parlour. The wood disappeared and she groped about. She touched 

something furry. She stifled a cry and scolded herself as she reasoned it was a velvet wall 

hanging, not a prowling animal. 

‘Madame?’ quavered Agnes.

‘All is well,’ replied Lizzie, wishing that were true.

Turning sharply to the right, she aligned both hands with the hanging and guessed 

that she had now reached a passage that ran behind the stairs. She stumbled over what must 

have been a thick rug before she saw a bar of light spilling from under a door. Someone 

was not asleep. 

Lizzie ran her hands along the iron-studded door until they collided with a handle. 

She was about to turn it when someone grabbed her elbow. She cried out and Agnes 

shrieked. She whirled around to see a stooped man, cadaverous in the wavering light of his 

lamp. 

‘Apologies, my Lady,’ he wheezed, ‘but the Countess is not to be disturbed.’

‘I am the Viscountess Falkland. Kindly show me to my chamber,’ said Lizzie, 

trying and failing to sound indignant.

The old man nodded and motioned her to follow. Then he was seized with a spasm 

of coughing which became so violent that Lizzie was obliged to take the lamp from him 

while he leaned on his knees. He coughed interminably. Agnes joined Lizzie, peering in 

dismay at their aged rescuer. 

Eventually he recovered and signalled to Lizzie that he would like the lamp back. 

‘If it please you, my Lady.’

‘It does not please me at all,’ muttered Agnes in French. ‘Where did you unearth 
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this undead?’

The old man disappeared around a corner and they were left in darkness. Agnes 

walked into a suit of armour and cursed loudly.

‘Come,’ said Lizzie, holding out her hand. Together they followed the light up a 

long, uneven staircase, which seemed to ascend several floors before they found the old 

man waiting, apparently untroubled by the climb. He marched them along an endless 

corridor. Lizzie strained for breath, and would have dearly loved to pause while Agnes 

loosened her laces, but she dared not lose sight of the lamp.   

At long last the lamp was still. They limped towards it and the old man heaved a 

door open. The hinges protested. The musty smell suggested neglect. Lizzie surveyed the 

room carefully before consenting to cross its threshold. A banked-up fire glowed feebly, 

showing a grand old bed with tapestry hangings and a ewer on a sideboard. Lizzie turned 

to thank their guide, but he had disappeared.

‘Now what, Madame?’ asked Agnes.

‘We sleep,’ said Lizzie.  



 187
Chapter 4

Why shine you, sun, with an aspect so clear?

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act V, Scene I, 193

Lizzie wriggled her toes in the thick Turkey carpet, relishing its warmth. From her deep 

bay window she could see a courtyard where a peasant woman rinsed turnips in a half-

barrel. The pump handle was rimed as though it had been dipped in sugar. Splinters of ice 

bobbed around with the turnips. The woman wore a mean, muddy cloak. Her hands were a 

bright, raw pink. She seemed bowed by the cold. 

Lizzie’s breath frosted the glass. In the opacity she saw herself with chilblained 

fingers and tattered clothes. Would she really prefer to scratch an honest living from the 

soil? A simple untruth, spoken before God, had raised her above all save the Queen. She 

did not deserve this luxury and she knew, with deep foreboding, that there would be a price 

more costly than chilled hands and thin clothes. 

A door slammed and she jumped. ‘Who is it?’ she called.

There was no answer save Agnes’ snores. Her maid was a deep sleeper, though she 

had woken Lizzie during the night by arguing with a purveyor of love potions. Lizzie 

wondered who Agnes’ previous mistress might have been. Smiling at the possibilities, she 

saw that someone had left breakfast and a steaming ewer on the sideboard. She buttered the 

warm bread, forgetting her French manners as she dipped it in honey. Then she thought of 

Agnes, and forced herself to save some. Drinking deeply of the milk, which was frothy and 

retained some of the cow’s heat, Lizzie reassured herself that she was at least the guest of a 

courteous host.

Agnes woke and threw herself on the remains of Lizzie’s breakfast. While her maid 

ate, Lizzie made an inspection of the room. On the wall opposite the window hung a 

tapestry – it was faded and moth-eaten, but it seemed to show a woman with pale skin and 

wide, dark eyes. Lilies and violets tumbled from her hands as a king with a black beard and 

red lips lunged for her. Lizzie wasn't sure if the woman wore a black mantle, or if it was 

her hair that fell so thickly to her waist. 

As she considered which tale this might illustrate (she suspected a particularly 

sombre interpretation of Proserpina and Pluto), Lizzie noticed that the tapestry swayed 

gently, as if in a breeze. She took hold of the edge and tugged experimentally. The tapestry 

slid aside to reveal a door. She touched the handle and the door swung away from her, as 

though pulled by an invisible hand. Lizzie’s gasp died in her throat, for here was a dressing 
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room with a truckle bed for Agnes and all her boxes and trunks neatly stacked. 

Lizzie relayed her discovery to Agnes, who mumbled approval through a mouthful 

of bread. As Agnes licked the platter for any last trace of honey, Lizzie made an inspection 

of the main room. She was delighted to find a small bureau containing a volume of essays 

by Montaigne and a well-appointed inkstand. She wondered what manner of person would 

leave Montaigne forgotten in a guest room. Where was she? Whose bread had she eaten? 

Lizzie washed her hands in the warm water from the ewer, cheering herself with the 

observation that reading and writing seemed to be considered commonplace in this house.

Lizzie began to read the Montaigne while she waited for Agnes to unpack. She was 

disturbed by Agnes screeching. 'What is it?' she asked, alarmed.

In reply Agnes held up an empty bottle of walnut oil, which had leaked all over 

Lizzie's chemises.

'Are they all ruined?' asked Lizzie.

Agnes nodded gravely.

'Who was foolish enough to stow oil in there? Did you pack that trunk?'

'No indeed, Madame,' harrumphed Agnes.

'Well don't point at me,' began Lizzie. And then: 'Jane! Do you think she did it on 

purpose?'

''Tis not my place to say, Madame, but your husband's family are all as mad as 

hares.'  

Eventually Agnes improvised the appearance of a chemise by sewing a lace 

kerchief along the top of Lizzie’s bodice. 

‘No-one will know,’ she whispered.

‘What if my husband…?’ asked Lizzie, voicing the question she had long avoided.

‘A gentleman gives notice. I shall prepare you before he begins.’ 

By the time Agnes had worked Lizzie’s hair into a jewelled froth, the Montaigne 

was nearly finished and the sun was westering. 'Now what?' asked Lizzie. She was utterly 

ignorant of the house guest's etiquette. Should she stay in her room until she was called? 

How could she find her host and introduce herself when she didn't know whose house she 

was in?

Agnes gave a Gallic shrug. 'Whatever you wish, Madame.'

Lizzie felt stiff from her carriage ride, and her head ached with the weight of jewels 

and pins. She longed for some fresh air. 'Would it be seemly to go for a walk?'

'Oui,' said Agnes unenthusiastically. 
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The corridor looked nothing like the dark tunnel of last night. The walls were hung 

with blue and gold fleurs-de-lys weavings, and the floors strewn with bright rugs. They 

walked for a long time, increasingly confused by furlongs of passageways that all looked 

the same. Stairs were nowhere to be seen.

Agnes forged ahead, poking her nose into alcoves and doorways until she gave a 

cry of triumph and pointed to a small, arched door. It was about five feet tall, made of 

grey-stained wood, hidden in a dogleg of the corridor. An inch of shadow indicated that the 

door was not properly closed. Cold leached through the gap. Agnes turned the ring which 

raised the latch. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges. There was a smell of old dust. 

Agnes ducked and stepped inside. Lizzie followed. They crouched as they shuffled through 

a cramped passageway on to a staircase which spiralled into the gloom. 

Occasionally there were doors in the wall. Some were locked. Others stood open to 

empty corridors. Once they startled a chamber maid with her arms full of linen. Eventually 

their feet touched stone flags. The radiant outline of the final door promised daylight 

beyond. 

They were in the courtyard Lizzie had seen from her window. The peasant woman 

still worked the pump. Lizzie walked towards her. ‘Good day to you, Mistress.’

The woman did not look up from the barrel. 

Lizzie wanted to say something encouraging. All she could think of was: ‘How are 

the turnips?’ 

The woman regarded Lizzie with veiled disdain. She could not have seen more than 

twenty winters, but already her skin was leathery. Most of her teeth were missing. Fine 

crimson veins mapped her cheeks. As she stood up she placed her hands in the small of her 

back and stretched. Beneath the hessian tunic swelled the curve of an unborn child. 

‘Where are the gardens?’ asked Agnes.

The woman seemed less hostile to the maid, as though she recognised a fellow 

servant. She pointed through an archway.

‘My thanks, Madame.’ Agnes nodded and the woman responded in kind.

Lizzie cleared her throat. 

Agnes looked at her mistress, unsure of her meaning. Then she understood, and 

took a coin from her pouch. She placed the metal disc in the peasant woman’s hand, where 

it glinted in the sun.

The woman said nothing and stood, palm outstretched, as if she were so perplexed 

by this occurrence that she did not know how to react.
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Agnes lifted Lizzie’s cloak off the mud where the turnips were draining. They 

hurried to the archway and as they passed through Lizzie turned. The woman had not 

moved. The coin in her palm flashed accusingly.    

The lawns were grey velvet in the dusk. Nothing moved. It was still, perfect, like Eden 

before Adam and Eve awoke. Lizzie stood, breathing the musk of damp earth. Then a 

distant hunting horn brayed and a host of blackbirds chinked angrily in response. 

'Allons ys,' said Agnes, gesturing for Lizzie to step down on to the frozen grass, 

which crunched beneath their feet. There were deep borders filled with skeletal teasels, 

cardoons and other plants that Lizzie could not name. A sundial stood, telling no time in 

the twilight. In a hollow at the far side of the park, Lizzie spied the dark curves of a yew 

maze, etched in frost, and felt herself drawn towards it. The cold air had refreshed her and 

she ran, as if to spite the restriction of her courtly dress, leaving Agnes' increasingly shrill 

warnings far behind. Alone in the gloaming she felt free, anonymous, just a child, running 

for the sheer joy of movement, stomacher and farthingale be damned. Then she tripped and 

fell full-length. Dazed, she lay for a moment, wondering who she was and how she had got 

there. At length she came to her senses, and sat up.

She placed her hands on the ground, to brace herself as she tried to stand. 'Oh,' she 

gasped, as her hands slipped and she sank back down. She realised that she was sitting on a 

tree stump as big as a table. Lizzie caressed the stump, smoothed by rain and wind, furred 

by mosses, which obscured the rings of the heartwood. She wondered how old the tree 

was, what secrets it mighty heart could tell. No doubt it had been felled for the Navy, 

consumed by the fleet that repelled the Spanish Armada.

 She thought that she heard its leaves sighing, flashing green in the light of a 

summer long passed. 'Gam zeh ya'avor,' she said to herself, remembering the Hebrew 

proverb about King Solomon and the ring whose engraving made sad men happy and 

happy men sad. 'This too shall pass,' she whispered, knowing that her whole life, no matter 

how difficult, would be over before a tree like this was even one tenth grown.

A gentle breeze came over the park; it carried a man's voice, high and pure. She 

clambered to her feet, staggering under the weight of her skirts, and followed the sound as 

though she walked in her sleep. As she got closer, the voice wound itself about her like 

golden thread. Her heart quickened as she made out the words:
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All things invite us, now to delight us. 
Hence care be packing, no mirth be lacking,

 let spare no treasure, to live in pleasure. 

Was she dreaming? Lizzie surged forward into the maze, crashing into dead-ends and 

rushing around corners as she tried to find the source of the music. Perhaps Mr Drayton 

was here! How else would someone be singing their words?  

Agnes had caught up and now she followed crossly. 'Madame...' she chided. 

But Lizzie ignored her, until she stumbled round a curve and stopped, open 

mouthed.  

Here was a courtly lady in mulberry silk. The golden light of a lantern flickered on 

her waterfall of copper hair, which was caught mid-flow by the most artful pinning and 

curling. She sat on a stone bench at the centre of the maze, her page kneeling as he sang to 

her. He wore an effeminate shade of mauve clearly chosen to complement his mistress’ 

cloak, but he was young and powerfully built, a hunting knife at his hip. He looked at the 

lady as though he was in love with her.

'I beg your pardon,' stammered Lizzie, curtseying deeply.

'Whatever for?' asked the lady, who gave a high pealing laugh that tinkled like 

silver bells.

Lizzie could not speak. All she could think about was the beauty of the lady's skin, 

which made even the frost-whitened yew seem grey, save her cheeks, which were ripening 

strawberries and spoke of summer languor. 

It took Lizzie some moments to realise that she was crying. 

‘Hush, my dear,’ said the lady. Her page sprang to his feet and offered his arm as 

she rose from the bench. The lady stepped forward and took Lizzie's hand. 

‘I am an embarrassment.' Her voice echoed strangely, as though she spoke from the 

bottom of a deep well. 'My husband shall send me back to live with his mother.’ The 

thought of returning to Lady Katherine both repulsed Lizzie and reminded her of how 

terribly she was missing Jane. She began to cry harder.

‘I shall not let him.’

‘But he is the Viscount Falkland,’ sniffed Lizzie.

‘And I am the Countess of Bedford.’

‘The Patroness of Poets,' breathed Lizzie. 

The Countess pulled a kerchief of gossamer lace from her sleeve and passed it to 
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Lizzie. 

Lizzie pressed it to her nose. It smelled of amber, spice and a strange sweet 

muskiness that she could not name. 'Mr Drayton spoke of you thus,' said Lizzie, fearing 

she had offended the Countess.

‘He speaks also of you.'

'He does?' asked Lizzie, incredulous. 

'He is one of the men of letters that I am able to assist. But he did acknowledge 

your help with his delightful madrigal, which Goodman here sings so lustily.' 

Goodman flushed and bowed extravagantly. 

The Countess looked behind Lizzie to where Agnes hovered ill-temperedly. 

'Goodman, show Madame to the maids' parlour; I will speak privately with the 

Viscountess.'

All hint of grumpiness dissolved as Agnes took Goodman's arm and left Lizzie to 

her cold, dark maze. 

The Countess gestured for Lizzie to sit beside her. A fur cape had been spread over 

the stone bench, and Lizzie revelled in its soft warmth. 

The Countess took up the lantern and looked at Lizzie for a long time. At first 

Lizzie squirmed under the scrutiny, and worried a button on her glove, but eventually she 

raised her eyes and saw that the woman regarded her kindly. Lizzie attempted a smile and 

the Countess laughed, and put down the lantern. 'My name is Lucy,' she said. Then she 

wrapped her cloak around them both and leaned towards Lizzie as she whispered: ‘What 

think you of marriage?’ 

‘I cannot say, my lady.’ Lizzie was glad of the burning cold, because it would 

account for the furnace of shame that lit her cheeks.

‘He has not lain with you yet, has he?’

Lizzie flinched. She knew she was not supposed to discuss such things but Lucy 

was irresistible. She shook her head quickly. 

‘It’s not your fault,’ Lucy whispered, her breath warm on Lizzie’s neck.
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Chapter 5

That wife her hand against her fame doth rear,
That more than to her lord alone will give

A private word to any second ear.

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act III, Scene iii, 227-229

Agnes had yet to emerge from her rendezvous with Goodman. After their brief interview, 

Lucy had returned Lizzie to her room. Now the evening wore on and she sat listlessly, 

longing for something to fill the hours. She was lonely, if truth be told, pining for home 

and the friends she had conversed with so freely: Nan and Cook, Richard and Meg. But 

they were servants, and she knew that such familiarity was unbecoming of her new rank. 

To make matters worse, she had run out of reading matter – Seneca had been abandoned 

once more in the carriage during the chaos of their arrival and Montaigne had begun to pall 

after successive readings. What she really wanted was some Greek.

She shivered. The fire was sullen and gave little heat. Crossing to the hearth she 

took up the poker and was about to prod the coals when the fireplace laughed at her. She 

jumped back, dropping the poker in fright as her hand flew to her chest. Her heart beat 

wildly and sweat dampened her gown. The fireplace laughed again with a bright metallic 

echo. Had she been drugged once more? Did Lady Katherine’s poison work within her 

still?

‘He’s a brute,’ said a deep female voice. 

‘Who is?’ whispered Lizzie, creeping closer.

‘But Ajax is so fond of him. And at least while he is here, we can look after her.’

Lucy, speaking to someone whom Lizzie had not yet encountered. The chimney 

was amplifying a conversation from a lower room. Lizzie knew that listening was wrong, 

but how could she not?

‘And you are sure she is not just another garrulous girl?’ asked the deep-voiced 

woman.

‘Quite sure, Mary. What Drayton claims is true,’ replied Lucy.

Lizzie’s face prickled as she realised that they were talking about her. What had Mr 

Drayton claimed? And who was Mary? She clearly doubted Lizzie in some respect. 

‘Then we must see to her initiation,’ said the voice called Mary.

Initiation? Into what? Lizzie’s heart see-sawed. Would she have no peace from the 

scheming of others?

A door slammed below and soot fell into the grate. The fire smoked unpleasantly, as 
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though the chimney was blocked. To distract herself from her own foreboding, Lizzie took 

up the poker and rattled it about in the chimney breast. Fine black specks peppered her 

hand. She pushed the poker as far up the chimney as she could, leaning over the ash-

crusted coals, holding the mantelpiece for balance. The poker hit stone, prompting a flurry 

of cinders, but still the fire sulked. Straining on tiptoe, she hit something softer. Shaking 

with fatigue, she tried to emulate a scratching motion. A wad of crumpled paper fell out on 

the hearth. She bent to examine it, breathing heavily. It disintegrated at her touch. If 

anything had been written on it, the blackened words were now beyond reading.

The fire brightened, as if it appreciated her efforts. Lizzie wondered if there was 

more up there; perhaps better preserved, perhaps legible. She tried again, hurting her arm 

as she reached back towards herself from behind the chimney breast. Something moved: 

heavy, but not part of the wall. She put down the poker and stepped on to the hearth, rolled 

up her sleeve, and tested the inside of the chimney. The heat was just about bearable. 

Standing to one side of the grate she felt her way up until, on tiptoe, she came upon a 

beam. Moving along the beam, her hand collided with something solid which shifted when 

she pushed it. 

Lizzie struggled until she saw sparks behind her eyelids but she could not dislodge 

whatever was sitting on the beam. A hot cinder leapt at her foot. She fell back with a yelp 

and sat despondent on the hearth rug. She had succeeded only in achieving a state of 

exhausted dishevelment. She took up her poker once more to clear the cinders and soot 

from the coals. As she stood and bent forward something hurled itself out of the chimney. 

Had she not flinched instinctively it would have taken off her nose. A large rectangular 

package thudded at her feet in a cloud of smut. She knelt to examine it. Here was more 

charred paper tied with brittle string, which snapped easily. She tried to unfold the paper 

but it disintegrated, creating a scaly black pile on the garnet rug. Under the paper was a 

soot-encrusted leather-bound book, which she cleaned with the hem of her gown. Flavius 

Josephus said the dirty gilt lettering. It sounded Latin. She opened the cover. It was written 

in Greek. Antiquities of the Jews. Although she had been learning Hebrew, she knew little 

of the Jews. There were some in London who loaned money and were looked on with 

suspicion. She had heard Father arguing with one of his lawyer friends late at night when 

they had both drunk too much port. 

‘Preposterous!’ Father had roared. ‘We declare them illegal, but keep them in side 

streets because we cannot afford to send them away.’

‘They will have us all Hebrews,’ retorted his friend. ‘And I for one shall die with 
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my trinket intact.’

Here was the history of a forbidden people. Lizzie sat cross-legged by the hearth 

and lifted the book into her lap. It fell open at Chapter 22, with a panegyric to Herod. 

Lizzie knew from her Bible study that he was the evil king who ordered the Massacre of 

the Innocents in his vain attempt to kill the infant Saviour. But Josephus talked only of his 

prowess with horse and javelin. There was no mention of his abominable murder of the 

first-born, and Lizzie was about to put the book from her in disgust, a prayer on her lips, 

when her eye lit upon the opening of the next chapter: 

However, fortune was avenged on Herod in his external great successes,  
by raising him up domestical troubles; and he began to have wild  
disorders in his family, on account of his wife, of whom he was so very  
fond…

‘Codlins and clotpoles, have you quarrelled with the coal scuttle?’ A woman stood 

in the doorway. She had Lucy's face, but her scalp was scabbed and scarred, with little tufts 

of down sticking up here and there in the manner of a newly-hatched duckling. 

Lizzie gaped. The waterfall of copper hair, the artful pinning and curling. Where 

had it gone?

‘’Tis a wig,' said Lucy brightly, as though she had heard Lizzie's question. 'When I 

was younger we all wanted red hair, like the Queen's. My maid swore by rhubarb juice and 

oil of vitriol. And indeed it turned my locks a wondrous shade of strawberry before they 

fell out.'

Lizzie began to stammer a commiseration.

'Fret not, my dear. Think of the hours you spend pandering to the tyranny of your 

tresses, while I can suit myself.'

'But...' began Lizzie.

'Be and seem, child, be and seem.'

A thunderbolt rocked Lizzie's brain. All at once she was back in the church at 

Burford, the Virgin's robes shimmering before her. Was this what Our Lady meant? Lizzie 

wanted to question Lucy, but Lucy was leaning forward, scrutinising the sooty book. ‘What 

have you there?’

‘Oh.' Lizzie recalled that she was just as smutted as the book. She flushed as she 

said: 'It’s Greek. It fell out of the chimney.’

‘How intriguing!’ Lucy clapped her hands delightedly. ‘Why would someone need 
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to hide a Greek book up a chimney? Few enough can read it in plain view.’

‘’Tis the most extraordinary history. I must begin translating at once.’ Lizzie made 

to return to her book.

‘Not at once, my dear,’ said Lucy. ‘You have an interview with our host.’ She 

handed Lizzie a written invitation. ‘I would call my maid if I were you.’

Before she sent for Agnes, Lizzie wrapped Josephus in a chemise and hid him 

under her mattress.
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Chapter 6

Heaven forgive thy sin: 
My prophesying spirit doth foretell

Thy wavering thoughts do yet but new begin.

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act I, Scene vi, 472-3

A magnificent widow rose to greet Lizzie. She was encased in black taffeta, which set off 

her pale hair and brows. Black pearls hung from her ears on gold wires, glinting like her 

dark inscrutable eyes. Her mouth, although unpainted, was wide and well-shaped, but it 

bore no suggestion of warmth. Jet beads adorned a neck that was starting to sag. She 

nodded curtly and Lizzie curtsied deeply in reply.

Beside the widow stood Lucy in emerald satin, encrusted with sapphires and 

emeralds sewn into peacock’s eyes, contrived to shimmer as she moved. Her hair was a 

gorgeous coppery cascade. 

Lizzie cursed the mustard silk that Agnes had insisted upon. It did not suit her, and 

against these two elegant creatures she felt like a child dressed as a great lady for the 

amusement of commoners.

Lucy smiled reassuringly, but Lizzie's heart would not cease its pounding. What 

manner of initiation did they plan, and into what? She recited some of the Countess of 

Pembroke's Tragedy to still her frantic mind:

But, still as long as we
In this low world remain,
Mishaps, our daily mates, 

Our lives do entertain;

‘So, you are Elizabeth Cary.’ The widow did not seem pleased about this fact.

‘I am, Madam,’ replied Lizzie, refusing to sound apologetic. Her stomach flipped as 

she realised that this was Mary, the sonorous voice from the fireplace. 

The parlour was small and stiflingly hot with wall sconces holding well-trimmed 

torches and fat candles lighting gloomy corners. This room is lit for reading, thought 

Lizzie, as Mary gestured for her to perch upon a low stool. Lucy and Mary faced her on 

comfortable armchairs. She felt as though she was on trial.

‘Desultory reading is delightful, but to be beneficial, our reading must be carefully 

directed.’ Mary spoke Latin.

‘I believe Seneca is correct.’ Lizzie replied in the same language.
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‘If women are expected to do the same work as men, we must teach them the same 

things.’ Now Mary addressed her in Greek. 

‘My father agrees wholeheartedly with Plato.’ Again, Lizzie adjusted her language 

to match.

‘Then your father is a very foolish man.’ Mary had reverted to English.

Lizzie felt tears spring in her eyes. What had she done to invite such hostility? She 

glanced to Lucy, but Lucy was engrossed with a wayward jewel on her skirt.

‘How so, Madam?’ Lizzie would not let the slight to her father go unchallenged.

‘How can women do the same work as men? Shall we ride to war when we cannot 

lift a sword?’

‘With respect, Madam, I suggest you have been too literal in your translation. I 

believe Plato meant the work of the mind.’ The heat was unbearable, and Lizzie’s bodice so 

tight she could barely breathe. Now she had offended her host, she might as well get up 

and leave. 

Lucy laughed and looked at Mary as if to say ‘I told you so’. 

Mary snorted and took out a book. She held it in front of Lizzie as though asking 

her to inspect a trophy. It was the odious Swetenham’s Arraignment of Lewd, Idle,  

Froward and Unconstant Women. Lizzie’s wedding day hammered upon her skull. This 

was clearly where the Chaplain had looked for his sermon.

Mary opened the book and read: ‘Then who can but say, that women spring from 

the Devil, whose heads, hands, hearts, minds, and souls are evil?’ She looked expectantly 

at Lizzie, inviting a response.

‘There is little point in my refuting such sputum, when, had we a well-stocked 

library, I could refer you to Elyot’s Defence of Good Women.’ Silently Lizzie berated her 

impertinent tongue. 

Mary stood abruptly. 

My host is righteously offended, thought Lizzie. She would be sent back to Lady 

Katherine in disgrace. 

The widow's eyes glittered. Her fury was well-contained. ‘Come.’

Lizzie hoped that she would have time to pack – she was horrified to find that she 

was determined to keep Josephus, and would steal him if necessary. All the more evidence 

that she deserved to be thrown out. However, Mary led them up the stairs. On the landing 

Lucy winked at Lizzie as though she was pleased with her. 
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‘Find Elyot, then,' said Mary, shoving a lantern at Lizzie. The strangeness of her 

predicament faded as Lizzie looked about her. She was in a long, low space which seemed 

to take up the whole top floor of the house. The roof beams were blackened and bellied out 

in great arches which ran back into shadows. As her eyes grew accustomed to the wavering 

light, she saw that the walls were made of books. She gasped. Father’s library had been the 

envy of Oxfordshire, outdoing even the University. But this collection was on a scale she 

had never imagined possible. 

Lizzie thought of Jonah and the whale, and decided that she would not mind being 

swallowed by such a beast if its innards were lined with books. She walked slowly among 

the shelves, trying to discern their ordering. The books were dusty, some charred or 

cobwebbed. One shelf was stuffed with manuscripts, curled and yellowed and packed in so 

tightly that she feared to reach for one in case she brought all the others tumbling down 

upon her head.

Lucy and Mary moved away to a corner where they stood murmuring together. 

Lizzie tried to concentrate. She put the lantern down, picked a book at random and eased it 

from the shelf. She brushed her fingers over the film of soot to reveal Roger Ascham’s The 

Schoolmaster. She had read that aged eight. Sighing, she wriggled the book back into its 

place and tried the one next to it. Holinshed’s Chronicles. The work that Mr Shakespeare 

was so fond of pillaging. Too modern for her tastes. She moved along the shelves and 

stopped at the back wall. Here were Homer, Virgil, and Plutarch. A quiver of pleasure ran 

through her. Concentrate, she told herself. You must seek out Elyot, or you will surely be  

sent away. 

Lizzie took a volume from the shelf at eye-level in front of her. It gave off a halo of 

dust which caught the light and sparkled. She wiped the cobwebs from the gnarled leather 

cover. Sir Philip Sidney’s Apology for Poetry. Lizzie had not realised, in her abstracted 

wandering, that she had come to stand near Lucy and Mary.

'I beg your pardon most humbly, Madam. I have not found Elyot.'

'Of course you haven't,' said Mary. 'I have him.' She picked a slim book off the 

sideboard and waved it at Lizzie.

'Oh.' Lizzie wondered if Mary had lost her wits, sending her to find what she 

already had. 

'Which passage were you going to use?' demanded Mary.

'I had in mind the speech of Candidus, beginning: “Then have women also 

Discretion, Election, and Prudence...”,' said Lizzie.
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Mary nodded her satisfaction and returned Elyot to the sideboard. 'What have you 

swiped there?' she asked of the book that dangled from Lizzie's hand.

 When Mary saw that Lizzie had picked out Sir Philip Sidney’s Apology for Poetry 

she stiffened and Lucy touched her arm. Mary took the volume and kissed its cover. She 

smiled sadly, cradling the book to her bosom. ‘It bodes well that you should be drawn to 

this. He must approve of your being in his library.' She became pensive and as the lamp on 

the sideboard faltered her face was shadowed until she seemed a grief-stricken old woman. 

Suspecting that she had blundered, Lizzie reviewed the last few moments. ‘Forgive 

me. You said his library?’

‘This was my brother’s when he lived.’ 

‘Sir Philip Sidney was your brother?' 

Mary nodded.

'Then you must be the Countess of Pembroke!’ Lizzie fell to her knees. ‘Oh, noble 

Madam,’ she struggled for breath. ‘Pardon my ignorant intrusion. I never dreamed that I 

would one day have the honour to meet you. If you could know how your Antonie is 

burned into my heart, how it sustained me through the cold years of my girlhood, for it 

shows that noble love may still exist in this poor imperfect world.’

‘Elizabeth,’ said Mary, wiping the tear tracks from Lizzie’s cheeks with her thumb, 

‘I am honoured that you think so well of my Tragedy. 'Tis but a shadow of Monsieur 

Garnier’s Antoine. Though I grant doing it into English allowed a certain freedom.’

‘More so than that Madam, for I have read Monsieur Garnier’s work...’

‘I thought you might have,’ interrupted Lucy with a knowing smile.

‘...and it is you who shows Cleopatra to be a gracious Queen, not wanton but chaste 

and wifely.’

‘You are kind, Elizabeth. But do not be in subjection to my achievements.’ Mary 

cupped Lizzie’s face in her hands and stared at her intently. Then her wide and well-shaped 

mouth smiled. 

They sat in worn armchairs around the library's cheerful fire. Mary lit a pipe, blue smoke 

twining about her head. Firelight flickered on the swags of jet at her neck. 'We have 

watched you for years,' she said.

'Watched me?' echoed Lizzie, alarmed. 'But why?' 

‘You do not think your husband’s invitation here was a coincidence, do you?’ Mary 
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chuckled mischievously at Lizzie's wide eyes and gaping mouth. 

'Your tutors were well chosen,' said Lucy. She flourished a manuscript. 

Lizzie took it. 'My Tamburlaine! Milady... Mother burned it. How did you...?'

'Mr Drayton made a copy,' explained Mary, drawing on her pipe until her cheeks 

hollowed. 

'And the translation of Ortelius that you sent to your Uncle,' added Lucy.

'Your refutation of Calvin...' continued Mary.

'And your translation of Seneca's Epistles,' concluded Lucy, unrolling a parchment. 

She stood to read: 

...your tender years give scarcely warrant for your more than womanlike  
Wisdom, by so much is your judgement, and reading, the more to be 
wondered at. The Graces shall have one more Sister by yourself, and 
England to herself shall add one Muse more to Muse.

Mary took up the narrative: ‘Michael Drayton wrote that about you when you were 

twelve years old. When this came to our attention we resolved to watch over you and, 

when the time was right, to initiate you into our circle.’

‘Surely Mr Drayton penned that dedication in the hope of gaining money from my 

father?’ Lizzie recalled the madrigal sung by her husband’s men when they came to collect 

her. Was that coincidence, or had Mary orchestrated that, too?

 ‘Mr Drayton would not write such things if he did not believe them to be true.’ 

Mary spoke with conviction.

‘Father never told me of this…’ The furrow between Lizzie’s brows deepened. ‘I 

declare myself mightily flattered. But you talk of initiating me into your circle… I cannot 

fathom your meaning.’

'All in good time,' said Mary. 'Rest now. You have a play to attend tomorrow.'

Lizzie returned to her room, relieved and perturbed. Her skin crawled at the knowledge 

that she had been spied upon so comprehensively. It reminded her of being a very young 

child, terrified by the knowledge that God could see everything. She used to pray earnestly 

that He would look away when she used the privy. 

Two letters had arrived, which Lizzie examined as Agnes began the tedious task of 

unpicking the seed pearls from her hair. One was addressed in Father’s strong, slanting 

hand, the other barely legible with its blottings and childish loops. A smudge of blackberry 
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preserve made her smile broadly. Jane!

Lizzie saw them in Lady Katherine’s roofless attic, the beams stark against the blue 

October sky. The swallows had left their nests, white splashes on the floorboards the only 

mark of their presence. She had given Jane a chalky stone, found on one of their rides, and 

held her wrist as she scratched the alphabet on the walls. Jane complained that the stone 

hurt her hand. Instead she dipped her finger in the jar of blackberry jam that she seemed to 

have always about her and wrote in that, despite Lizzie’s fear that it would attract wasps, 

which it did.

Jane had not been a good pupil, arguing constantly and wrestling Lizzie to the floor 

at the slightest provocation. It was only Lizzie’s insistence on the need to correspond that 

resulted, eventually, in some semblance of literacy. But now, Jane had managed not only to 

steal ink and vellum, but also to slip a letter into Henry’s mailbag when Lady Katherine 

was not paying attention.

Cum bak. Comme bac. Com backe.

Lizzie felt proud of her pupil’s achievement, but also guilty. Here she had learned 

company. Books. Ink and vellum. Could she ever give that up for Jane, in her roofless, 

bookless house? 

Once the pearls were counted and locked in their box Lizzie dismissed Agnes. As 

soon as she was alone she got into bed to savour Father’s letter. She was hoping for one of 

his long missives about court cases and local gossip. Instead there was a single sheet, 

which said: 

Dearest Daughter, 

With a heavy heart I must tell of Nan’s death. Do not grieve. She  
was vastly aged and not in pain. Meg, Richard and I attended her burial.  

Your devoted Father.

Lizzie went to her trunk and took out the withered bunch of mistletoe that Nan had given 

her to hold back children. She got back into bed and held it tightly. It was all she had of the 

wise, kind woman who had been like a mother to her. Why had she not been permitted to 

attend the funeral? She saw Nan’s bright eyes flashing in the light of the kitchen fire, the 
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crow bobbing on her shoulder. No more poultices and tisanes, no-one to care for her heart 

and her bones. For the life you have lost and the friends you shall not see again. Opening 

her other hand, Lizzie saw the faint line of the cut that the rose thorns in her wedding 

garland had made. She had promised to honour and obey. How could she when her 

husband held her in contempt, and studiously avoided her bed? Lizzie buried her face in 

the pillow and sobbed herself to sleep.
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Chapter 7

Cursed is my fate:
But speak no more to me, in vain ye speak

To live with him I so profoundly hate

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act III, Scene iii, 136-138

The Great Hall was alight with myriad candles. Lizzie felt exposed in her large gilt chair, 

placed right at the front of the raised platform from which the people of consequence were 

to watch the performance and were in turn watched by the audience. She was glad that 

Agnes had acceded to her request for the dark blue velvet, which, if it did not complement 

her complexion, did at least not quarrel with it. Mary sat at her right hand, Lucy at her left. 

They spoke kindly to her, and offered her malmsey. Lizzie responded cautiously, wary of 

their intentions. She looked along the row, where three empty seats remained. Would 

Henry appear? She had not seen him since their arrival.

Mary followed her gaze. ‘Really,’ she said, gesturing to the empty seats, ‘They have 

the manners of apes. Yet curiously they do not behave like this at Court. There a lady may 

not move for attentive gentlemen. But that is all to show the Queen what dedicated 

servants they are, though I fear our poor Sovereign is no longer able to appreciate such 

gestures.’

‘Let us not speak of it,’ said Lucy with a shiver, ‘For I look to the future with dread. 

A new monarch will undo all my achievements at Court.’

‘Including having your husband banned?’ inquired Mary sardonically.

‘Were it not for my chaste tears, dear Edward may have lost his head. Though I 

concede his readmission to Court would prove somewhat... inconvenient.’ Lucy smirked 

into her goblet.  

‘Praise the Lord in the sound of the waterpipes!’ came a voice from the gallery. 

Ajax slid down the stairs on a tray, landing in a heap at the bottom. 

‘Brother,’ said Lucy sternly, ‘Your manners are intolerable. Indeed your lateness 

has delayed the performance.’

‘’Zounds, men! We are just in time for the Prologue, which I shall provide,’ said 

Ajax as he capered about on the makeshift stage. 

A pale nervous man stepped meekly upon the platform and sat next to Lucy, who 

patted his hand. Lizzie deduced that this must be Edward, Earl of Bedford.

Henry sat down at the end of the row and helped himself to sack from a low table 
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set with refreshments. 

‘Aye, let your women go forth unto the playhouses,’ proclaimed Ajax, arms spread 

as though he was in a pulpit, ‘Let them learn how to be false, deceive their husbands, how 

to play the harlot, how to beguile, how to flatter, lie, forswear, how to allure to whoredom, 

how to murder, how to poison, how to disobey, to be idle, to blaspheme, to sing filthy 

songs, to be proud, mock and scoff.' 

The audience, which consisted of servants and villagers invited in for their 

Christmas box, goggled their eyes, unsure whether to laugh or fall to their knees in dismay. 

'If you witness such interludes,' concluded Ajax, 'Shall you not learn how to 

practise them?’

Some matrons were getting up to leave before the performance tainted them 

irrevocably when Lucy said: ‘Such lessons are taught nowhere better than in your 

company.’ Her voice was sugared with disdain.

‘Well spoken, dear sister, I am slain by your rapier wit,’ groaned Ajax as he 

pretended to stab himself. He took the remaining empty seat and proceeded to pour sack 

from one goblet to another, laughing delightedly when it spilled upon his lap.

Lizzie glanced at Henry, but he paid her no attention. 

Trumpets blasted from the gallery and a player stepped forward. He bowed low 

with a great flourish, then turned to address Mary:

‘Noble Countess, cherished Patron, allow me to introduce this afternoon’s 

entertainment: a grave and godly play of unjust murder and just revenge, penned especially 

for your erudition by one...’ He cast about wildly. 

‘Hsst!’ came the urgent warning from the tiring house, which was improvised from 

sheets hung over the balustrades of the gallery.

‘By one,’ he continued, ‘Of our number.’ He smiled, relief shining from every pore.

Mary nodded graciously. ‘Proceed.’ The fanfare started up again. She turned to 

Lizzie. ‘’Tis as I thought. This play is not theirs to perform. I suspect it is Mr. 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, recovered from the garbled memory of a player whose presence at 

The Globe is no longer required. Pay heed now Elizabeth, I warrant we shall be richly 

entertained.’

A ghost entered, most warlike in full armour with a dreadful white face. It said 

nothing but stared fearsomely at the audience until some of the children began to cry. A 

loud percussive noise caused everyone, including the players, to look about in 

consternation. As the noise became rapid and multiple Lizzie realised it was Ajax and her 
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husband throwing grapes at the ghost’s helmet. There was an unseemly quarrel as the 

grapes fell to the floor and were fought over by the children. 

Lucy confiscated the fruit and had a servant send the entire platter over to the 

children, who sat at the foot of the trestle-table stage. ‘Even the tenants’ children have 

better manners than you,’ she snapped. 

Ajax pulled tongues at her and Henry guffawed. 

Lizzie knotted her fingers in her kerchief and pressed her lips together. Why could 

Father not have found her a husband who loved the Muses? Or one with common civility, 

for that matter? She fought her sense of betrayal.

Mary signalled for the players to continue.

Hamlet turned to address the audience: ‘Frailty, thy name is woman.’ Matrons and 

maids muttered indignantly.

‘Hear, hear!’ shouted Henry, stamping his feet. 

Lucy gave Lizzie’s hand a restraining squeeze. 

When the musicians began the interlude, which marked the end of the First Act, 

Henry and Ajax got up and began to fence with each other, cursing loudly as they slid on 

the spilled grapes.

‘Well,’ said Mary, ‘I must confess their script holds more water than I gave them 

credit for. What think you Elizabeth?’

‘I declare myself most intrigued and wholly taken in by the actions here 

performed,’ said Lizzie, who had never seen a play before. She chose her words carefully, 

feeling that everything she said was weighed and measured by Mary, who was still 

appraising her for some purpose yet to be revealed. 

‘Are you taken also by any player in particular?’

Lizzie blushed under her face paint. It was not seemly, surely, to comment thus. 

‘They are all most proper fellows,’ she ventured. 

'What of the youth who plays Ophelia?' persisted Mary. 'Do you not find him 

especially moving?' 

Lizzie nodded, abashed that Mary should guess her mind so easily. He was tall and 

slender like a young tree, with supple grace in his limbs and a reedy tone to his voice. For 

one forbidden moment she imagined herself a common woman, wooed by an artisan such 

as him. 

‘Yes, a most promising fellow is Master Beaumont,' said Mary. 'There will be more 

of his talent on show as the matter progresses.’
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Servants replenished the table with platters of fruit, meat and pastries. Amidst the 

jostle of silver plate, crystal bowls and jewelled goblets, a sugar castle glistened. Lizzie 

thought the sugar alone must have been worth as much as her dowry, for though she 

considered her family rich she had been allowed but a pinch at a time as a special treat. 

Again, Mary seemed to hear Lizzie's thoughts, for she said: ‘One of Ajax’s more 

moderate follies, though my purse shall feel its sting, all the same.’

‘Forgive my asking,’ ventured Lizzie, the malmsey making her bold, ‘But who is 

Ajax?’

‘Have you been introduced?’ asked Lucy.

‘Not entirely. He fell down the stairs as we arrived.’

‘I must apologise for my brother's drink-spoiled manners.’ Lucy shook her head. 

‘His real name is Sir John Harington. He fancies himself an inventor and is fascinated with 

the behaviour of liquids.’

‘Mainly wine and beer,’ said Mary archly.

‘John is the author of a treatise on the installation of water closets. I have since 

learned that certain uncouth gentlemen call such a closet “a jakes” and that is from whence 

“Ajax” derives,’ explained Lucy.

‘Do these water closets work?’ asked Lizzie, wide-eyed.

‘In a manner of speaking, but they are mightily odd contraptions,’ said Lucy, 

frowning. ‘John is a fine soldier and a distinguished translator. Yet he would rather be 

known for his scatological tinkering.’

‘Have you... I do not mean to be indelicate... made use of one of these closets?’ 

Lizzie felt her colour rising.

‘Indeed I have tried,' replied Lucy. 'But the dreadful roar of the water is brazenly 

indiscreet. Why, the whole household knows when your movement is finished.’

‘A chamber pot is much more refined,’ pronounced Mary.

Lizzie gasped as a pair of gloved hands closed about her neck. 

‘How now, Elizabeth! When Burford is mine I shall have two dozen water closets 

installed for your convenience.’ Henry put his face next to hers and she breathed the reek 

of stale wine as he leered at her. With sickly horror Lizzie realised that the only person who 

could curb Henry's knavish ill-manners was the Queen herself. How could she possibly 

honour or love such a man?

Ophelia drooped like a weeping willow, mourning her lost love: ‘I of ladies most deject  



 208
and wretched that sucked the honey of his music vows.’

‘I’ll warrant that’s not all she sucked on,’ sniggered Ajax.

‘And ‘twas the sharpness of her teeth turned Hamlet’s mind,’ added Henry.

Some manner of dumb-show was attempted upon the stage.

 ‘What means this, my Lord?’ asked Ophelia.

‘It means that the players have utterly forgotten their lines, which is why they play 

dumb, thou unbreech’d boy,’ replied Henry.

Ophelia turned to face him, clenched fists hanging by her sides. ‘My Lord, you out-

Herod Herod. Pray you avoid it.’

Henry stood abruptly, his chair falling backward. ‘What mean you by this 

intemperate speech?’

‘I mean, Sir, that you are an absurd peacock who cannot bear to sit unnoticed but 

must spoil the pleasure of all these people,’ she gestured to the ranks of the poor, ‘by 

strutting and clucking in the hope that the noise and spectacle will detract from his utter 

lack of wit, grace or manners.’

‘The poor child does not realise to whom he speaks,’ said Henry confidentially to 

the gaping audience. ‘I am the Viscount Falkland, and as it is Christmas and you are clearly 

a half-wit, I shall give you the chance to correct your mistake. What have you to say for 

yourself?’

‘My mistake, Sir, was in not being plain enough, for your comprehension is clearly 

limited. I say, Sir, that you are a puffed-up pigeon, a proud and conceited popinjay.’

There was a scything sound and Henry’s sword flashed. ‘You shall die for this!’ he 

shouted, leaping on to the stage. Players and props scattered but Ophelia had already 

disappeared into the tiring-house. The whole room listened in breathless silence, gasping at 

every thud and bump. 

‘I shall cut your tongue out!’ yelled Henry. 

‘You shall have to catch me first,’ trilled Ophelia from an upstairs balcony, 

throwing a kerchief to the audience before disappearing from view.

The sheets of the tiring room billowed and bulged. Ophelia burst out, Henry close 

behind. 

‘Henry, he is but a child without weapon!’ wailed Mary, distraught at the prospect 

of bloodshed. 

‘Fear not Madam,’ warbled Ophelia. ‘The sword of truth shall defend me.’ 

They ran full-tilt along the hall, the poor parting like warm butter for Ophelia, 
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clotting like curds around Henry. His oaths rang out as he struggled to free himself. There 

followed an uneasy silence, then frantic feet behind the wainscoting. 

‘There she blows!’ shouted someone who had spied Ophelia on the gallery. 

She picked her way nimbly through the troupe of musicians, Henry blundering 

after, lutes and sackbuts flying in all directions. Henry swiped at Ophelia’s back with his 

sword. Matrons swooned and children cried as it seemed that Henry had bagged his quarry. 

However, the blow served only to undo Ophelia’s laces, her dress fell to the floor and 

Master Beaumont ran the length of the gallery naked, his lithe body gleaming in the 

torchlight. He was unharmed save for a red hairline where the blade had touched. Swearing 

like a brothel keeper, Henry became snarled in the cornucopia of Ophelia’s garments. 

Master Beaumont had disappeared. Henry dusted himself down and tried to smooth 

his ruffled feathers. ‘He has gone to ground like a rat in a bolt-hole,’ he shouted to Ajax. 

‘And I am not of a terrier disposition.’

‘Indeed you are not, my noble wolfhound. Come down and drink some sack.’

Henry picked his way through the crowded poor, kerchief to his nose. The poor 

could look only at the ground, their mouths full of suppressed laughter. Henry returned to 

his seat and downed a draught of sack. Silence. None would be the first to speak for fear of 

enraging my Lord’s capricious disposition. 

‘Disperse!’ ordered Mary. ‘Today’s entertainment is over.’ A great rumble erupted: 

voices and footsteps and furniture being moved. 

‘Come,’ said Lucy, beckoning to Edward. ‘I will take a stroll in the garden.’

Ajax grasped a pitcher of sack in each hand. 'Arise,' he said to Henry. 'We have 

work to do.' 

Henry grabbed a haunch of venison and followed.

Lizzie took her leave of Mary with the intent of retiring to her chamber, for she 

wished to write down the choicest lines of the play in her pocket book while memory kept 

them. 

‘Be sure to lock the door behind you,’ said Mary with a quizzical smile.

Lizzie laughed uncertainly. She had no liking for locked doors. Nonetheless, when 

she reached her chamber some vestige of obedience caused her to slide the bolt across. 

Turning to take up her pocket book she squealed with alarm for sitting on the bed was Mr. 

Beaumont. Now devoid of paint, he had smooth, almost beardless skin and wavy auburn 

hair. He was dressed as a gentleman of the artisan class in a neatly pointed white shirt and 

a black doublet and breeches, which although simply styled were of good quality velvet.
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‘My Lady,’ he said, jumping to his feet and bowing low. ‘Please forgive my gross 

intrusion. The dear Countess said I would find sanctuary here.’

‘Did she, indeed?’ Lizzie's heart pounded. What did Mary think she was doing, 

bidding a man lurk in her chamber? What if they were discovered? Her reputation would 

be ruined!  

‘You are not angry?’

‘Why no, I am much impressed by your playing,’ said Lizzie, who in spite of her 

anxiety was strangely compelled to detain Mr Beaumont for as long as possible.

‘You are kind, Madam. But I shall not play the woman much longer, for my voice is 

growing too deep. I hope to go to London and find employment with a better organised 

company, though I should truly like to write the plays as well as perform them.’

His voice, like a mournful hautboy, caressed Lizzie’s ears. ‘Do you read Latin?’ she 

asked, for she knew not what to say.

‘Yes, my Lady, I had some schooling, until I ran away to be a player.’

‘What pleases you most?’

‘I find Seneca very consoling, although truth be told, 'tis not Latin but the sonnets 

of Petrarch that please me most.’

‘Ah, che bella,’ murmured Lizzie.

‘Bellissima, come lei,’ he whispered, kneeling and kissing her hand. 

Lizzie's exquisite agony was interrupted when the door rattled and a fist banged 

heavily on the other side. 

‘Elizabeth!’ balled a drunken voice. 

‘Lord preserve us, 'tis my husband!’ Lizzie quaked with fear and confusion. ‘Quick, 

into my closet.’ Her suitor slipped away. She was about to unbolt the door when a thought 

struck her. She rushed to the desk and stuffed some hand-written pages into a drawer. The 

door rattled again. She snatched up Josephus and pretended to be reading as she drew back 

the bolt. 

‘How now, wife,' sneered Henry. 'What are you hiding from me? A particularly 

devilish piece of Latin?’

‘Italian, my Lord, if truth be told.’

‘Come here.' He placed his hands about her neck, pulling her close. Lizzie’s heart 

pounded. She held Josephus to her breast like a shield. Please God, not now, not with her 

suitor listening. That would be grossness beyond words. 

The closet door opened and a maid slipped out. 
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Henry whirled around to confront the disturbance. 

‘Forgive me, Sir,’ lisped the reedy voice as the maid curtsied and made her escape. 

‘Hmm. Nice piece of work. What do you call her?’

‘Amore,’ said Lizzie flatly.

‘No matter. This is all I came for,’ he said, loosening the pearls from about her 

neck. 

Relief and indignation fought within her. ‘How so, my Lord?’

‘Well how else shall I pay for your blasted mother’s Christmas offerings?’

‘But they were my grandmother’s.’

‘And now they are mine.'



 212
Chapter 8

A woman with a heart so most unsteady
Will of herself sufficient torture be

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act II, Scene iv, 315-6

The moon had set and the darkness was palpable. Lizzie stood at her window, looking 

down into the shadow-swathed courtyard. A single lamp wavered in a window on the 

opposite wall. Could it be Mr. Beaumont? Was he wakeful, too? The memory of the touch 

of his lips made her tremble as though she had a palsy. Every time the house creaked she 

suspected, half-longing, half-fearful, that it was him creeping into her chamber. Then she 

heard horses in the courtyard, a great halloo and thumping on doors followed by heavy 

boots on the stairs.

‘Awake! Awake!’ shouted a harsh voice, cutting the night into rags. ‘The Queen 

commands you to Holland, there to fight the filthy Spaniards.’

Through the leaded glass she saw torches and the distorted image of the Queen’s 

Horse, caparisoned for battle. Then trotted forth a magnificent figure, covered in gleaming 

armour and plumed with white feathers. The coat of arms, a swan and a wreath, told her it 

was Henry. 

‘Well met, my Lord!’ The Sergeant saluted her husband. ‘We are glad of your noble 

help in routing these Popish bastards.’

‘Indeed, Sir, we shall run them down like swine!’ 

The banging of swords on shields applauded Henry’s words as the company 

wheeled around and streamed though the gates. He was gone. 

Not long youth lasteth, and old age hasteth, 
now is best leisure, to take our pleasure. 

Michael Drayton’s words echoed with a cold, hollow sound in her mind. What hopes she 

had entertained when that beautiful carriage, decked in cornflowers, had come to convey 

her into married life. Was she simply to wait, her youth withering year by year, while her 

husband took his pleasure elsewhere?

She tried to pray to the Virgin, but the darkness sat heavy on her heart and she felt 

only indifference. Had the Holy Mother really told her to be and seem? What did she mean 

by it?
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Puzzled beyond endurance, Lizzie took the night-light from her bedside table and 

coaxed the candles on the desk into life. Then she sat down and took up her quill. A voice 

in her mind seemed to be dictating: 'Oh,' it said, in a silvery sigh, 'Now do I find, by self-

experience taught, one object yields both grief and joy.'

When she heard the servants tending fires and ferrying hot water, Lizzie sought out Mary. 

The aged usher blocked her path. ‘Apologies, my Lady,’ he cleared his throat, ‘the 

Countess is indisposed.’ 

‘Oh.’ Lizzie fought her tears. She was utterly disowned. 

Then the chamber door opened and Mary's handsome physician emerged. ‘The 

Countess is in rude health this morning,’ announced Dr Rowe, bowing as he passed. He 

strode off down the corridor, whistling exuberantly.

‘Is that Elizabeth?’ enquired Mary from within.

‘It is, Madam.’

‘Why then, come here!’

The usher bowed and closed the door behind Lizzie. Mary was still in her night 

shift, sitting in bed amongst a mass of twisted sheets. Lizzie thought she must have the 

wrong Countess. Here was no trace of austere widowhood. Despite her grey-flecked hair, 

she bloomed like the first rose of summer. It was as though she put on her grief when she 

was laced into her black dress, and took it off as easily. 

Lizzie picked at the cuff of her dressing gown. The room was stuffy. A strange 

yeasty smell made her blush unaccountably. 

‘What troubles you?’ asked Mary kindly.

Lizzie tugged at a snag on her fingernail. She shifted her weight from one foot to 

the other. Her greenness was becoming sour. She could almost taste the bitterness on her 

tongue. 'I cannot be what the world requires of me. I wish to divorce and be placed in a 

convent.'

Mary beckoned.

Lizzie approached the great carved bed uncertainly. She flinched as Mary wrapped 

her in a coverlet and held her tightly. The wool retained the sharp tang of a man’s sweat. 

‘No, my dear,' said Mary, 'you must be and seem.’ 

Lizzie jolted as though a fork of blue lightning had seared her body. Lucy had 

repeated the Virgin's words, and now Mary. It must be a sign, but what did it mean?

‘We seem to be perfect women: the chaste, obedient wife; the widow.’ Mary’s deep 
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voice was earnest. ‘I have worn black every day for twenty years and that is enough to 

reassure the watching world. I study and read to my heart’s content, I see friends, and I run 

this estate,’ she waved her hand vaguely. 

Lizzie felt hot liquid spilling down her cheeks. 

‘Oh, my child, you are young and lovely. What cause is there for tears?’

‘I have done something terrible,’ sobbed Lizzie, inconsolable.

‘Have you lain with Master Beaumont already?’

‘No!’ Lizzie raised her head and drew a ragged breath. ‘I have trespassed 

unforgivably.’

‘Elizabeth,’ soothed Mary as she rocked her gently. ‘Whatever do you mean?’

‘I am tormented by the Muses. They conjure voices in my head, and they give me 

no peace until I commit the contents of my mind to parchment. If Henry finds out he will 

disown me. I may as well lie in the gutter with my skirts above my head.’

Mary seemed to be fighting the urge to smile. ‘When did this start?’

‘A book fell out of the chimney. I confess that I have taken if for my own without 

asking your leave.’ Lizzie was overcome with shame and clung to the Countess, her face 

buried in Mary’s long, grey-flecked hair.

Mary stroked Lizzie’s back. After some minutes the tears subsided. 

‘What manner of book was lurking in the chimney?’

Lizzie looked up and wiped her eyes. ‘A volume by Josephus.’

‘Josephus! That old gossip? Interesting, I’ll warrant, but I recall his Greek was most 

ungainly.’ 

Lizzie blew her nose on the kerchief offered by Mary. ‘Inelegant, I grant you, 

Madam, but it tells the grievous tale of accursed Herod and his spotless wife, Mariam.’

‘I do not think I persevered long enough to reach that part. What is the matter of it?’

‘Jealous women slandered her. She did not deign to answer such base harpies, and 

thus she was condemned. It enraged me, Madam,’ exclaimed Lizzie, throwing off the 

coverlet. ‘I was so vexed that I took up a quill and began to write in her defence.’

‘Indeed?’ Mary was smiling triumphantly. ‘And what form does this writing take?’

‘My quill strives to give her voice, so that others may know of the great injustice 

practised upon her.’

‘It sounds to me, my dear, as though you are writing a play.’ Mary beamed at her. 

‘Remember, be and seem. There is no harm as long as you do not publish. Keep it locked 

in your drawer. We will talk more of this, but I must dress now.’ Mary stood. ‘I shall see 
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you at breakfast.’ She disappeared into her closet and shut the door behind her.

At breakfast Lizzie’s heart stopped and tried to leap into her mouth for there at the table, 

next to Mary, was Francis Beaumont. Quailing, Lizzie bid him a timid good morning and 

took her seat at the other side of the Countess. Helping herself to milk and manchet bread, 

Lizzie found that she could not eat for her stomach was filled with clouds of butterflies that 

would drink only of the nectar of his words. The silence was overwhelming. Her own 

swallowing sounded like thunder in her ears. The gulf of denial grew deep and wide.

‘Well now, my turtles,’ said Mary brightly, ‘will you humour an old woman’s 

fancy?’

‘Of course, Madam.’ 

Oh! The music of his voice.

‘Elizabeth?’

‘Anything, Madam.’

‘I have a whim to hear my Tragedy performed tonight. Francis, you shall play 

Antonie.’

‘I am honoured, Madam.’

‘Elizabeth, you shall make a fine Cleopatra.’

‘I, Madam?’ Lizzie knew herself to be a cold, pale shadow of that burnished 

Egyptian goddess.

‘You have the part burned into your heart, do you not?’

‘I do.’

‘I have not that luxury. Dear ladies, I must away to learn my lines.’ Francis left the 

table and strode down the hall, long shapely legs seeming to float above the carpet of 

rushes. 

Lizzie reached for the butter and found her hand shook violently. ‘Madam, what 

mean you in throwing us together like this?’

‘You cannot ignore the alchemy that draws you to him.’ Mary spoke as though she 

were discussing the likelihood of rain that afternoon.

‘I was attempting to.’

‘Do not bury things and let them fester. There is a choice that must be made.’ Mary 

sucked her fingers clean.

‘How can I cuckold my husband when he goes to fight for our Queen?’

‘Do you think he has any care for you when he is drinking and whoring like a 
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common soldier? I should not be surprised if he came home and gave you the pox!’ Mary 

took a large bite of bread and honey.

‘Madam! Why do you say such things?’

‘Because they are true, my dear.’ Mary tried to take Lizzie’s hand but she pulled it 

away and rose from the table, throwing her platter to the floor with such violence that it 

shattered into pieces.

‘Fie on it! Fie! Fie!’ Hot fingers twisted Lizzie’s guts. She raced into the passage 

and collided with Francis who caught her in his arms and kissed her hard on the mouth. 
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Chapter 9

Weep’st thou because his love to thee was bent,
And read’st thou love in crimson characters?

The Tragedy of Mariam, Act I, Scene ii, 107-108

Lizzie's chest heaved with fear and excitement. Not since she was a small child had she 

worn such a loose, simple robe. Without farthingale or stomacher, the contours of her body 

were immodestly displayed. She breathed deeply and strove to ignore the fact that she was 

a scrawny stripling, a wife so deficient that her husband spurned her bed. Trying to believe 

herself regal and ravishing, she stepped upon the stage, dazzled by the wall of wavering, 

smoking flames that separated her from the rest of the room. 

Lizzie opened her mouth, but nothing happened. Suddenly she was back in the 

woods on the night before her wedding. 'Who furnish will,' she croaked as she remembered 

her fear and despair. 'Who furnish will mine eyes...' Her heart pounded as she saw herself in 

her bedroom, waiting, sleepless, for the sunrise that would bring her a husband.

Then the beauty of the words took over, and she said loudly:

Who furnish will mine eyes with streaming tears,
My boiling anguish worthily to wail?

A strange feeling engulfed Lizzie. Her eyes shone and her cheeks glowed. It was almost as 

though she had drunk too much sack, but her head did not spin. Indeed, her head was clear 

and her mind at rest. There was only her role and the words she must speak, marvelling at 

their power as she did so. Suddenly all the tears and desolation of her childhood, her 

disastrous marriage, her poisoning and imprisonment with Lady Katherine, seemed 

completely right and fitting. Through those ordeals she had come here, and her reward was 

to stay with Mary in the months and maybe years that Henry was away. She thought of the 

dead leaf that had caught on her bodice the day she left home. There was a design to her 

life, and here it was beginning to show! 

The final act was Cleopatra's. The screens were pulled across as the tableau was arranged; 

Lizzie's hair knotted and pulled, her black-winged eyes smudged and smeared, Francis 

slathered in pig’s blood to replicate Antonie's mortal wound. Lizzie had heard of the uses 

of pig's blood. How a corrupt woman would put a small bladder of it in her most secret 

place, to fool her hapless husband into thinking that he had bedded a virgin on their 
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wedding night. 

Francis lay in Lizzie's arms, the feeling of his skin upon hers like delicious needles 

pricking her all over. Lizzie wondered what the Countess meant by contriving this intimacy 

with Francis. She began to feel that Mary's mischief was something other than benevolent. 

She must not – could not – even dream of adultery. One day, her husband might wish to 

claim what was his. Until that day, she must guard her treasure with her life. A bladder of 

pig's blood was no remedy for sin. 

Cleopatra's last act was to fall upon the body of her beloved Antonie. At the far side 

of the stage, beyond the view of the audience, Francis' hand found Lizzie's and gripped it. 

They remained in tableau. Something warm and hard stirred beneath his robe, pressing into 

her stomach. She was at once fascinated and repelled. For the sake of decorum she 

disengaged herself. Francis helped her up. They bowed and Mary stood beaming at them.

‘Anyone would think they were really in love,’ said Lucy slyly.

Taking this as his cue, Francis turned to Lizzie and kissed her on the mouth. Stop!  

screamed a voice in Lizzie's head. Her body ignored it. She embraced him. The applause 

grew louder. At first nobody noticed that the doors had burst open, or that an elderly 

woman in faded dress had entered. She struggled towards the stage, the width of her old-

fashioned skirts causing her to stick between the rows of chairs. She had iron-grey hair and 

Henry’s thin red lips. 

'Fret not, dear child, I am come to save you,' she panted as she disentangled her 

sleeve from the headdress of a seated matron. 

‘Madam,’ enquired Mary indignantly, ‘may I ask who you are and what you mean 

by interrupting our entertainment?’

‘I am the saviour of shuggers, the protector of punks, the warden of Winchester 

geese, and guardian of this poor wronged creature whom you have painted like a 

Southbank scab!

‘`Tis but a play, Madam, the blood will wash off,’ said Mary reasonably.

‘Aye, that it might, but the stains on her soul are there for all to see.’

‘Madam, I beg you, moderate your language. There are servants present.’ Mary 

tapped her pipe crossly.

The woman continued as though Mary had not spoken: ‘Dear ruined doxie, come 

away!’ She clambered upon the stage, catching tallow lamps with her skirts, and pulled 

Lizzie to her breast, where she stroked and soothed her as though she was a lost child. The 
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soot from Lizzie's black-winged eyes smudged the tattered lace at Lady Katherine's bosom. 

'I am saving this poor unfortunate daughter of Eve from your nest of trulls. I shall wait in 

the carriage and pray for her salvation while her strumpet paint is removed.' She flashed a 

look that defied contradiction as she stalked away, chewing on a bag of cloves. A small fire 

smouldered at the back of her skirts, but she appeared unconcerned.

The buzz of gossip started up immediately. 

‘Go from here and speak not of this,’ commanded Mary in a voice that silenced 

everyone. The room emptied. 

Lucy gave Lizzie's arm a sympathetic squeeze as she passed. 'I hope one day to see 

you at Court,' she said. 'Remember, you have a friend in me.' She took her handsome 

page's arm and swept out on a froth of tinselled satin. 

‘Ah, my poor turtles,’ sighed the Countess, ‘we are undone. She is your kinswoman 

and I am powerless to stop her from taking you away.’

Francis said nothing. His eyes were full and his mouth set firm. He took Lizzie's 

hand, kissing it ardently. Then he slunk dejectedly from the room, slamming the door as he 

went. 

‘I must pack,’ said Lizzie stupidly. 

‘Yes, you must,’ agreed Mary, defeated. ‘I shall send servants to help.’ 

Lizzie began to walk away. 

‘Elizabeth!’ cried Mary, ‘I... I am truly sorry. I could not have foreseen this.’

‘I know,’ said Lizzie mildly.

Once in her chamber, servants brought ewer after ewer of hot water while Agnes 

scrubbed the blood and charcoal from her mistress, cursing richly as she did so. But the 

stains on Lizzie's soul grew more deeply ingrained. While the servants fussed around her, 

she found quill and parchment and cast about for a surface to write upon. Sweeping a box 

of jewels to the floor, she cleared a space and wrote: I of ladies most deject and wretched 

that sucked the honey of his music vows. A single pearl sat on the table. Lizzie sealed it 

inside the message. Then she took hold of a chambermaid: ‘You must give this to Mr. 

Beaumont,’ she said sternly. ‘Here’s a shilling for your trouble.’ 

‘Yes, Ma’am,’ stammered the maid, unnerved by Lizzie's harshness. 

‘Go now!’ shouted Lizzie. 

The maid scuttled from the room. The carriage was waiting.

Agnes was set aloft next to the driver, accompanied by her usual tirade of obscenity. 
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Lizzie did not care to silence her. ‘See that you have enough furs,’ she called up, 

‘the night is chill.’ 

‘I shall take the hide from the back of that miserable cow!’ replied Agnes in French, 

causing Lizzie to smile in spite of her sorrow. 

Mary embraced Lizzie. 'Be and seem, child, be and seem,' she whispered. 'Finish 

your play. Have no care for trespass. How shall you serve your husband if he comes home 

to a mad woman?'‘

Lizzie nodded, unable to speak.

'Unpack your chemises carefully,' hissed Mary. 'You have a Greek stow-away.'

Lizzie's eyes grew wide as she apprehended Mary's meaning. Then she was handed 

up into the carriage by the aged usher, who bowed sincerely before he slammed the door. 

Lizzie sat obediently on the threadbare cushions, vestiges of soot around her downcast 

eyes. 

Lady Katherine sat opposite, skirts smoking gently. She put her arms upon Lizzie's 

shoulders. 'My poor fallen daughter! What business had my son abandoning you in this 

stew of Sodom? I have come to your salvation not a moment too soon.'

'You have saved me from myself, Madam,' said Lizzie, as a profound sense of relief 

washed over her. She had been on the verge of committing adultery, horrified at her own 

lust, yet unable to stop herself. 'I am most grateful for your care of me.'

'Did they make you lie with common players?' asked Lady Katherine, a lascivious 

gleam in her eyes.

'They tried to,' admitted Lizzie. At least she no longer had to lie about her sins.

Lady Katherine closed her eyes in feverish prayer.

The carriage rocked into motion, creaking as though it would collapse at the first 

pothole. Lizzie looked out of the window. Mary was illuminated in the doorway, Dr Rowe 

at her side. They waved.

Lady Katherine appeared to be in some kind of trance. 

Lizzie took Jane's note from her pocketbook. Cum bak. The smudge of blackberry 

jam seemed to glow in the lantern's yellow, swaying light. Lizzie smiled.
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Part V

Cambridge, 1996
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I

I'd gone home for the Vacation, declining Mike's invitation to spend Easter with him. I had 

to finish my conference paper, and spend some time with my family, who feared they were 

losing me to my posh London friends. There was always an inquisition about why I hadn't 

won a scholarship, and where all my money had gone. On my first night home I quarrelled 

with my Dad because I'd spent 75p on a bunch of daffodils for my bedroom. 

'No wonder you've never got any money,' he remarked.

'Well, you don't give me enough to live on,' I retorted, shoving my Doc Martens on 

so I could flounce off for a moody walk. 'Oh, for fuck's sake!' The warm wetness seeped 

into my tights.

Our new puppy had pissed in my shoes. My only shoes. To add insult to injury, this 

was the puppy that I had begged and pleaded for from the age of five. The year after I left 

home, there it was. I threw my DMs at the back door and stomped out of the kitchen, my 

flouncing exit ruined.

I heard my Mum concur that I was a 'little madam' so I went to talk to my brother. 

Through the dimpled glass door of the lounge I could see the back of his Liverpool F. C. 

Goalkeeper's shirt, with No.1 Grobbelaar printed across his narrow shoulders. He still 

followed football, even though he was beginning to accept that he would never be able to 

play it. He was sitting in front of the television with Sonic the Hedgehog on his Sega 

Megadrive. Because of his illness he got every toy and gadget (and puppy) he wanted. I 

didn't resent him this, but it did seem a bit rich for my parents to have such a go at me. I 

had very few clothes, my shoes were split and I couldn't afford a haircut. Surely I was 

entitled to the occasional treat? I had been shocked when I learned that some girls in my 

year were doing escort work but now I could see why. If I wasn't so gawky and socially 

inept I might have considered it myself. Would that please my parents? 

As I opened the door, my brother looked around and smiled. 'Ay, mate!' 

'Hello lad.' 

At least he was pleased to see me. I went into the lounge and knelt down behind 

him, wrapping my arms around his little chest, resting my chin on the back of his head, 

feeling his warm silky hair against my throat. Sonic chirruped inanely. And all the time, I 

was thinking 'don't die, don't die'.

My Dad dropped me off at the National Express depot in Liverpool: I was catching the 
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overnight coach to Heathrow for the flight to Budapest. He hugged me very tightly, and I 

blinked away tears as he helped me to stow my case in the luggage compartment. 

'Bloody 'ell!' shouted the beer-bellied driver, taking the case from my Dad. 

'Wharravyergorrin there? A dead body?'

'It's books. Sorry.' I wasn't sure what was required at a conference – would people 

ask to see your references? Or expect you to study in your free time? Consequently, along 

with my one smart skirt (which would look particularly fetching with split, pee-soaked Doc 

Martens), I'd packed several volumes from the Gender Studies shelf of the college library.

'I hope they won't charge excess baggage,' said my Dad, biting his thumbnail.

'Well, the college is paying for it,' I replied pointedly, and then immediately 

regretted it. I'd never been abroad on my own before and I knew how anxious my parents 

were about their one healthy child getting on planes and fending for herself in a foreign 

country. I knew my brother felt it, too, because it was something he could never do. His 

horizons were contracting as mine expanded.

I settled into a window seat about halfway down the coach and waved at my Dad, 

who stood looking up at me. He seemed drawn, and the orange street light cast deep 

shadows under his eyes. This was too painful. If they wanted me to be a success, then they 

had to accept that I must to go out into the world and do things. I couldn't make them 

proud if I stayed at home and worked in a supermarket. I got up with the intention of going 

to the coach door and giving my Dad another hug when the engine revved and I lurched 

forward, banging my head on an air-conditioning nozzle. 

Two peroxided girls on the back seat laughed loudly. 'A bit early to be legless, isn't 

it?' asked the one with drag-queen eye shadow.

'She must be an alky, she's got hair like a witch,' replied her mate through a thick 

wad of chewing gum. She blew a bubble and popped it loudly as if to emphasise her point.

I ignored them and dropped gratefully into my seat, cheeks on fire. Idiot, Idiot, 

Idiot, drummed the woodpecker in my head. When I looked up we had turned out of the 

depot and left my Dad behind. There was a hot, tight band around my chest. Why could I 

never please him? Elizabeth Cary's father had indulged her with books and tutors. But then 

he'd married her off to a socially superior man. I'd managed to organise that all by myself. 

Perhaps marrying Mike would help me to mend fences with my Dad: it would take money 

out of the equation. 

The upholstery was itchy and the seat dug into the small of my back. If I wasn't 

going to be able to sleep, I might as well do something useful. I took out my conference 
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paper and read it repeatedly – when my turn came to present, I'd be so terrified that the 

carefully typed words would become unintelligible squiggles. Learning it by heart was the 

only way I could do it. 

Just then the peroxided nuisances on the back seat decided to inflict their music on 

everyone else. They were sharing one set of earphones from a Sony Walkman, charm 

bracelets jangling as they sang along to a distorted, tinny rendition of Garbage's 'Stupid 

Girl'. Well, quite, I thought. That makes three of us.

I looked at the conference schedule. At least I was up after lunch on the first day, so 

there'd only be a few hours of nervous fasting – my stomach would become a cement 

mixer and I knew from bilious experience not to put anything solid in it. But the other 

speakers in my panel were cause for concern: I was sandwiched between a Romanian 

linguistics expert and a Senior Lecturer in Gender Studies. Presumably I was the comedy 

filling. I should have stayed in London with Mike, planning our engagement party. I was 

utterly out of my depth: I didn't know how to behave or what was expected, whether my 

paper was too simplistic, or too long, or too controversial. I wished I'd had the nerve to ask 

Rattigan to look at it. 

The tone-deaf Walkman wearers now staged a picnic. Cans fizzed open, cue much 

squealing as one girl got sprayed with a solution of sugar and E-numbers. Then a bumper 

pack of rancid crisps exploded accidentally on purpose. They smelled like pickled onions 

and they made my eyes water. 

What drives you on
Can drive you mad

A million lies to sell yourself
Is all you ever had

The girls squawked along, spitting gobs of chewed crisp. Unable to concentrate, I stared 

aimlessly out of the window. 

Around Birmingham the steward dragged a trolley down the coach. The under-age moral 

arbiters bought four mini cans of Coke. As soon as the steward's back was turned, one took 

a bottle of cheap nasty vodka from her fake designer bag and proceeded to dilute the soft 

drinks.

 'All right, chuck? What can I get for you?'

I turned from my scrutiny of the back seat to find the steward smiling at me. 

Blushing unaccountably, I ordered a cheese and tomato sandwich, a bag of salt and vinegar 
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crisps, and a cup of tea. 

'Nothing to drink, love?' His blue eyes sparkled. He had curly black hair and a 

ready smile that showed lots of white teeth.

'Oh, I ordered tea...' But I desperately wanted a Dry Blackthorn.

'I heard you the first time. Just checking if you fancied a bit of the hard stuff.' He 

gestured at the ready-mixed gin and tonic, sweet white wine, and chilled cider ranged in 

little cans on the bottom shelf of the trolley. 

'Oh, not tonight thanks.'

'I bet you say that to all the boys.' He winked at me.

I laughed, feeling my blush intensify. 'Not usually, it's just that I have to catch a 

horribly early flight.'

'Only winding you up, love. No offence. If you change your mind, I'd love to buy 

yer a drink. I'll be at the front nattering to the driver. These over-nighters bore my tits off.'

'Thanks. I'll bear that in mind if I can't sleep.'

'Fingers-crossed you don't drift off then.' He shot me a brazen look which left me in 

no doubt that a free can of cider was not the only thing on offer. 

I woke up with a cricked neck, somewhere on the M25. 
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II

Budapest was bone-numbingly cold, and I was glad of the thermal vests that my Nan had 

given me as a going away present. They were filming Evita, which gave the whole city an 

unreal air. Palm trees lined freezing streets, and men in Argentinean military uniforms 

lounged around waiting for their call. The local strip joint had a sign saying WELCOME 

MADONNA (who was starring) in its front window. A man rode a bicycle with a huge rack 

of hair bobbles attached to a vertical framework. He’d cut a picture of Madonna from a 

magazine and stuck this to his back mudguard, as if to say: ‘You, too, can look like this 

with one of my peach satin scrunchies’. 

I felt odd from lack of sleep, and the shiny new conference venue seemed like a 

weird hallucination behind the rusted old iron curtain. My stomach twisted and my mouth 

was dry. Far from people staring at me, which I had dreaded, they were all completely 

ignoring me. Everyone else seemed to know each other. There were lots of hugs, back 

slaps and squeals of recognition. The roar of voices crashed over me, and I retreated until I 

washed up against a blue-tiled wall. Dizzy, I allowed myself to slide down the wall and sit 

cross-legged on the prickly carpet.   

I closed my eyes, enjoying the cool solid feel of the tiles at my back as I listened to 

the insistent ding-dong of the lifts disgorging delegates. Polished shoes paused, and then 

walked on. Realising that I looked strange, I took out my notebook and pretended to be 

writing down an idea that just wouldn't wait. I wondered why we had been asked to arrive 

so early when the keynote speech was hours away. Despite my nerves I was ravenously 

hungry. I'd eaten nothing since my sandwich on the coach. The airline had no vegetarian 

food: I didn't realise you were supposed to order your meal in advance. And there were no 

biscuits here. Would anyone notice if I fainted?

I scribbled in my notebook, wondering if I showed up at the airport whether they 

would let me on the next flight home. I missed Mike. He'd know what to do. He'd go out 

for a smoke and immediately become firm friends with fellow members of the nicotine 

alliance. Perhaps I should go outside and ask someone for a cigarette?

'Excuse me...'

I ignored the voice. It couldn't possibly be talking to me.

'Excuse me, are you Ursula?'

'Yeah.' I leapt up too quickly and saw stars. They cleared to reveal a girl of about 

my age with long chestnut hair. She was smiling at me.
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'I'm Kirsty.' She held out her hand and I shook it.

'Hi, Kirsty. It's so nice to see a friendly face!'

'Tell me about it. Everyone else seems to know each other. I asked the organisers to 

point you out to me. I think we're going to be room-mates.'

'Oh, cool. What brings you here?'

'I'm in my second year at Oxford – my supervisor thought it would be good 

experience for me to see what happens at a conference. I can't believe I'm sharing a room 

with someone who's presenting!'

'I wouldn't be impressed yet. You haven't heard my paper.'

Kirsty and I clung to each other like the last two people on earth. Together we 

found the toilets and tidied our hair. Then we discovered a vending machine on the back 

staircase and shoved in forints until its entire stock of chocolate came tumbling down the 

chute. As we stood in a corner, swooning while the sugar worked its magic, two men 

approached us. One was tall, broad and blond, and looked about thirty. The other was 

shorter and younger, with a dark, floppy fringe that dangled over his eyes.

'Good day, ladies. I am Kurt,' said the blond with the broad shoulders. His 

handshake was long and warm. 'This is Guy.'

The younger man blew his fringe out of his eyes. 'Hey,' he said. 'English chicks. 

Cool.'

Predatory American, I thought, not so cool. 'Pleased to meet you,' I lied.

'This is your first time, no?' asked Kurt.

Kirsty and I nodded weakly. 

'Then it shall be our pleasure to assist in your … how would you say? ...initiation.' 

The PA system crackled, and a stream of syllables seemed to indicate that 

something was about to happen.

The lecture theatre hummed like Babel. Polyglots shrieked and hooted to old 

acquaintances at the other side of the room. I could hear different varieties of trans-Atlantic 

twang, and the Received Pronunciation of Europeans who spoke such good English you 

couldn’t tell their nationality. A woman with a cut-glass accent called for quiet, tapping the 

microphone repeatedly until only whispered conversations continued. I only knew she was 

Finnish because it said so in the conference notes. 

'Welcome to the Languages of Gender interdisciplinary conference,' she beamed. 'I 

hope you find it stimulating, provocative, and above all enjoyable.'

Kurt and Guy had performed a pincer movement, so that Kirsty had Guy next to her 
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and I had Kurt next to me. At the words 'stimulating' and 'provocative' Kurt and Guy 

exchanged glances. As the applause started up, Kurt touched my arm and smiled. I twisted 

my engagement ring to make sure it was prominent and laid my hand on my knee. 

At lunch I could barely hold my coffee. The saucer filled with slops as my hand 

refused to stop trembling. The keynote speaker had been so urbane and suavely amusing. 

There was no way I could compete. And all these people! I had no idea the audience would 

be so large.

Kurt asked me if I was OK, and when I voiced my fears about the size of the 

audience, he explained that we would now break up into parallel sessions, so only people 

with a particular interest in my subject would choose to come. That was worse! Obviously 

nobody wanted to hear me. That was why they put me between two distinguished speakers. 

Kurt and Guy assured me that they had both chosen to hear my paper, even before they had 

met me. And if you'll believe that, I thought...

I was to present in a seminar room on the top floor. There were seats for about 

thirty people, and not all were filled. I was shown to my place on a dais at the front. The 

Romanian linguist said a brisk 'hello' and continued to write quickly. It looked as though 

she hadn't finished her paper. The Senior Lecturer in Gender Studies was nowhere to be 

seen, so I sat down and tried to breathe deeply. Beyond the double-glazed windows, a 

strangely silent city stretched away in the winter sunshine until snow-capped hills filled the 

distance. Not long now, and my humiliation would begin.

The Romanian, whose name, shamefully, I couldn't pronounce, sat on the front of 

the desk and chatted amiably about psychosocial something-or-other. She paused 

frequently to think about what she wanted to say next, and seemed so casual about the 

whole thing that I thought she must be on tranquillisers. She finished to a crisp gust of 

applause. There were some good-natured questions, mostly prefaced by greetings from 

people she hadn't managed to speak to in the lobby. 

Then it was my turn. Time slowed down. Each heartbeat echoed for an eternity as 

the facilitator introduced me. 

'A timely re-evaluation of feminist practice, from one of the vanguard of the next 

generation of critics,' she said. 

If my jaw hadn't been locked, I would have laughed. She had set me up to fall flat 

on my face. I couldn't move or speak. This must be what it felt like to have your drink 

spiked. Get a grip, I scolded myself. As my legs were no longer connected to my brain, I 

decided to remain seated. I put my paper on the desk and I kept my hands on my lap 
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where, white-knuckled, they clutched The Tragedy of Mariam as though it was a talisman. 

I recalled an article on how to speak in public, which advised you to focus on one 

member of the audience and pretend you were talking only to them. Other people didn't 

realise what you were doing, and it made you more engaging, allegedly. Every time I 

looked up, Kurt was beaming back, apparently in rapt anticipation of what I would say 

next. I knew that this was a bad move, but I ended up reciting my entire paper to him 

alone. I expected at any moment to be interrupted, derided, and belittled by someone older 

and more experienced. The critics whom I was contradicting were probably sitting in this 

very room. Kurt's smile became my anchor.

Improbably, I got through the paper unscathed. 

The facilitator, a plump medievalist from Exeter, thanked me for my thought-

provoking contribution. 'As our third panel member has not arrived, we can spend longer 

on questions,' she said cheerfully. 

Shit. 100% extra torture, free with this conference. My legs trembled under the 

desk. Now they would savage me.

Kirsty, my ally, raised her hand.  'Did Shakespeare know Cary's work?' she asked.

'Almost certainly, he did. It's a similar story to Othello – King Herod loves his wife 

Mariam so much that he ends up killing her. But Cary wrote her play first. You know that 

line in Othello, “one whose hand/ Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away/ Richer than all 

his tribe”? Well, the Folio text actually says “base Iudean”, which is how the Elizabethans 

would have written “Judean”. That seems to be a clear reference to the Herod of Cary's 

play. Later editors who didn't understand the reference corrected it to “Indian”.' I didn't 

know where this voice had come from. It sounded self-assured, authoritative.

'Of course, how fascinating,' said Kurt, who was hanging on my every word. I may 

have been mistaken, but I thought he winked at me. 'You argue most persuasively that it is 

unhelpful, and indeed patronising, to read Cary's work purely in the light of her gender. 

And yet I am intrigued to know – would you therefore advocate a complete dismissal of 

the author's physicality?' He seemed to relish getting his mouth around that word.

'No, I think there are fundamental differences in how men and women experience 

the world. Pregnancy, for example...'

'You're spouting essentialist garbage!'  Here we go, I thought, the gloves are off 

now.  'The only differences are those constructed by the oppressive patriarchy. You're a 

victim, Sister. They've brainwashed you.' This from a highly strung American who looked 

like she needed to eat some cake.



 230
'Surely it does a great disservice to everyone if we pretend that we are all the same?' 

Keep your nerve, I told myself. This can only go on for so long.

'Difference is socially constructed,' she screeched. She was red in the face and 

clearly upset. 

I didn't know what else to say. I shuffled my papers, trying to buy some time. 

Then Kurt got up and walked towards me. What was he doing? 

'Madam,' he said, beckoning, 'if you would be so kind.' 

My legs would not co-operate with me, but they did what he said at once. Creeps. I 

got up, put the Tragedy of Mariam down on the desk, and stood next to him. 

Kurt climbed upon a table and held out his hand for me to join him. 

I was sure that this was highly irregular, and not the done thing at a conference. I 

hesitated. 

'Please,' he urged, extending his hand once more.  

'Go on,' said the Romanian, 'I want to see what he's going to do.'

'Yes, go on,' began a chorus. 

I looked to the facilitator, who smiled her assent.

Well, at least the questions had stopped. I felt the strength in Kurt's arm as he pulled 

me up. 

'With respect, Madam,' he said to the American, ' I have to agree with Ms Hurley.' 

He took off his jumper and began to unbutton his shirt. He pulled the collar apart to reveal 

a well-muscled expanse of golden skin. 

The Romanian craned her neck appreciatively.

Kurt continued. 'Here we see the physique of the adult male. Now I can exercise all 

I like, but without hormonal and surgical intervention, I will never attain the shape of the 

adult female. This is not a social construction but a clear physical difference.' He put his 

hand on my shoulder and turned me in profile. As I turned I saw Kirsty diligently taking 

notes. I hoped she wasn't going to quote this in an essay.

Kurt's hand brushed my neck as he moved me back to face the audience. Most 

people wore good-humoured expressions, some nodded in agreement, others displayed 

bemused smiles, or raised eyebrows, but the American had gone a violent shade of puce. I 

was afraid she was having some kind of fit. 

'Now, shall I remove the skirt?'

Bloody Hell, he was going to undress me! I braced myself to resist.

People laughed. 
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'That won't be necessary, thank you,' said the facilitator. 'Your point was very well 

made.' 

The highly strung American harrumphed. She sat with her mouth pressed into a 

straight line as her cheeks smouldered. I couldn't understand why she was so cross. 

Just then the door opened and the third presenter barged in, knocking a chair over 

with her enormous backpack. There was a smattering of applause as we got down from the 

table, but people were distracted by the new arrival. By the time she had settled all her 

bags at the front desk there was no room for me, so when Kurt pulled out the chair next to 

his, I had no choice but to accept his chivalry.

The more I tried not to look at him, the more I did so. He winked every time he 

caught me staring. It was like my body no longer belonged to me. I couldn't help myself.
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III

Kurt rounded up all the younger delegates to sample the Budapest night-life. I was wary 

about going with him – it was not so much his friendliness as my response to it that 

worried me – but Kirsty was keen.  Probably because Guy was going too. She giggled at 

all his clunking innuendos. I hoped she knew what she was doing. I got the feeling that we 

were both playing with fire, but there seemed to be an irresistible momentum to the way 

our evening was progressing. 

People kept coming up and congratulating me on my table-top performance. Every 

compliment seemed a calculated insult to the American woman. I felt bad about this so I 

asked her if she would like to join us.   

'Thanks,' she smiled thinly, 'but I have a plane to catch. Good luck, Sister.' She 

nodded at Kurt as if to say, 'you'll need it'. She fought with her rucksack, trying to zip it 

closed over a bulge of papers. Brusquely, she refused my offer of help so I left her to it.

Kurt took us to a cellar bar, with bearskins nailed to the wall. We sat on half-barrels 

and as we glugged huge bottles of the local 'dragon beer' the conversation became raucous. 

Cruel comments about the angry American, whose name was Barbara-May Blunt, began to 

surface. 

'What a bitter old hag!' shouted Kirsty.

'Barbara-May Cunt, more like. What she needs is a big cock,' added Guy, doing a 

high-five with Kirsty. 

Kurt drank slowly, seeming to savour each mouthful. The giant bottle looked small 

in his hands, but for someone so big he had a surprising languid grace. He must have seen 

that I was not comfortable with the offensive free-for-all going on around us. He turned to 

me and said quietly, 'So, from where do you come in England?'  

'Liverpool' I replied, reluctantly, because I was not a Scouser, but it was the nearest 

city to my home, and you couldn't expect a German to understand the difference between 

Scallies and Woollybacks.

'Ah, the Beatles,' he said, smiling. And then, sombrely, 'Heisel'. 

'Yes, that too,' I conceded. 

'You have someone at home?' he asked pleasantly.

'Yes.' I flashed my gold engagement ring at him. 

'His name?'

'Mike. He's an engineering student.'
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'Lucky guy,' said Kurt. 

'Thanks. How about you?'

'Andrea. She is a... how you say... sculptress.'

'Oh, wow.'

'But Berlin is far from here. And Liverpool even farther. There are no tears over 

what is not told.'

I was smiling too much and drinking too quickly. I was flattered and appalled and I 

didn't know how to respond. Kurt was so interested in my research, so calm, so focused on 

me. His hands lay still on the table. No searching for cigarettes or fiddling with lighters. 

His mouth would taste clean. Just beer. No bitter tang of smoke. What if this was the done 

thing at conferences? I felt immature and out of my depth. Perhaps I would be better off as 

Mike's secretary, letting him handle all the difficult situations.

I looked to Kirsty for help. She was very drunk, and Guy was pretending to be. 

They sang 'Don't cry for me Argentina' at each other. I applauded as their caterwauling 

stopped.

'Hey,' said Guy, 'let's see some real night life. Take us somewhere sleazy!'

'Please, what is sleazy?' asked Kurt.

'It means seedy,' volunteered Kirsty.

That didn't help. 'Disreputable,' I volunteered.

'Ah! Verkommen.' Kurt brightened. 'Follow me.' He helped me into my coat and 

took my elbow to guide me through the maze of barrels. As we reached the stairs he put his 

hand on my waist to shepherd me past a crowd of revellers who had just arrived. His touch 

caused little thrills of electricity under my clothes. What was wrong with me? Or, more 

worryingly, what was right with him? I focused my concern on Kirsty instead. Guy had to 

push her up the stairs. She was very slight, and clearly not used to drinking. Great. Cue a 

sleepless night listening to her breathe in case she choked on her own vomit. At the very 

least, a holding-hair-off-face-during-puking scenario was on the cards. I needed to get her 

back to the hotel and get some water down her.

Outside, the cold seemed to rouse Kirsty. Guy took one arm and I took the other. 

'March or die!' yelled Guy.

'Please, there is ice,' said Kurt, offering me his arm.

'I think I'm OK,' I bluffed. At that moment Kirsty lurched violently and if Kurt had 

not grabbed me we would all have gone over on the slick pavement. So I looped my arm 

through his, relishing how solid he felt beneath his fleece, and berating myself for doing 



 234
so. 

We passed a bizarre building with scaly mirrored sides. 'What's that?' I asked.

'The Hilton,' said Guy, gurning at the puzzled diners on the other side of the gold-

tinted glass. 

I turned away, feeling that I should appreciate my time here more maturely. After 

all, I might never visit again. And certainly not as a single woman. I walked towards the 

river bank, where mist was thickening. Trees grew starker, blacker, and the moon gained 

intensity. 

A floating seed or a piece of down tickled my cheek. I moved to brush it away, and 

found Kurt's hand there. He laced his fingers with mine, bent his head and kissed me. I told 

myself that I didn't have time to protest. That had I not been so shocked I would have 

slapped him. But I said nothing as we walked on over the Chain Bridge, Guy with his arm 

around Kirsty, I with my arm hooked through Kurt's. 

Bronze statues glinted green in the half light. I fancied their eyes flashed 

accusingly. My mind was protesting. I was drunk, thousands of miles from home, with 

people I didn't know. I couldn't have found my way back to the hotel if I'd tried. Stupid 

girl. But my body didn't care. It found Kurt irresistible and would do anything to stay with 

him. I looked out across the muddy swirls of the Danube. At that moment, the lights of the 

Chain Bridge flickered into life. I stood, transfixed, as the cloudy water became midnight 

blue.  

Kurt kissed me again and this time I embraced him. His presence was hyper-real, 

utterly exhilarating. I didn't feel like this when I kissed Mike. Did that mean we didn't have 

chemistry? It takes more than chemistry to build a life with someone, said the prissy little 

voice at the back of my head.

Barricades blocked our way. The sun seemed to be shining. I looked up at the 

source of this unexpected heat and light. A crane on the back of a flatbed truck thrust a 

battery of spotlights a hundred feet into the sky. Beyond the barricades was a military 

parade with decorated soldiers on glossy horses. The buildings around them were bleached, 

and the colours of their uniforms glowed as though they were made of stained glass.

'Hey,' said Guy, pushing forward, 'let's crash the set.'

'I don't think that's a good idea,' I began, rushing to grab Kirsty as Guy left her 

swaying, unsupported.

The security guard didn't speak much English. When he heard the American accent 

he thought it best to let us through and allow somebody else to deal with the problem. 
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Dozens of people with clipboards and walkie-talkies rushed about like they were on 

speeded-up film. A group of soldiers lolled on sand-coloured motorbikes. 

'Guy, what are you doing?' I asked.

Kurt seemed quietly amused as he stepped forward to help me with Kirsty.

There was a second barrier, beyond which we could see the actors' trailers. 'I'm 

gonna meet Madonna,' said Guy, striding forward as if he knew exactly where he was 

going.

'Can I help you guys?' asked a huge American man with an earpiece and no doubt a 

gun beneath his sharply-cut suit. He was wearing wrap-around sunglasses against the glare 

of the spotlights.

'We, um, we just wondered if you needed any extras,' squeaked Guy, who sounded 

like he'd been sucking on a helium-filled balloon.

'She's not filming tonight,' said the huge man, with a knowing smile. He pointed 

back the way we had come. 'Feel free to grab a coffee from the catering tent. You look like 

y'all need one.'

We did as we were told. Even Guy was quiet. I couldn't help but admire the man’s 

technique. He was so polite and professional, but we all knew what he really meant: don't 

even think about it, you pissed-up celeb-spotters – I've got your number.

Of course there was no catering tent, at least not that we could access, so we 

shambled on, Guy exaggerating the encounter into a wild tale he would brag to his Frat 

boys when he got home. 

Eventually we stopped outside the strip club with the WELCOME MADONNA 

notice in the window.

'Do you think she's in there?' asked Kirsty.

'Hell, yeah! She's doing a pole-dance right now,' said Guy. 

Kurt made us pose for a picture. Lasciviously. We were still blinking from the flash 

when a cheeky Cockney emerged from the doorway. 'Evening, ladies, gents. How about 

some quality filth in a nice clean environment?'

'Hey, less of the clean,' hollered Guy, who was already searching his wallet for the 

entrance fee.

Just then Kirsty puked. Spectacularly. Drinker's reflex made me jump to avoid 

splash-back on my long-suffering shoes. Guy whined that he'd got carrot flecks on his 

Kenneth Coles. The Cockney started yelling; she'd hurled up on his threadbare strip of red 

carpet. 
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'Let's go,' said Kurt, lifting Kirsty as if she were a damsel in distress. He strode 

quickly. 

'It will freeze,' shouted Kurt over his shoulder as the Cockney continued to 

gesticulate at the vomit on his VIP carpet.

Outside the hotel we tried to clean Kirsty up, courtesy of one of my Nan's hankies. I 

was sure she would not have approved. Especially as it got binned afterwards. 

Guy held Kirsty while I did the best I could. His hands wandered from her waist, 

over her breasts and hips, so I was careful to give his fingers an accidental wipe with the 

puke-stained rag. He didn't say anything, but he rubbed his hands surreptitiously on his 

jeans. 'Hey, you want me to sit with her while you two get back out there? No point 

screwing up everyone's night.'

'Thanks,' I said, trying to keep the anger from my voice. 'But I've had enough, 

anyway. It's been a long day.' The drink had worn off. I was mortified at my behaviour. 

What were you thinking? I screamed at myself. Mike was the best thing that had ever 

happened to me, my defence against Rattigan and his impossible demands, my knight in 

shining armour come to rescue me from the dole queue. Would I really throw it all away 

for a drunken shag with a cynical player who I’d never see again? Apparently so. If Kirsty 

hadn't puked, I wouldn't have been able to stop myself. I had no self-control and no morals. 

People at home had words for girls like me. 

Kurt seemed to accept defeat as I hugged him goodbye. He smelled of fresh air and 

soap. 'You will come next year?' he asked.

'I'll try,' I lied. Who knew what I'd be doing next year? I wouldn't have a rich 

college to pay for me. And if I was still with Mike, then I couldn't allow myself to be 

within a thousand miles of Kurt. I couldn't be trusted. 

We shook hands and he kissed me on the cheek. 'Good night.' He handed me a 

business card. 'Keep in touch, yah?'

Despite a sleepless night, I couldn't be cross with Kirsty. Not only had she chundered 

unassisted, but she had also put a stop to my fornication. As I lay in the dark, waiting for 

the room to stop spinning, the thought occurred to me that I should finish it with Mike for 

his own good. Not only was I a walking genetic disaster, but clearly a budding adulterer. 

He'd be better off without me.

Next morning I telephoned Mike. I had to ask Reception to place the call for me 

and the line was terrible, but eventually I heard a ring-tone. It rang and rang and I thought 
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that he wasn't going to answer. Finally, there was a sleepy 'Yello?'

'Good morning, Mr Morgan-Jones, this is your alarm call.'

'What?'

'It's me.'

'Who?'

'Me!' I was getting tearful by this point. He was supposed to recognise my voice 

immediately and delightedly.

'Ursuls? What do you want?'

'Do I need an excuse to call you?'

'You do when it's disgustingly early.'

'Oh. Well I thought it would be good practice for when I'm your secretary.'

'That won't be in your job description, I can assure you.'

'So, how's it going?'

The line crackled and went dead. I had the most awful suspicion that Mike had 

crumpled a newspaper in front of the receiver and then cut me off. 

I was in a booth in Reception, so I had to swallow my tears and my guilt. I knew 

immediately that the only thing to do was forget last night ever happened. There were two 

witnesses. Neither of them knew Mike. I was safe. There was no way it would get out. But 

did I have the nerve to keep quiet? And what did that say about our relationship? The 

desolation hit me like a vodka shot: unpleasant but exhilarating.

I realised the woman on Reception was asking me for something. Apparently the 

phone call cost £12.

Perplexed, I accompanied a pale and shaky Kirsty in her search for chocolate cake. 

Too late, we realised that our mission had taken us right past the strip club. 

'Let's walk quickly,' I said.

We crossed the street with our heads lowered. There was a pile of sawdust on the 

scrap of red carpet. 

'Gosh,' said Kirsty. 'That beer was awfully strong. I don’t usually do that sort of 

thing.'

She held on to my arm as I accelerated. Too late, the cheeky Cockney jumped out. I 

braced myself for a tongue-lashing and Kirsty cringed.

'Ladies!' he shouted. 

I paused, ready for the tirade. 

'What's the hurry? Why not take time out for some quality filth?'
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'Is it in a nice clean environment?' asked Kirsty, squeezing my arm to indicate that 

he hadn't recognised us.

'Erm, yeah, it is as a matter of fact.'

'Then we're not interested,' I replied. We ran off giggling. Then stopped, panting, as 

our hangovers kicked in.

We found a pink-painted tea room, staffed by women in tight corsets and full satin 

skirts. It was kitsch, but we enjoyed marvelling at the mountains of candied fruit, exotic 

chocolates, and the huge sugar castle which acted as the centrepiece to their display. 

Mozart played quietly and the tinkle of silver on porcelain soothed our dragon beer heads. 

Kirsty chewed slowly, eyes closed as the chocolate endorphins flooded her system. 

I took out my little 35 mm camera to see how many shots I had left. 

High on glucose, Kirsty said, 'Hey, let's do some arty shots.' She took my camera 

and stepped backwards, almost tripping a waitress with a tray of steaming teapots, until she 

could get the chandelier that twinkled over our green marble table. 

The harassed waitress began to clear our plates. 'Just a moment,' said Kirsty, 'I'd 

like some more chocolate cake, please.'

The waitress nodded and bustled off. I was sure she wanted us to go and get in 

someone else's way.

'Now then,' enthused Kirsty, 'let's see the ring!' I took it off and handed it to her. She 

mouthed the engraving to herself: Semper Amemus. 

'It's Latin,' I explained, '“Our Love Is Forever”.'

'Wow, how romantic.' 

To steer the conversation away from romance, I said: 'Elizabeth Cary had the words 

Be and Seem engraved upon her wedding ring.'

'Gosh, how intriguing.'

The waitress dumped more cake on the table and Kirsty attacked it. When nothing 

but crumbs remained, she said: 'Perhaps it means “be one thing, but seem another”?'

'That's what I thought. But it's a bit of an odd thing to have engraved on your 

wedding ring, isn't it?'

'Doesn't say much for trust and openness in her marriage.'

'No, quite.' I fussed with the tea strainer to hide my blush.

Kirsty put the ring on the table so she could take some close-ups of it. She liked the 

way the shadows played over the engraving.

'I don't think they'll come out,' I ventured, not best chuffed at the prospect of 
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coughing up several pounds for a wallet of hopelessly blurred photographs.

Suitably refreshed with sugar and caffeine, Kirsty and I decided to walk off our hangovers 

by exploring one of the city parks. We came upon a statue of a hooded monk. Cast in 

greenish bronze, he rested his massive bulk upon a white stone plinth. His face was 

obscured by the hood, and on the plinth was the legend ANONYMVS. The book in his 

right hand was open, although illegible. In his left hand was a stylus, worn shiny and 

golden by repeated touching. We didn’t know who he was, but we guessed that people 

touched the stylus for luck so we did the same.

'You’re bound to make it as a writer now,' said Kirsty.

I smiled at her enthusiasm. She was only a couple of years younger than me, but 

she seemed so childlike in her innocence, and her belief that everything would work out for 

the best. Long may she continue, I thought, feeling old and cynical. 

We had walked such a long way that we decided to risk getting a tram back to the 

hotel. After a minor incident with the ticket machine, and a debate about the direction of 

travel, we both sat quietly, sleepy with cake. At the next stop an elderly man got on, 

immaculate in his black Wellington boots and newly-trimmed moustache. The tram 

shuddered and the man sat down. He held a piece of patterned paper. Reverently, he 

unfurled it to reveal a tiny bunch of snowdrops, foraged from the hills above the city. A 

gold band flashed on his finger. 

I felt for my engagement ring, a comfortable habit that I'd developed in the months 

I'd been wearing it. There was nothing there. I looked down to confront the horror of a bare 

finger. 'It's gone!' I shouted, grabbing Kirsty's arm. 'I must have left it in the café!' 
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IV

The Cambridge tour bus had stopped. The maroon, open-topped monstrosity sat right in 

front of my study window, blocking my view of the off-licence across the road. It would sit 

for a good half-hour, belching out black fumes as the canned commentary spouted 

platitudes in twelve languages. 

'Wilkomen,' said Seb, prancing into the room.

'Benvenido,' I replied wearily. Knowing the word for 'welcome' in twelve different 

languages didn’t really compensate for the noise and the smell.

'Now then,' said Seb, perching on the edge of my desk. He picked up a mug of cold 

nettle tea and sniffed it. 'My God,' he yelled, putting his hand to his forehead. 'You're 

turning into Rattigan!'

'I wouldn't mind if it gave me half his brain power.' My eyes were unnaturally 

bright from lack of sleep, I had a large furrow between by eyebrows from reading all night, 

and most worryingly I had begun to drink herbal teas as they helped to clear my mind. I 

had to face it: I was turning into Rattigan.  

'I come bearing good news,' smiled Seb, confidentially.

'I doubt it,' I grumbled, as the tour bus commentary switched from Japanese to 

Italian. 

'About your role in Hamlet,' said Seb, walking his fingers over the page I was 

reading.

'You mean I've got one, despite my accent?' 

'Yes, indeed. A motley crew of yokels, fools and bit-parts.'

'Thanks a lot.' I'd never believed Seb would actually give me a role. I thought my 

accent was protection. Now, instead of being pleased, I saw it as just another distraction – I 

had to finish my dissertation.

'You'll need this,' said Seb, tossing a CD at me.

'Why?' 

'Because you have all the singing parts! You're going to come on and warble during 

the scene changes. Just a bit of fah-lah-fiddle-de-dee. The tunes are on there. Rock on,' he 

said, grabbing his crotch with one hand and making Devil's horns with the other. 

Before I could put Seb right about my singing abilities, he had bounded from the 

room and I was too busy to chase after him and remonstrate. Tutting, I stuck the CD in my 

knackered old stereo. Whatever it was, at least it would block the noise from the tour bus. I 
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turned up the volume. It was some sort of madrigal with excessively posh high-pitched 

male voices. I turned back to my notes, determined to ignore it. But something about the 

words made me stop reading and listen:

Sing we and chant it, while love doth grant it. 
Not long youth lasteth, and old age hasteth, 

now is best leisure, to take our pleasure. 

They were right. Old age was hastening, so long had I spent writing my dissertation. 

The bus roared off, leaving a pall of black particulates dispersing slowly in the 

gentlest of breezes. I continued to struggle with a chapter on the sexual mores of 

seventeenth-century England, but I was distracted by a delicious, spicy smell. It was not 

my pond-water tea, nor my incense, which I had used up and not replaced because I hadn't 

been shopping in weeks. It certainly wasn't perfume as I couldn't afford any and Mike had 

yet to take my hints. I decided it was an olfactory hallucination brought on by malnutrition: 

I was living on toast, supplemented by the odd vitamin pill to stave off scurvy. I got up and 

leaned across the desk to open the window. Perhaps it was the bedding plants in the border 

beneath? As I worked I had watched the gardener grub up the sweet-shop blobs of 

polyanthus and replace them with ditzy polka-dots of pink and white begonias. They 

weren't scented. 

I took a gulp of the soft spring air. How I yearned to go for a walk! But I couldn't. 

The dissertation deadline was looming. With a sigh, I returned to my book. I picked up a 

pen with the intention of making a note to the effect that verbal incontinence was just as 

bad as, and probably symptomatic of, sexual promiscuity for Elizabethan women. But I 

found myself writing something else:

The air is spiced with gilly-flowers. It hangs on my face, soft and warm 
like the breath of a lover...

Where did that come from? And what in the name of Shakespeare's codpiece was a 'gilly-

flower'? Clearly I was going mad. Worse, I could hear the voice in my mind. It was young, 

female, with a slight lisp. I could see a knot garden, with close-clipped herbs laid out under 

a summer sky. This was too weird. I stood up and rubbed my eyes. Then I turned to the 

semi-circle of books strewn on the floor behind my chair. Kneeling, I picked each up and 

threw it aside until I found the one I wanted: Elizabethan Garlands. The gilly-flower was 
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the forerunner of the garden pink. Its name reflected the 'pinking shear' effect of the ragged 

petals. This research was creeping into my head and distorting my reality. I needed a break. 

The CD continued its mercilessly merry tune:

All things invite us, now to delight us. 
Hence care be packing, no mirth be lacking,

 let spare no treasure, to live in pleasure. 

I tried to sing along and winced at the croak that resulted. This was going to be 

embarrassing. 
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V

I submitted my dissertation on a bright afternoon in the middle of May. I walked back from 

the Faculty Office feeling bereft. West Road was lined with new leaves, and students 

relieved of their final year projects skipped lightly to the nearest pub. There was no reason 

to read Elizabeth Cary any more. I could forget her and move on – my final exams were 

looming, after all. But I didn't want to. She had written other things. There were references 

to another play, poems, and political writings that she'd burned. What were they? What had 

we lost? 

Cary had written her play, so good that it influenced Shakespeare, before she was 

twenty years old. She put me to shame. But I had an idea that grew, forbidden and secret, 

in a shady corner of my mind. I didn't want to be a critic, analysing her text. Nor did I want 

to be her biographer, restricting myself to the historical record. I needed to be free to 

understand her. To imagine my way into her mind, she who had gone first and left the door 

open for me. 

Mike was waiting as I rounded the corner to my staircase. 'How's my favourite girly 

swot?' He gave me a congratulatory hug. I'd got him to leave me alone by promising that 

he could keep me in the pub as long as he liked, once the dissertation was done.

'Um, a bit down actually. It feels like a bereavement.'

'Don't be daft. You're free. Free as a bird with a drink problem!' He spun around, 

spreading his arms like a half-cut albatross. 'Now, the wine's on ice. What do you say we 

mosey on down to the river bank and watch the tourists crash their punts?'

Oh, I was tempted. I grimaced. 'I can't. I've got to start revising for my finals.'

'You promised!' Mike looked like a man who'd just caught his fiancée cheating on 

him. 

'I'm sorry, but I've got to work.'

'We've been over this. You don't need to worry. Most secretaries don't even have 

degrees.' 

'I have to do my best.' Suddenly the idea of being a glossy PA with an empty head 

repelled me. It wasn't just my pride. Rattigan had smiled at me when I handed in my 

dissertation. I had a chance of getting a respectable degree. I wanted to carry on 

researching Cary, so I was trying for postgrad funding. It was so unlikely to materialise 

that I hadn't mentioned it to Mike yet. But we needed to talk about the PA situation. 'I can't 

rely on you for a living. How's that different from prostitution?'
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'Ursuls!' For the first time since I had met him, Mike appeared to be hurt. He 

seemed to slump. 

'Look, that came out wrong.' I reached up and kissed him. 'But if I don't give this 

my best shot, I'll regret it for the rest of my life. At least you know I'm not a gold-digger.' I 

resolved not to divulge my academic ambitions at this juncture. But I was sure he'd support 

my decision, once he realised how important it was to me. 

Mike smiled faintly. It was different for him, he didn’t care. University was just a 

formality before he took up his birthright. He'd get a Third, like his father before him, and 

not give a toss.  

'It's only for two weeks, and then we've got the whole summer. I'll see you for last 

orders?'

'Yeah, OK, I understand.' He slouched off despondently and I was not certain that 

he did. I knew this was a dangerous game; pushing him away, leaving him at a loose end. 

But I wasn't going to sacrifice everything I'd worked for just to go drinking with him. We 

had the rest of our lives for that. 
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VI

Finals were over. There was nothing to do but wait for the results. Mike sat with his back 

against a weeping willow. I lay at right angles to him with my head in his lap, idly twirling 

the engagement ring that was so nearly abandoned in a Budapest café. That, along with 

several other details of the trip, remained classified information. What Mike didn't know 

wouldn't hurt. Or so I told myself. He was reading James Clavell’s Tai-Pan, a doorstop of a 

thriller that he’d almost finished in the 48 hours since he’d bought it. He turned a page 

every minute, rhythmically, his eyes never still. 

‘How can you read so quickly?’ I asked, looking up at the gaudy covers. I stretched 

out on the riverbank, feeling the parched yellow grass needle the skin on the backs of my 

legs. Beyond Mike’s hands, and the book, the faded green willow trees darkened as the sky 

drained of light. 

‘It’s exciting,’ he answered. ‘Not like your historical wank.’

‘It’s not wank, it’s…’

‘I know. The work of a pioneer. One day people will find Clavell just as difficult.’ 

He mimicked my voice and wiggled his hips as he spoke.

‘Oi!’ I raised my head and watched a half-submerged beer bottle clink gently 

against the bank.

‘Give us a cherry,’ said Mike.

‘I’ve eaten them all.’

‘Glutton!’ He tried to tickle me. I squirmed and The Tragedy of Mariam almost fell 

into the river.

‘Idiot,’ I snapped.

‘Don’t speak to me like that, Ursuls.' 

‘It’s important to me.’ Last week I’d caught him trying to draw a moustache on a 

portrait of Elizabeth Cary that was reproduced as an appendix to her play. She looked pale 

and serious, with a thin, hard set mouth, a jewelled beehive and massive skirts that were 

covered in Catherine-wheels of embroidery. One hand rested on her stomach, and it was 

difficult to tell if she was in the early stages of pregnancy, or if it was just the material in 

her skirts that caused the swelling. Her left hand hung at her side, holding a lace 

handkerchief. She had lace cuffs and a lace ruff, and tiny feet encased in buckled shoes. 

She looked uncomfortable. 

‘I get the feeling that book means more to you than I do,’ said Mike, sulkily.
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‘Don’t be daft. I just wish you’d treat it with more respect.’ I tried to sound 

apologetic.

‘Well, come on then, tell me something interesting.’

‘OK, this is weird. You know the play’s about Herod’s wife?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, she was descended from Judas Maccabeus.’

‘What does she want? A medal?’

‘And what did I read in Chapel?’

‘I don’t know. The TV Times?’

‘An obscure passage from the Maccabees, all about her ancestors.’

‘So?’

‘Well, don’t you think that’s spooky? Like an uncanny coincidence?’

‘No. Coincidences happen all the time, we just don’t pay any attention. You only 

noticed because of your obsession.’

‘You’re boring.' Right then I realised that I missed Nathan. I hadn't seen him since 

before the exams. 

The air was cooling quickly now. I lay back in Mike’s lap and shut my eyes, 

wondering how Cary had felt about her husband. I tried to imagine the two of them 

together; keeping house, making babies. The idea of Mike and me as husband and wife 

seemed even more remote and unreal.

Mike closed the book with a snap. 

‘Finished?’

‘Yup.’

‘Any good?’

‘It was all right.'

‘What do you mean?’

‘Ursuls, you seem to forget that not having done an English degree, I can still enjoy 

reading a novel. No post-mortem, no forensic analysis, just finish it and give it to a charity 

shop.’

‘I think I’m going to write a novel.’

Mike snorted. ‘You? What about?’

‘Elizabeth Cary, obviously.’

‘How tedious. No-one’s gonna want to read about that old trout.’
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‘I think they will. She was an amazing woman.’

Mike yawned. I wanted to hit him. Why couldn’t he acknowledge Elizabeth Cary’s 

importance?

‘Fancy a pizza?’ Mike brushed grass from his shirt and offered me his arm. 

‘No,’ I said, hugging The Tragedy of Mariam to my chest.
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VII

'Brace yourself for an entry!' shouted Razz as he careered down the steps and into the 

sunken courtyard in front of the library. He brandished a wooden sword, his trousers rolled 

up to his thighs, long white cricket socks pulled over his knees and black plimsolls on his 

size 12 feet. Unsurprisingly, a gaggle of tourists had stopped to photograph him. Razz was 

Polonius and I was his son, both of which statements are clearly preposterous. 

The blonde, beautiful, professionally trained Jocasta walked up and down 

declaiming her lines, gesturing affectedly and bowing to the tourists.

Seb had acquired a girlfriend, a fresh-faced hockey player who didn't drink and had 

no interest in the theatre. Helen stood watching, as she always did, distracting Seb and 

infuriating us. More disturbingly, he’d shaved his head, and I mourned the loss of his 

auburn curls almost as much as I mourned the cooling of our friendship.

I turned to make my exit, only to walk straight into Jocasta as Ophelia, who had 

entered from the wrong side of the stage. She squawked and dropped to the floor, even 

though it was her fault. If this had been a football match she would have got a yellow card 

for diving. No-one made any attempt to help her up.

'Cut!' shouted Seb, ambling over with Helen in tow. 'Ursuls, can you exit the other 

way?'

'That's going to look awkward,' I said, trying to remain civil.

'Well, surely you can make it look less awkward?' beamed Jocasta, who had 

regained her poise surprisingly quickly. 'After all, that's what we actors do, isn't it?' Her 

smile unnerved me, like she knew something I didn't.

'I can try. But wouldn't it be easier to just do as we'd agreed?'

I looked to Seb for help, but he had turned to Helen and we watched, horribly 

fascinated, as he began eating her face.

'Oh, for fuck's sake get a room!' hollered Cat, who was putting up posters on the 

pillars outside the library. 

Seb and Helen ignored her. 

'Right,' she said, through a piece of Sellotape that she had been about to cut with 

her teeth. 'What we need is a cast night out. Funkdafied this Friday. Do I make myself 

clear?'

We nodded. Seb and Helen squelched.
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VIII

 I took one last, dissatisfied look in the mirror. My clothes screamed jumble-sale disaster 

rather than retro chic, but they’d just have to do; I was late as it was. 

Seconds later I gave a little yell and scampered back to prevent the door from 

closing. I had almost locked myself out again, narrowly escaping another half hour in the 

porters’ lodge trying to explain how it had happened while they strung me along with 

raised eyebrows and sarcastic comments. Now, what to do with my key? Might as well 

shove it down my bra, in the little pocket where the pad that was supposed to give some 

idea of a cleavage went. I took a deep breath and left the room, closing the door with a 

decisive click.

‘But you’re not dressed up,’ whined the bloke on the door.

‘What do you call these?’ I demanded, pointing to my flares.

‘Trousers,’ he smirked, trying to be funny.

‘Look,’ I snarled. ‘I am wearing orange bell-bottoms and a red nylon top which 

quite obviously clashes with them. In addition, I have blue eye-liner and frosted pink lip-

gloss. I would say that more than qualifies me for free entry to your seventies night.’

As I was speaking a chap in a fright-wig and pyjamas was waved through free of 

charge. ‘And he’s not even in seventies gear, he just looks like a tosser,’ I continued, 

exasperated. 

The bloke on the door shrugged and held out his hand. Great. I got dressed up like a 

Care in the Community case and still had to fork out three quid. I was two pints of cider 

down on the deal, I calculated, as I queued to get my hand stamped. I stumbled down the 

stairs on my platform heels, descending into humid, throbbing darkness. Sweat and alcohol 

dripped from the blackened walls. It wasn’t called The Boiler Room for nothing.

‘Ursuls! Urs-uls!’ Cat’s crystal tones cut through the roar of voices. ‘Hello darling,’ 

she trilled, reaching up to give me a hug. ‘I’m so glad you’re finally here. There’s no-one 

of any interest. Let’s get you a drink...’ Cat took me by the hand. She had poured herself 

into purple satin hot pants with matching knee length boots, completing the ensemble with 

a shimmery lilac halter-neck. All the men in the room were mesmerised, but none of them 

had the nerve to come up and talk to her.

The bar was relatively calm as most people were well on their way to being 

inebriated and falling around on the dance floor had become the preferred activity.

‘Hello, ladies,’ smiled Rob, our favourite barman. ‘What’ll it be tonight? Ten 
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million pints of cider?’ He reached around his magnificent beer belly to pat the Strongbow 

pump. 

‘Just two for starters,’ said Cat in her cut-glass voice, reaching for her original Biba 

handbag. 

‘Let me get these,’ I pleaded, feeling like a freeloader. I had about £9.70 left before 

my overdraft ran out. Cat was rich, but that was no excuse to let her pay for everything. 

Rob held up his hand. 

‘On the house, ladies,’ he said, tapping the side of his nose.

‘Oh, he’s such a poppet,’ giggled Cat, taking a sip of the cold, sweet liquid. 

I nodded my agreement, downing several large gulps of cider in the hope that it 

would lend me some poise. 

‘Have you finished your funding application?’ asked Cat. 

I shook my head wearily. I had come to the dispiriting conclusion that very few 

people shared my belief in Cary's importance, and even fewer had the wherewithal to fund 

me through a Master's degree. I was firing off desperate requests to charities and research 

councils, but I knew I was wasting my time.  

‘Never mind, darling. You’ll do it, I know you will.’ Cat stroked my arm 

supportively. 

I felt my skin prickle with tiny electric shocks. 

‘What's the sticking point?’ It was good of Cat to feign an interest.

‘The Roundhulme trust wants an essay on Euripides. Medea,’ I answered glumly. 

‘Ooh,’ enthused Cat, ‘don’t you just love it at the end when she turns into a goddess 

and the chariot comes down from Heaven to carry her away? Mummy adores that role. She 

says: “That’s not a tragedy, it’s a triumph!”’

I sighed. ‘Cat, your ideas are so much better than mine. How do you know so 

much?’

‘That’s what comes of going to public school. They stuff your head so full of facts 

that all you want to do is drown your brain cells in cider. Oh, look!’ Cat pointed to the 

dance floor where Rakesh, the rugby captain, had torn his shirt off and was twirling some 

slip of a first year around his head. ‘Magnificent, isn’t he?’ she asked, licking her lips. 

I nodded lamely. He was so out of my league that I shouldn’t even have been 

looking at him. Besides, it was disloyal to Mike, who was by no means ugly. 

‘Look, Mike's a nice guy, darling. But don't sell yourself short. Rakesh would love 

to go out with you,’ said Cat as though she could read my mind. 
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‘Me? Don’t be ridiculous.’ 

‘He won't talk to you because he fancies you. That's why he paws at you when 

you're both so drunk you couldn't have a conversation if your lives depended on it.’ 

‘Now you’re taking the piss,’ I said, blushing. But it was true: there was an 

awkwardness between us when we were sober.

Cat drained her plastic glass as the first bars of Dancing Queen blasted through the 

room. ‘Come on,’ she shouted, grabbing my hand. ‘Let’s boogie.’

I tried to force my body to move gracefully in time with the music but I was just 

too gangly. Cat, gyrating in her hotpants, soon drew a crowd of admirers. She twirled 

around, weaving her hands above her head and I tried to copy her, but my foot tangled with 

something behind me. 

'Oh, careful darling,' said Cat and I turned to see that I had staggered into someone's 

wheelchair.

'Sorry!' I shouted. I recognised the lad in the wheelchair – I saw him around college 

occasionally, but I'd always been too much of a coward to introduce myself. I smiled and 

tried to dance with him as he twitched his arms to the music. Idiot, Idiot, Idiot went the 

woodpecker in my head. Of all people, I should have empathy with a wheelchair user. But 

it just terrified me. This was what my brother would have to put up with, if he lived that 

long. The woman pushing the wheelchair scowled at me as she bent to adjust her charge's 

feet. I got the strange feeling that I was staring at myself.

Desperate for a way out, I looked above the froth of Cat’s ringlets (freshly hennaed 

in protest at the loss of Seb’s crowing glory) and was hugely relieved to see Mike hovering 

by the DJ booth, talking to Jocasta. The music was so loud that he had to shout into her ear. 

Trying to look confident and desirable, I walked towards him. ‘Hello,’ I said, noting that he 

hadn’t made any effort to get dressed up. 

‘Um, hi,’ replied Mike nervously, shifting his weight from one cowboy-booted foot 

to the other. Jocasta smiled excessively and tripped off to the Ladies. I waited a split-

second for a kiss from Mike. And then my instinct told me that it wasn’t going to happen. 

He just didn’t want to share my pink-frosted lip gloss, I reassured myself unconvincingly. 

‘Can I get you a drink?’ I asked. 

‘Um, yeah, sure.’ Mike flicked at an invisible speck on his suede jacket. 

‘Don’t go away!’ I said over my shoulder as I headed for the bar.

I handed Mike a plastic pint of lager. He took it without a word and downed almost 

half of it in one gulp. ‘So,' I began. 'What have you been up to since this morning?’
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‘Erm, nothing,’ answered Mike. 

‘And what are you doing tonight?’ I asked mischievously. 

Mike looked at me over the rim of his pint. It was a strange way to look at your 

fiancée: quizzical, not at all friendly. ‘Anyone would think you were flirting with me,’ he 

said quietly. 

‘What?’ I asked, certain I could not have heard correctly. 

‘Anyone would think you were flirting with me,’ repeated Mike. There was a hard 

edge to his voice. 

‘I thought that’s what your betrothed was supposed to do,’ I laughed nervously. 

‘We need to talk,’ said Mike, leading me towards the exit. Seb and Razz were 

chasing each other, playing ‘pinch the bollock’ in ever decreasing circles. Inevitably one of 

them slipped in the slurry of beer and cigarette butts. Five minutes ago I would have 

laughed heartily at the mêlée, and probably joined in. Now I skirted them, feeling a cold, 

dead weight gather in my belly. 

We barged through the crowd and scrambled up the stairs, pushing blindly along 

the corridor and out into the cool night air. 

‘What’s the matter? Allergic to Abba?’ shouted the idiot on the door.

There was a sizeable crowd waiting to get in and some cheered ironically as they 

saw us leave. Towards the tail of the queue, Nathan and his Natski friends were staggering 

about. They must have allowed themselves a night out to celebrate finishing their exams. I 

put my head down and hoped Nathan wouldn’t notice me; this was no time for 

pleasantries. I thought I’d got away with it when he gripped his friend’s arm and pointed. 

‘That’s the woman I’m going to marry.’

What? Didn’t he know I was engaged? We’d exchanged a mooli radish and talked 

about pre-Raphaelite painters. He’d seen my nose drip as I read in Chapel. Marriage wasn’t 

the obvious next step. It must have been drunken bravado, I reasoned. Unconvinced, I 

walked faster. If Mike heard, he didn’t respond.

The gates that gave from New Court on to the Backs were still open and we went 

through into the deep May dusk. We sat on a bench which looked out across the dark grass. 

Behind us the scent of honeysuckle oozed from the ancient stonework. 

Mike hunched over, hands on his knees, and looked straight ahead. ‘We have to 

split up.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve met you ten years too soon.’
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Above the rushing of blood in my ears I could hear my future collapsing.

‘I want to marry you, but not yet.’

‘That’s OK. We don’t have to get married. We can still be together.’

‘No, we can’t. I can’t ask you to wait for me.’

‘Wait for you?’

‘While I go off and…’

Suddenly I could see us from above, like we were in a film. I was no longer myself, 

but an actress playing a character called Ursula. Mike was talking but I didn’t care what he 

said because I already knew the answer. 

‘It’s Jocasta, isn’t it?’

Mike was crying.

I got up and ran. Mike called after me but I ignored him. I pelted through New 

Court, heels echoing on stone as the sobs tore at my chest. My lungs were on fire. 

Reaching the Bridge of Sighs, I paused and looked down into the water, hands grasping 

cold stone. Portishead’s ‘Roads’ ran endlessly through my brain: 

How can it feel, this wrong
From this moment

How can it feel, this wrong?

Moonlight flickered on the river, moorhens chattered in the reeds and far away an 

owl hooted. The beauty of the night felt like cool water on my scalded heart and slowly my 

breathing became more regular. Why couldn’t I be like Medea? Where was my divine ally 

in my hour of need? Where was my chariot? Where the thunderbolt to strike down this 

devious rat? I was just a mortal woman who had been deceived like multitudes before her. 

I picked my way over the cobbles of Third and Second Courts. My platforms felt 

awkward, like great cloven hoofs. Perhaps I was wicked, over-reaching myself in my pride 

and ambition. In my lust for Kurt. And now I was being punished. I staggered forward, a 

drunken stilt-walker, the sinews in my ankles protesting as I pushed them to crazy angles. 

Then, inevitably, one of the cobbles came loose in its mortar bed and shifted as my heel 

struck it, turning my ankle. A whip of white fire flicked down my calf and wrapped itself 

around my heel. I found myself sprawled on the floor, my eyes level with the cobbles. The 

pain stopped my breath, and I lay insensible, forgetting everything except the agony in my 

foot. 

Presently I realised that I could see a pigeon feather, and tiny shards of glass 
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glimmering under the stars. Unbelievably, the world was still here. I pushed my hands 

against the ground and was surprised to find that instead of sinking into the earth, I was 

raised into a sitting position. I looked up, dazzled by the bright steel of the moon. 

Tendons straining, eyes watering, I removed my shoes. Then I managed to stand. I 

walked barefoot, glad to reach the smooth paving as I turned left into North Court. The 

Chapel brooded, a dark hulk that glowered at the rest of the college.  Desperate for a crumb 

of comfort, I crept towards the entrance, blinded for a moment as I was engulfed by its 

huge black shadow. I turned the iron ring in the door. It was locked.

Well, I heard my Nan say. Nothing for it but to go home and get to bed. Glancing 

around to make sure I was not observed, I fished the key out of my bra and let myself in. I 

pulled the outer door shut behind me, and then pushed the inner door closed too. That told 

any prospective visitor that I most definitely did not want to be disturbed. Without putting 

the lights on, I blundered my way to the bedroom and flopped down on the unmade bed. I 

felt a lump under me. It was one of Mike’s t-shirts. It still smelled of him. I clasped it to me 

and let the tears come. 



 255
IX

The hum of traffic filtered through my sleepy brain as grey light oozed under the curtain. 

Out there, phones were ringing in the doctor’s surgery; the tobacconist was unlocking his 

door; people were buying bagels from Nadia’s and riding bicycles to rowing practice. How 

could they just get on with it, I wondered, when it was all so bloody painful? As if in 

answer to the question, my Jim Morrison poster began to fall down. ‘No-one here gets out 

alive,’ warned the thin red letters as the creased paper unpeeled itself from the grubby wall. 

‘Marvellous,’ I grunted, burying my head under the tear-soaked pillow.

A key turned in the lock. I stiffened. Was it the Bedder? I could do without Sandra 

letting herself in, making cups of tea and sitting on the end of my bed for early morning 

girl talks. 

With relief, I realised that it couldn’t be Sandra because today was Saturday. But 

the fact remained that somebody was opening my door. Was it Mike, come to tell me he’d 

made a horrible mistake? My stomach lurched at the thought. ‘Piss off!’ I shouted.

‘Ursuls, darling, there’s no need to take that tone.’

‘Cat?’

‘The one and only,’ chirped Cat as she bustled into the room laden with bags from 

Nadia’s. She began to unload paper cups and plump packages on to the bedside table. The 

smell of freshly-brewed coffee made me salivate. I sat up and prised the plastic lid from a 

tall latte.

‘Full-fat and fully-caffeinated,’ declared Cat. ‘These are emergency rations.’

‘How did you get in?’ I asked, wiping the froth from my mouth with the back of my 

hand.

Cat paused for a moment. ‘I told the porter a little fibette.’

‘Oh, Cat! What have you said this time?’

‘Can’t be helped, darling. I simply had to get in and see you. Now,’ she said 

earnestly, taking my hands in her own, ‘how are you?’

‘Oh,’ I sighed, ‘gutted, humiliated, used, furious. And you knew, didn’t you?’

Cat made a non-committal shrug. ‘I had my suspicions.’

‘You tried to tell me, but I wouldn’t listen. God, I’m so stupid.’

‘Oh, darling, don’t beat yourself up like this. Eat something, will you? I wasn’t sure 

what you’d prefer, so I got cinnamon and raisin, plain with cream cheese, walnut and 

cranberry, onion with salad…’
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Even though I had been through a lifetime’s supply of tears, I began to cry. 

‘What is it? Is it something I’ve said? Did I get the wrong bagels?’ Cat was all 

concern, smoothing the hair away from my face and dabbing ineffectually at my cheeks 

with a pink tissue.

‘No!’ I wailed, grabbing the tissue and blowing my nose with gusto. ‘You’re just so 

nice and I don’t deserve it…’

‘Yes, you do. Now stop wailing and eat,’ said Cat sternly.

After a few mouthfuls of cinnamon and raison bagel and half a cup of latte, I began 

to feel almost human again. Cat perched on the end of the bed glancing through a copy of 

the Financial Times.

‘Just keeping an eye on the old trust fund,’ she explained bashfully. 

The paper crinkled crisply, accompanied by little clicks of the tongue and sharp 

intakes of breath from Cat. Late May sunshine filled the room and I felt a strange kind of 

peace settle around me.

‘Oh, I took the liberty of collecting your mail,’ said Cat. My peace was, it seemed, 

to be short-lived. ‘Here.’ Cat thrust a bundle of letters at me. Reluctantly, I took hold of 

them. It was always bad news. I leafed through them gingerly. 

‘Student loans, student loans,’ I sighed, throwing the envelopes with Glaswegian 

return addresses to one side. ‘Bank statement,’ I said, steeling myself to break the seal and 

peep under the flap. ‘Eek!’ That joined the pile of unwelcome missives. Hiding between 

these envelopes was a Basildon Bond job from the biscuit tin where my Mum kept her 

stationery. My address was written in a small, crabbed hand. A note from my cheeky, 

adorable, terminally ill little brother. I put that under my pillow to cry over later. 

Next was a glossy black envelope addressed in silver script. Cat raised her 

eyebrows as I made a hash of opening it. 

‘Oh.’

‘Not bad news, I hope?’ Cat leaned forward attentively.

‘No. I’ve been short-listed for a job.’

‘Well done, darling.’ Cat held her hand out to inspect the letter.

Mike didn't know, but I’d been applying half-heartedly for jobs. I needed Plan B in 

case my postgrad funding didn’t come through. And, although I hadn't realised it, in case 

my fiancé dumped me. I’d sent a flippant, half-baked application to one of the big ad 

agencies. They thought it showed potential. 

‘Gosh, it says here you’re one of ten from thousands. Are you going to go to the 
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selection day?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘There’s always a choice, darling. And I’m choosing that chocolate muffin.’ Cat 

lunged for it and closed her eyes as she bit into the moist, dark sponge.

And then a piece of A4, folded over and stapled together, my name an illegible 

scrawl that the porters could only decipher with years of practice. ‘Rattigan. I wonder what 

he wants?’ I tore open the note, squinting as I tried to comprehend its content. The paper 

looked as if a drunken spider had taken a bath in a pot of ink, and then decided to go for a 

walk. I threw the note down on the bed. ‘Oh bollocks! Big, fat, hairy bollocks!’

‘What is it?’ asked Cat, brows wrinkled with alarm.

‘He doesn’t think my funding proposal will cut it. Trying to “reinvent the wheel” 

apparently. I’ve got two days to re-write the whole thing.’

‘Right,’ said Cat, standing up and folding her Financial Times decisively, ‘What 

you need is a makeover.’ 

‘What?’ I stared up at her through bleary eyes.

‘Get dressed. No arguments. I’ll wait in your study.’

‘But I’ve got work to do,’ I said weakly as Cat strode from the room. Shocked at 

her unexpected display of friendship, I got out of bed and pulled on my one pair of Levis 

and an old Fruit of the Loom sweatshirt. I really had misjudged her. I stumbled into my 

study, wincing as my swollen ankle took my weight. Cat was sitting at my desk, leafing 

through Medea. One side of the page was Greek and the other was an English translation. 

Cat was definitely reading the Greek side. ‘What shall I do with these?’ I asked, holding 

the orange polyester flares at arms' length.

‘Give them to Sandra,’ replied Cat, laughing. ‘Come on.’ She held out her hand and 

I took it. ‘Key?’ she enquired, a smile playing on her beautiful face. 

I patted my front left pocket in reply.
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X

May Balls are held in June. Just another bizarre convention to snag the unwary pretender. 

The college buzzed with anticipation as the transformation began. Sawing went on from 

early morning to late at night. Mysterious marquees appeared on the Backs, along with 

canvas-swathed structures which might turn out to be fairground carousels, bungee jumps 

or cocktail bars. Each member of the organising committee was desperate to make their 

mark, to achieve that extra bragging point for the CV that was going to land them a gold-

plated corporate career. 

Temporary fences were erected and a squad of 'security professionals' from the best 

London establishments was drafted in to patrol them. Tickets were like diamond-dust: 

scarcely available unless you were a current student, and changing hands for thousands on 

the black market. College residents who had no intention of going to the Ball, and just 

wanted a quiet night in, would be locked in their rooms at 6 pm. Amazingly, this applied to 

staff as well as students. 

I had been looking forward to this day for months. It was to have been my reward 

for working so hard while dressed like a drudge. One last Bacchanalian blow-out before 

we went to carve our own paths in the unforgiving world beyond this cloistered privilege.

Now it was all rather awkward. Mike's Dad had bought my ticket as an engagement 

present. I'd offered to return it, but as Jocasta already had her own ticket, and Mike needed 

to assuage his guilt, he insisted that I kept it. 'Dad would want you to have it,' he said. I 

was being bought off, I knew. But I so wanted to go, and I would never be able to afford it 

otherwise. 

Cat opened a bottle of Veuve-Clicquot, which we sipped as we got ready in her set. 

'Dignity, my dear,' she said as she curled my hair with tongs. 'Courage and dignity.'

'I'm just going to feel green and hairy,' I protested, draining my glass and causing 

Cat to singe my ear as I tipped my head back.

'There will be no hint of the gooseberry about you tonight. Forget him. You can take 

your pick, ma chére.'

Cat pinned up random sections of my spiral-curled hair. My pale, straight curtains 

were gone. I had cascades of spun gold. Cat fixed it all off my face with a black velvet 

ribbon. 'Cover your glass,' she ordered as she doused me in hairspray.

'You should be a hairdresser. You're amazing.'
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Cat snorted. 'I spent my childhood in dressing rooms watching them coiffure my 

mother. I suppose it just sank in by osmosis.' 

I was wearing a black polyester negligee, reduced to £1.50 in the Ethel Austin sale. 

I wasn’t usually a negligee kind of girl, but my dress seemed to demand an appropriate 

undergarment. The skirt was a cascade, layer on layer of dusky-petalled chiffon that 

swished luxuriously around my legs. The bodice was pale pink satin, over-sewn with a 

delicate filigree of black lace. A border of black sequins glistened along the gently scooped 

neckline. It had come from a second-hand clothing warehouse out in the wilds of 

Lancashire. The proprietress was not sure of its provenance, but it was handmade, 

definitely pre-war, and possibly a lot older. Someone had added the sequins in the 1950s, 

she guessed, but the bodice was so deftly tailored that it must have been made to measure 

for a rich girl. Miraculously, it fitted me like bespoke couture. It seemed destined to be 

mine, but when the owner said it cost £40 my face fell. I was already stretching my 

overdraft limit. The second miracle was that my Dad smiled indulgently and got his wallet 

out. They'd just had a grant for a new boiler – he could spare a bit. 

I imagined Mike’s face when he saw me in it. Almost like a rehearsal for our 

wedding: this is what you’ll get when I walk down the aisle. See, I can be glamorous with 

just a little bit of money behind me. My delight seemed to be infectious because the owner 

threw in a pair of Victorian black lace gloves. They were elbow length, and had black pearl 

buttons all the way along the inside of the arm. I felt like my fairy godmother had landed, 

and I couldn’t wait for the moment when Mike would knock on my door, present me with a 

carefully chosen nosegay, and offer his arm as I walked, his princess, to our night of 

revelry. 

How brittle and foolish those daydreams seemed now. Stupid girl, believing in 

fairytales. Why was I dressing up? For what? Just my self-respect, to show Mike what he 

was missing. 

Cat turned me in profile in front of the leaded bay window and dusted glitter on my 

eyelids. As I closed my eyes under the tickle of her sable brush, I felt the warmth of all the 

hours I had spent in this room; drinking, laughing, irritating Nathan with after-hours 

musicals. I doubted he would be going tonight. Far too frivolous for his taste. And a no-

anorak dress-code. Trying to quash the bitterness rising within me, I concentrated on what 

a gracious and tolerant hostess Cat had been, always ready with hot-buttered toast at 2 am, 

restocking her drinks cabinet for yet another cocktail session. 

Even as Cat laid a hand lightly on my shoulder, I felt her drifting away, growing 
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distant. On the outside, we would move in such different circles. I saw how it would go: 

invitations to holidays that I couldn’t accept because I couldn’t afford them, sporadic 

Christmas cards, and then nothing. Social exile. Alone and broke Up North, where an 

Oxbridge education was something shameful, to be concealed. ‘’Ark at 'er, lah-de-dah, up 

'er own arse.’ 

I belonged nowhere. I’d had a taste of a life I couldn’t lead, and it had ruined me. 

I'd even miss Rattigan. Who would challenge me now? Would I forget everything I'd 

learned, and just sink back into mediocrity? There was no summer in Greece. No London 

job. Mike had well and truly pulled the rug from under me. I was headed for corporate hell 

or the dole. How I had squandered my opportunities. My parents would be devastated. I 

wanted to curl up and disappear. The future was a dark, cold void that I was about to be 

pushed into. I wished with all my heart that I could have my three years over again. I 

wouldn’t drink, or waste my time falling in love. I’d be like Nathan, unpopularity be 

damned. I’d work hard and be on committees and get myself a proper job. But it was too 

late. This had all been a dream that was already growing dim as I woke to the hopelessness 

of my situation. 

'Perfect! Now let's get you dressed.' Cat held the taffeta skirts as I stepped into 

them. 'Breathe in,' she instructed as she laced up my bodice.

I twirled in front of her full-length, gilt-framed mirror. I didn’t recognise myself. 

Perhaps I could become someone else. Leave Ursuls behind. 

'That would cost a great deal of spondoolicks in London,' noted Cat.

'The woman just wanted to get rid of it. Said she'd had it for years, nobody scrawny 

enough to get into it.'

‘Bitch,' said Cat, as she struggled to pull her dress over her hips.

We teetered slowly down the spiral staircase. We couldn't hold the banister because a thick 

rope of wild-flowers and white fairy-lights had been twined around it. So I leaned on the 

wall and Cat leaned on me, and we both tried not to tread on my voluminous skirts.

'My feet are already killing me,' I said through gritted teeth. But the dress would not 

be demeaned by a pair of battered Doc Martens. It was black kitten-heeled sling-backs or 

nothing. Obviously I had bought them in a charity shop and they weren't quite the right 

size. 

'Nonsense, darling. Have a vodka cocktail, that's marvellous anaesthetic.' Cat had 

on a gold chain-mail sheath dress that fitted like a second skin. As we emerged into the 
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lazy warmth of New Court, the evening sunlight fractured into tiny sparks of fire as she 

moved. Her lips were a perfect red Cupid's bow, her eyes black-winged like Audrey 

Hepburn's. She even had the cigarette holder to match.

'You look fantastic,' I said. 'Who are you after?'

Cat dragged deeply on her cigarette and looked at me from under her heavy 

eyelashes. 'Why should I be after anyone?'

'I don't know. I just thought you look so good, you're bound to get whoever you 

want...' I was floundering. I felt like I'd insulted her, but I didn't know why.

'Tonight, darling, is about you and me. Girls together. Who needs a man?'

'Not me,' I said, wondering if I could prove it true.  

We linked arms and minced as quickly as we could to the Anchor, where pre-Ball 

drinkers were gathering. College would now be thoroughly checked by security. It would 

sit silently under the honeyed sunshine until 7 pm, when those with tickets would queue 

outside the gate, and have a plastic wrist-band fitted before they were allowed back in.

The Anchor was surrounded by penguin suits and horsey girls in Laura Ashley 

flounces. The noise was staggering. Hoots, shrieks, cheers, and yells. Too much 

excitement, too much champagne. 

'Most of this lot won't make it to midnight,' sniffed Cat, insinuating herself on to the 

wooden staging that stretched out over the river, and served as a spillover area for the pub. 

She'd spotted the rugby team, distinguished by their bulk and their red bow-ties. Wolf 

whistles indicated that they had seen us, too. 

'Ladies,' Rakesh bowed theatrically. I expected him to pick me up and throw me 

around, but something about the dress made him stoop and kiss my hand. Cat stuck her 

hand out to ensure she got the same.

I scanned the crowd nervously. Was Mike here? This was going to be cripplingly 

embarrassing. I needed allies around me.

'Wait here, darling,' said Cat. 'I'll go and get us a drink.'

'I'll come with you,' I replied quickly. 'You'll be ages.' She had already disappeared 

into the crowd. I turned back to the shelter of Rakesh, but he was absorbed in a drinking 

game which seemed to involve running around hitting his team-mates over the head with a 

tin tray.

Someone touched my arm. 'Ursuls!'

'Oh, Mike. Hi.' 

'How's it going?' His tone was politely impersonal, as if he was making small talk 
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with a shop assistant.

How could he do that? Was he made of stone? You've just ruined my life. How do 

you think it's going, you heartless bastard?

'Oh, good, actually. I've got an interview for an ad agency.' 

That got Mike's attention. He seemed slightly miffed, as though I should have been 

paralysed with grief. 'Cool.' He lit a cigarette. He seemed in no hurry to go anywhere. Was 

he testing me?

I didn't know what to do with my hands, so I picked a rosemary sprig from one of 

the planters that marked the edge of the beer-garden. I rubbed it between forefinger and 

thumb, crushing it with all my pain until the antiseptic scent bled over my palm and I 

realised too late that I had surely ruined my gloves. There was hot raw jelly where my 

heart should have been and the sight of Mike made it quiver revoltingly. I'd stopped 

sleeping with his t-shirt. I'd washed it and put it away in a drawer. The tears were 

subsiding. I'd eaten a little toast. But a relapse was imminent. I couldn't stand to be near 

him. He had black Raybans pushed up over his spiky hair, a cigarette poised jauntily 

between his lips. He looked hot in black-tie and he knew it.

'You look different,' said Mike quietly.

'Oh. Is that good?'

Before Mike could answer, Jocasta appeared at his side. 'Darling!' she exclaimed, 

and stuck her tongue down his throat. Mike staggered and I almost puked. Then she turned 

and said, 'Hello, dear. How lovely to see you out and about already.'

Cheeky bitch. I smiled viciously.

'Interesting dress,' she said. I could tell she was furious that I had upstaged her 

white muslin and seed-pearl swags, which looked disturbingly bridal. She had doll-face 

make-up, with fake freckles, a red dot on each cheek, and day-glo pink lips.

'Oh,' I sighed. 'This old thing? It's amazing what you can find when you have a 

rummage.' This was absolutely crucifying Mike and I wanted to relish his discomfort. But I 

just felt sorry for him, so I offered a conciliatory smile. Then I started to giggle. 

Mike attempted a puzzled grin.

'Sorry, it's just that... your lips...you're wearing Jocasta's lipstick!'

Mike blushed furiously. I'd never, ever seen so much as a flicker of self-

consciousness before. 

Jocasta licked a tissue and attacked him with it.

I turned away to spare him my laughter and walked straight into a tall man in white-
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tie. 

'Ursuls!' He appeared delighted to see me. 

I took a step back. He looked familiar but I couldn't place him. Close-cropped hair, 

kind brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a generous mouth. 'Nathan?'

'I'm afraid so.'

‘I didn’t recognise you.’

'It's amazing what a haircut can do. And I've got contacts now.' He passed his hand 

in front of his eyes. 'Thought I'd better smarten myself up. I start work next month.'

'Wow. Did you get what you wanted?'

'Kind of. But I won't be buying any paintings just yet. How about you?'

'I've got a few irons in the fire, but something's just fallen through.'

'I heard. I'm sorry,' said Nathan, nodding in the direction of Mike and Jocasta who 

were screeching at each other like fishwives. 'May I?' He handed me a rose. 

'Oh.' I looked up at him, questioning.

'No strings attached, just a flower for my friend.'

'Well, thank you.' I sniffed it. The scent was glorious. Lemon tea and peaches and 

honey. The shell-pink petals were tightly packed, still half-furled.

I fixed the rose to my bodice. 'How clever of you to pick just the right colour.'

'Well, I had a bit of help there.' Nathan nodded to Cat, who was scything through 

the crowd with a bottle of champagne and three glasses on a tray which she held above her 

head.

'Hello, darlings. Mon Dieu, what a bitch of a queue.'

'Cat?' I said accusingly.

'Don't know what you mean, darling,' she smirked.

'Cat's been learning how to use e-mail,' explained Nathan. 

'So I see.'

I couldn't help but be moved at Cat's antics. I suspected that Nathan's makeover was 

also her idea.

'Where did you learn to shift champagne like that?' asked Nathan. 

'Oh, darling,' said Cat, warming to her audience. 'I spent the most ghastly gap year 

waitressing in Paris. You wouldn't believe the lecherous old bastards...'   

I'd head all the stories before but the champagne disappeared agreeably quickly. 

Giddy with the bubbles, the three of us went to queue up.
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'Awake the pert and nimble spirit of mirth!' shouted an actor dressed as Bottom from A 

Midsummer Night's Dream. Pucks and Titanias served fizzy pink love potions. Flowers and 

fairy lights dripped from every surface. We rushed through college, exclaiming as we 

noticed each transformation. The Bridge of Sighs had become Titania's bower, strands of 

wild-flowers woven through the intricate stonework until the river could only be guessed 

at. Everywhere little tents and booths offered different cocktails and amuses bouches. 

After an Oberon's Delight, which was an odd shade of blue, and a Puck's 

Perversion, which was an even odder shade of green, we decided to attack a mound of 

glittering jewelled fairy cakes. 'Do you think they're meant to be eaten?' I asked.

'I'm about to find out,' said Nathan through a mouthful, spraying crumbs down his 

tuxedo. Cat and I yelped hysterically as we tried to brush edible rubies from his lapels. His 

chest was broad and it felt warm under his jacket. I was careful not to let my hands linger. 

Just friends. A girls' night out. 

We came to a booth, striped and pennanted like a jouster's tent. It was staffed by 

travelling types who offered henna tattoos. Cat hoiked up her dress, placed her foot on an 

up-turned beer crate and demanded a snake from ankle to thigh. I got a circlet of ivy 

around my upper arm, and Nathan, sportingly, agreed to a scrolling pattern on the back of 

his hand. Thus marked out as revellers, we became Pucks in the greenwood, running 

joyously as children, whooping and whirling, just because we could. Cat was right, I 

couldn't feel my feet. Or my heart. 

We entered New Court and I squealed, because a punt was grounded in the middle 

of the lawn. It was filled with ice, and on top of the ice were stacked hundreds of bottles of 

champagne. 'Just the one bottle?' asked a man dressed as a Renaissance butler, liveried in 

green velvet. 

'Each!' retorted Cat.

His gloved hands released the cork with barely a whisper and he wiped the first 

bottle before handing it to me.

Just then a man in khaki slacks with a large camera approached us. 'Daily  

Telegraph,' he said. 'Delighted to see you having such a josh. Might I have a few words?'

'If you're quick. We're waiting on a couple of bottles,' said Nathan.

'Would you say this was an absurd playground for the over-privileged?'

'Not at all,' said Cat. 'We've all worked very hard. And I'll have you know my 

friends here both went to state schools...' Here she paused and lowered her voice 

theatrically, 'In the North of England.'
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'Is that so?' asked the journalist, incredulous. 'In that case, we must have a photo.'

Cat and Nathan had now acquired a champagne bottle each. We shuffled together in 

front of the punt.

'Are you chaps members of any societies?' he asked. 'Good for the caption, you 

know.'

'Oh yes,' I said, 'the Veuve-Clicquot Destruction Society.' At that we clashed the 

necks of our bottles together and upended them, getting more champagne down our fronts 

than in our mouths. 'Cheers!' 

The journalist smiled and thanked us. 

 We surged out on to the Backs, where an ABBA tribute band had started up in a 

huge white marquee. 

'Come on,' said Cat, dragging me forward as 'Voulez-Vous' began. 

The rugby team was already in there and before I knew it I was back to my 

Absinthe Fairy antics, sitting on Rakesh's shoulders as he charged around the dance-floor. I 

saw Seb, pilled-up, doing his 'big box, little box' hand movements in front of a glazed 

Helen. We'd drifted apart since Helen arrived, and since Hamlet had starting falling to 

pieces. The performance was next week but nobody seriously expected it to go on.

Suddenly Razz slid on to the dance-floor on his knees, a pint of lager in each hand. 

Inevitably he spilled them and Rakesh slipped, leaving me at the bottom of a scrum. 

'Spillaaarge!' went the shout, until it drowned out the band. I tried to wriggle free, cursing 

the beer that was soaking into my dress. We were all terribly drunk, and I became a little 

fearful. I could quite easily be crushed under all these big, silly men. A hand reached 

toward me and I took it. My dress was snagged under somebody's knee, and as the hand 

pulled, my skirts tore. The hand was strong, with a scrolling pattern across it. I was yanked 

upright and face-to-face with Nathan. I smiled up at him. 'Thanks. It didn't smell very nice 

in there.'

'I'll bet. Perhaps tiddlywinks is more your sport?'

'Oh no, far too strenuous.' We were still smiling at each other, and I guessed that, 

like me, he was saying anything he could think of, just to elongate the moment.

'Shit. Your dress is ripped. Was that my fault?'

'Not at all. Anyone who rolls around on the floor with the rugby team deserves 

everything they get.' 

'Let's find the seamstress.' Nathan offered his arm and I took it. 

My feet felt strangely free. I had left my shoes in the scrummage. My lack of heels 
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emphasised our height difference, and I looked up at Nathan all the way to Second Court. 

On the first floor landing, a tutor's sitting room had been commandeered for the 

evening. A small lady in large glasses sat with an Anglepoise lamp and a huge box of 

cotton reels, ribbon and net. Two girls were already queuing. 

‘I’m not sure men are welcome in here,' I said to Nathan, indicating a girl in her 

underwear who was waiting for her dress to be fixed. 

‘Oh,’ said Nathan, flushing.

‘I’ll tell you what, why don’t you go back to Cat? I'll see you in the marquee as 

soon as I can.'

'OK,' he said. 'If you're sure.'

'Honestly. You're missing Bjorn Again.'

It was a relief to sit down, on my own. One of the girls had a serious problem with 

a stiletto heel that had pierced the skirt of her sequinned dress and drawn a huge tear which 

was now moving up to her thigh. She was instructed to disrobe, and hand her dress over. 

The girl waited in nothing but a thong and tit-tape, and I understood at once why the 

lighting was so discreet. The small woman with the big glasses ran the dress through her 

sewing machine and the girl gasped as a magical repair was effected.

The other client had made the classic mistake of squeezing into a dress that was a 

size too small. She'd busted a move on the dance-floor and ripped it. Now she confessed 

that she couldn't afford to buy it, and had been going to take it back to the shop in the 

morning. The seamstress took a dim view of this, and the girl sobbed loudly as she was 

lectured on the importance of supporting local retailers. She was sent away safety-pinned.

Like a weary A&E doctor, the seamstress did not care how I had damaged my 

dress. She knelt and examined the torn flounce with an expert hand. Then she took out a 

large pair of shears. 'I'll have to cut out the rip to stop it spreading. But it won't be seen 

under all this material. It can be replaced quite easily. In fact the bodice is much older than 

most of these skirts – it's a common problem with this style. It's a nice piece. Has it been in 

the family a long time?'

'Oh, er, no. Just a lucky find. Thanks.'  

‘Look after it,’ she said, peering at me over her tortoiseshell frames. ‘With a bit of 

luck, your own daughter could be wearing it in twenty years' time.’

I ran out, pushing my unformed grief to the back of my mind. 

At the marquee, I couldn't see anyone I knew. 'Man After Midnight' began and I 

looked around frantically for Cat. This was our song. A three year anthem to getting ready 
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for wild nights out, prancing around her set with Blancs de Blancs coursing through our 

veins. There was no sign of her. Or of Nathan, or of the rugby team. Even Seb had 

disappeared. Where was everybody? I tried to dance, but I felt stupid. This should have 

been one of the best nights of my life. Instead it was becoming a desolate endurance test. 

Where could I go? What could I do? The security people wouldn’t even let me into my 

room until the morning. Was I to spend the rest of the night wandering about on my own? 

Fighting the panic which beat like wings in my chest, I realised that this was what it would 

be like on the outside. No-one to turn to. A hard and lonely existence stretched before me: 

no money, no friends. Just the regrets of a wasted youth. 

Fighting tears, I left the marquee and tried to think rationally. Where would they 

go? I wandered back towards New Court, over the grass which was deliciously cool to my 

poor abused feet. It was after midnight now, and the pre-dawn chill began to penetrate my 

flimsy taffeta layers. I stopped to warm my hands over a brazier. I looked up. The wedding 

cake was spotlit purple like some drug-induced parody of its former self. The sky above 

was scored with the searing beams of a laser that defied and defiled the darkness with its 

lurid green fall-out. The colours were all wrong. I got that warped feeling again. 

The night was reaching maturity and many had over-indulged. I trod very carefully 

as I noted the broken glass strewn everywhere and the vomit on the steps into New Court. I 

didn't want to go back in there. I wanted to stay in the cool and dark out here, where no-

one could see that I had lost my friends. Before me was a border of summer flowers 

pricked with tiny white lights, like a host of glow-worms. Here and there, the lights picked 

out an individual flower: a blue delphinium, the graceful horns of a purple columbine, a 

white foxglove swaying in the breeze, its speckled throat trumpeting a silent song of joy. 

The air was heavy with the scent of summer. And here I was, alone. Get used to it, I 

thought.

I heard a faint grunt and the flowers swayed. It couldn't be a hedgehog, it would be 

scared off by the noise and the light. I looked more closely. My brain refused to process the 

signals from my optic nerve. I had clearly lost my wits. Slumped against the stone wall at 

the back of the border was Mike. And astride him, eating him alive, was a woman. She had 

a cascade of auburn curls. Her gold dress glittered darkly in the shadow of the wall. In the 

glow of a fairy light, a henna snake circled her thigh. Cat. About to have sex with Mike. I 

didn't say anything. Indeed I was not capable of speech. But some sixth sense must have 

made Cat aware that she was observed. She looked around. 

'Darling,' she said, pushing herself upright against Mike's shoulders, and pulling her 
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dress down. 'Don't be like that. I gave you Nathan. You can't begrudge me this. You've 

finished with him.'

I was not aware of thinking or doing anything; I just stood and stared at Mike and 

his horribly glazed expression. And then my legs were moving. I was running out into the 

darkness, away from the lights and the noise and the horror. I found a bench at the far side 

of the marquee and I leaned on it as I retched. Nothing came, but my chest continued to 

heave. The heaving became sobs and I wailed into the night. My lungs were burning, my 

throat raw.

Eventually I could cry no more. I felt light, empty. Already there was a faint 

milkiness in the Eastern sky. Every night has its dawn, I told myself, remembering some 

cheesy song. I stood and breathed deeply. A gentle wind dried my cheeks. You're well rid of  

him, I head my Nan say. Good job you found out what he was like before you married him.  

And now I knew Cat's true colours, too. She'd always been very tactile with Mike, and I'd 

dismissed it as sisterly affection. Now I remembered how she'd leave her Rigby & Peller 

bras airing on the radiator by Mike's favourite armchair, the times she'd fallen drunkenly 

against him, or collapsed into his lap. What a puppet mistress she was, getting Jocasta to do 

her dirty work and split us up so she could move in for the kill! How tempting it would be 

to melt into Nathan's arms and forget about them all. But that wasn't right. He was second 

best. I had to face facts: I still loved Mike.

I wandered further into the darkness, until I heard the burbling of the Bin Brook, 

which ran along the edge of college land. I stumbled along the bank, feeling grass and 

twigs on my bare soles. I lifted my skirts clear so I could see my feet, pale in the shadows 

of the trees that lined the little stream. I stubbed my toe, and as I placed my foot again, 

more carefully, I was aware of a strange smoothness, as though the ground had been 

polished. I placed my other foot, and it made a slightly hollow noise, as though I was 

standing on a trap door. I hoped that I was. Wherever I dropped to would be better than this 

place of loneliness and betrayal. 

I looked around, turning slowly like the ballerina in a musical jewellery box. As my 

eyes grew used to the darkness, I noticed that the ground was illuminated by a faint glow 

from a streetlight on the other side of the brook. I gasped as I realised that I was standing 

on a tree-trunk as big as a table. I knelt to caress the polished wood, smoothed by rain and 

wind, furred by mosses, which obscured the rings of the heartwood. I wondered how old 

the tree was, what secrets it mighty heart could tell. I seemed to recall that a huge oak had 

stood here in my first year. It had been struck by lightning that autumn, and felled before it 
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collapsed. 

 Beyond the distant thudding bass lines, I thought that I heard the tree's leaves 

whispering, and saw them flashing green in the light of a summer long passed. I guessed 

that it must have been planted when Elizabeth Cary was alive. How had she felt, married 

off to a man she barely knew? And I wondered then why I had even considered marrying 

Mike. I didn’t need to. I had a choice. A whole realm of opportunities that Cary was 

denied. I might be lonely and poor, but I could write. That’s what I would dedicate my life 

to, doing whatever I had to as long as I could scrape by, as long as I could repay Cary for 

going first, for opening the door to me. 

I laid my cheek against the cool moss and wished the tree could speak. It may have 

seen Cary. Her son had attended my college, although the only record of him was his 

reservation of the tennis courts. If only she could talk to me down the centuries, and tell me 

what it was like for her. 

Something changed in the air around me. A barely perceptible shift in pressure. The 

warmth and solidity of another body.

'I've been a complete twat,' said Mike.

I knelt and looked up at him, and it started me crying again.

He lit a cigarette with trembling hands, the smoke acrid on my raw throat. 'I've 

made the biggest mistake of my life.'

I sniffed angrily, wiping my nose with the back of my gloved hand. The rosemary 

scent lingered and I breathed it in, hoping its astringency would hold me together. 

'Ursuls, can you forgive me?' He threw the cigarette down and ground it under his 

heel.

I couldn't speak. I clenched my jaw and looked towards the glimmering in the East. 

Suddenly an arc of light fizzed into the sky like a crude shooting star, obscuring the dawn 

with a sickly green glare. It exploded with a hollow bang. The fireworks had started. Mike 

knelt beside me, staring at the ground as he spoke in a dull monotone. 

'You are the love of my life. I don't need you to wait for me. That was stupid. I don't 

want to be with anyone else.'

I felt like the tree stump was shaking under me so I stood up and stepped on to the 

path. I motioned for Mike to do the same. This was all getting too theatrical. Still I couldn't 

speak.

'I want you to write. I know you can do it and I'll support you all I can.'

'Really?' I croaked.
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Starbursts lit up the sky. Great chandeliers of flame hung suspended against the 

blackness, their brilliance dimming even the laser beams. 

'Yes, really. I don't want you to be my secretary or iron my shirts. You're better than 

that. I want you to follow your dreams.'

'Thanks.' 

He tried to take my hand. 

'Don't,' I spat, shivering with revulsion as I thought of how he had touched Jocasta 

and Cat as he had once touched me. The sky shimmered with lilac, silver, red and gold 

sparks. The glowing embers hung, trembling in the darkness until the wind pushed them 

askew. There would be ash all over the streets and people's gardens tomorrow. I hope no-

one's left their washing out, said my Nan. 

Eventually the whizzing and booming stopped and the last particles of flaming ore 

fell to earth.  Remembering that I, too, would soon return to the earth, a burned out husk, I 

reached for Mike's hand. He took it and held it so hard that I thought he would break my 

fingers. But I liked the pain. It proved I could still feel.

'You're not wearing your ring,' said Mike, feeling under the lace of my gloves.

'No. You broke off the engagement.'

'I'm an idiot.' He held out his hands to me. I took them, partly because I was 

shivering and I needed to move. He held me to him, lifting me half off my feet as we 

waltzed round and round in the grey dawn light. The warmth of his body was delectable 

and I suddenly felt drowsy. How tempting it was to lay my head on his chest and fall 

asleep.

'I'm dizzy,' I gasped.

Mike stopped and held me by the shoulders. 

I looked at him through half-closed lids.

'Ursuls, will you marry me?'

'No,' said a clear voice that was not my own.

Mike froze and then his hands dropped to his sides. 'Never?'

'I don't know. Not yet. Look, you can't just pretend that everything's back to normal. 

I need some time on my own. To think.'

'Oh. Where are you going to go?'

'I don't know.'

'Can I come with you?'

I smiled, exasperated. And then shivered violently. I was cold, hungry and 
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exhausted. Mike put his jacket around my shoulders. Then he hugged me and kissed the 

top of my head. 'Come on,’ he said. ‘Shall we go and wait for the survivors' photo?'

'I don't think I have.'

'What?'

'Survived.'

College was like a war zone. Everything was destroyed. Bottles littered the grass. Half-

empty glasses lined every alcove and windowsill. Flowers wilted in the rising sun. The 

champagne punt had been turned over and now a row of tail-coated youths slept soundly 

upon it, like penguins resting after a long swim. Others lay where they had fallen, 

untroubled by the clean-up team as it got to work with black bin-liners. The dream was 

over for another year. For me, it was over forever.

Mike gave me a piggy-back to my room so I could put some shoes on to protect my 

feet from the broken glass. I splashed my face with cold water, cleaned the mascara from 

under my eyes and tidied the wisps of hair that had fallen around my face. Then I took his 

arm and we made our way towards the front gates. Rounding the corner of the Chapel we 

came face-to-face with Nathan. He beamed as he saw me, but then his face fell. I could see 

how it looked. I was still wearing Mike's jacket and I was holding his arm.

'Where did you go?’ I asked, my heart pounding as though I’d been caught doing 

something wrong. 'I looked for you,' I said. 'After the seamstress.' I felt like I'd taken a 

wrong turning that I would never be able to go back and put right.

'I looked for you, too,' he said sadly. 'I spent all night looking.' He spread his hands 

in a gesture of hopelessness. His voice was slightly petulant, as though I had let him down. 

He had dark shadows under his eyes, and stubble made his jaw look dirty. It may have 

been the effects of wearing contact lenses all night, but his eyes were red-rimmed. I 

realised that I’d lost the rose he gave me – probably in the rugby scrum.  

'I'm so sorry I missed you.' My voice sounded thin and untrustworthy in my own 

ears. Nathan clearly suspected that I'd hidden from him. Did he think I’d ditched him 

deliberately by sending him away from the seamstress? But this kind of thing always 

happened – everywhere was strange, people looked different. Why hadn't we arranged a 

more specific meeting place? I disengaged myself from Mike and stood on tiptoe to kiss 

Nathan on the cheek. I wanted to show them both that all options were open. 'We're just 

going for breakfast. Please come.'

'Yeah, come on mate,' said Mike, not daring to contradict me.
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The three of us shuffled awkwardly into Second Court. I kept my arms folded, 

inviting contact from neither. I could feel their rivalry simmering around me, as though I 

was a particle caught in a laser beam.

In First Court the rave tent was still going, and the last few party animals flung 

themselves around in ever-tiring movements, like bunnies without Duracell batteries. At 

the entrance to the tent a gold dress reflected the rising sun with blinding hostility. Cat was 

draped around Razz, who staggered about with a bottle of vodka in his hand. Cat had a 

cigarette dangling precariously from her lips, dropping ash down Razz’s shirt front. She 

was mumbling incoherently. Razz was taking no notice.  

I stood and watched her. I thought that I would feel hot, violent hatred towards her. 

But actually, I just felt sad, and sorry for someone who couldn’t be happy, despite having 

every advantage in life.

‘Oh dear,’ said Nathan, oblivious to Mike’s grimace. 

‘Can we go?’ asked Mike, shuffling uncomfortably. 

I stood my ground. Mike and Nathan waited obediently, as though they couldn’t 

leave without me. Eventually Cat looked up and her vodka soused brain realised that I was 

watching her. ‘Selfish cow,’ she spat. ‘What do you want two for?’

I felt a strange prickling on the back of my neck, like it was being lightly brushed 

with thistle-down. I looked up at the flawless blue sky. Sunlight winked from each of the 

little panels in the mullioned windows of the gatehouse. I stared at the tower. I'd always 

wondered who lived up there. It was out of bounds, no visible means of access. Something 

caught my eye. A dark figure behind the shards of light. It seemed to be wearing robes, or a 

cloak, and from the incline of its head it was looking straight at me. I stared back, and it 

felt like our eyes locked. The sun had moved around behind the gatehouse and now it 

struck the stained glass, which shone with intense blue light. The beauty of it stopped my 

breath and caused tears to stand in my eyes.

The champagne and the cocktails had sent me witless. Although I could not 

possibly have seen it, I knew that the figure had kind, dark eyes and I heard a voice in my 

head which whispered ‘Be and seem, be and seem’.

‘Ursuls?’ Mike was shaking my arm. ‘Are you OK? You zoned out there.’

‘Erm, yeah, sorry. I thought I saw someone up there.’

'Who is it?' asked Nathan, squinting up at the window.

Mike put his Ray Bans on. 'Nah. There's nothing in there. Just a trick of the light. 
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Have you been on the absinthe again?'

'Probably,' I said. 'Who knows what was in Puck's Perversion?'

'Who knows, indeed,' replied Nathan. 'We should be grateful if it was only 

absinthe.'

As we reached the front gate we were forced to step over two bodies blocking the 

entrance. Sebastian had passed out on top of Helen, who stared impassively at the bosses 

on the ceiling of the gatehouse. Judging by the size of her pupils, she was in the middle of 

a trip. So much for the clean-living hockey player.

King's Parade was soaked in thin, clear light. Those who had not indulged in the 

unreal carnival were beginning their day. Slowly, a powerful hum made itself heard, like a 

great hive of frantic bees. Footsteps, voices, a constant murmur as people walked in and 

out of shops, punctuated by the urgent bells of cyclists who tried to move through the 

swarm. A radio blared from an open window, announcing the approach of another 

scorching afternoon. I felt nothing but unearthly tiredness, and emptiness... each moment 

passed with a tick that echoed in the hollow silence of reality. 

Tourists stared at us. Many hastened to photograph the authentic revellers who had 

stumbled into their domain of sunshine and sightseeing. Passing King's Chapel, I looked 

upwards. The spires were white against a harsh blue that intensified with every heartbeat, 

growing denser and denser, until it seemed like a dome of indigo porcelain that would 

shatter in the heat... I needed to sleep. The world was overwhelming. I yearned for 

darkness. This was too hot, too bright. Already my cheeks stung under the strong sunshine. 

I was sure they were going pink, like veal in a hot pan. 

We tramped up the stairs to Fitzbillies. The café was already crowded but we found 

a small table in the far corner and squeezed around it. I sat by the open window, which 

creaked in the gentle breeze. The breeze carried with it the suggestion of hot dusty 

pavements, the tang of geranium leaves, frying meat and doughnuts, dank undertones from 

the river: the scent of a perfect summer's day. This was no longer my realm. I was leaving 

Cambridge and going back to the real world, with its grey weather and ugly buildings.

I ordered Earl Grey and a blueberry muffin. Mike wanted black coffee. Nathan 

went for a full English. We sat in silence, but it wasn't awkward. We were all too tired to 

feel anything except thirst. 

Then the rugby team shambled into the room.

'More toast! More toast!' was the constant chorus. They spilled their tea, and called 

for replacements. 
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'Ketchup! Ketchup! I must have ketchup!' yowled Rakesh as if his life depended on 

it. 

The harassed waitress stopped cleaning up the pools of spilt tea and rushed to fetch 

the ketchup, only to be harangued by an imperious voice: 'Brown Sauce! I simply cannot 

eat my bacon without brown sauce!' This, I realised, was Razz. Without Cat. He was 

treating the poor waitress like a skivvy. 

'Fat is digested by bilious emissions of the liver...' began Rakesh, who was training 

to be a doctor. 'When the liquefied food reaches the small intestine....'

This was too much for Razz. He belched loudly and lurched towards the bathroom, 

neatly bypassing the digestive processes that Rakesh had been so kind to explain. 

Chairs scraped as the rugby team decided that sleep and paracetamol were the only 

things capable of curing their wretchedness. Leaving a generous pile of  bank notes on the 

table they shuffled from the room, groaning and muttering, negotiating the door with great 

difficulty. There was a loud thud and a half-hearted attempt at an argument. Then their 

shuffling footsteps and beer-thickened voices died away, leaving the café to sunlit quiet.

They had left a variety of tea-sodden newspapers in their wake and Mike rescued 

them before the waitress binned them. He picked out The Daily Mail, passed The Sun to 

Nathan and left me with The Telegraph. 

Our order arrived. I leaned my elbows on the table and breathed the bergamot 

fumes from my teapot. They seemed to bring me back to myself. I looked at Nathan, 

dipping fried bread into his egg, and Mike draining his coffee mug. The sunlight was so 

pure, it was like I was seeing them both for the first time, with their stubble and the 

shadows under their eyes, the lipstick smudges (in two shades) on Mike's cheek, and the 

champagne tide-marks on Nathan's shirt front. I felt oddly protective towards both of them. 

I realised how fragile they were and how easily I could hurt them. A strange, giddy feeling 

whirled about in my stomach. I didn't need either of them. And that made me powerful.

Mike must have felt me looking at him. He put down his mug and turned towards 

me. I smiled and picked up my paper. It took me a while to get it to co-operate, being damp 

and crumpled, but eventually I managed to peel the first page away from the second, and 

with a little help from Nathan was able to open it out. A black and white photograph took 

up half of page 3. It looked familiar, but strange, like something from a dream. There were 

three friends, their whole lives before them, laughing delightedly as champagne coursed 

down their chins. I looked like a toff! You couldn't tell I was out of my depth, and spoke 

like a woollyback. Now it was a lifetime ago. The trappings of privilege? Asked the 
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caption. The champagne destruction society gets to work. I laughed in spite of myself. 

'Let's see?' asked Nathan through a mouthful of black-pudding. 

I spread the newspaper out for him, trailing the corner of the page in his baked 

beans. 

'May I keep this?' he asked.

'Of course, it's not mine.'

Carefully, Nathan tore the picture out, folded it twice and slipped it into his jacket 

pocket.

Mike was immersed in his paper and seemed to be oblivious.

Nathan stood.

'Are you off?' I didn't want him to slink away dejectedly.

'It's past my bedtime. There's a vague plan to go punting later. I'll be at the Cripps 

lodge at 3 if you fancy it?'

'Oh, I'd love to. If I'm not asleep.'

'Of course,' said Nathan quietly.

Not with Mike! I wanted to shout. Instead I squeezed his hand and said, 'Sweet 

dreams.'

'Yeah, see you mate,' mumbled Mike distractedly.

As Nathan left I noticed a sotto voce argument going on at the table next to us. 

'He was twice your age!' hissed a man with a large red wine stain on his shirt.

'So? You didn't have to tell him I was “only” fifteen, did you? I've never been so 

humiliated!' retorted a girl in a flouncy lilac gown.

'You were humiliated? Who was the one who had to go chasing after you? Who had 

to cause a scene in the middle of the hypnotist's act? You just went off with the first man 

who offered. Anything could have happened...'

'I'm not stupid. I knew what I was doing...'

'No you didn't, you were drunk...'

'Not as drunk as you...'

'That's not the point. I'm old enough to control myself but you... you just don't know 

when to stop, do you?'  

'Oh, stop going on! You're just jealous because you didn't get any female 

attention...' At this she paused and looked meaningfully, under her lashes, at him. 'You just 

wanted to ruin my evening out of spite!' She almost spat the final word at him.

He was allowing himself to become provoked. 
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She was needling him into losing his self-control: she was right, she did know 

exactly what she was doing.

'Will you please believe that I was acting in your best interests?' 

He was interrupted by a loud sigh of boredom. 

Taking a deep breath, he tried again. 'I know at your age you think you can do 

anything you want, but...I know what men can be like...I am one myself!' he added, trying 

to lighten the tone.

'Allegedly,' said the young girl, so quietly that most people would not have heard.

The man threw down his fork and grabbed the girl's wrist so hard that tears stood in 

her eyes.

I stood abruptly. 

Mike looked up. 

'I've had enough,' I said, glaring at the man and his young companion. The man let 

go of her wrist and stirred his tea as if nothing had happened. I threw some money on the 

table. 'I need to sleep.'

Mike followed me down the stairs. He took out his cigarettes. 'Bollocks.'

'No, none here,' I replied.

'I'm out of cigarettes. Can you hang on while I dive into the newsagents?'

'I wish you'd give up.'

'Why?'

'Because I don't want you to die of lung cancer.'

'Won't be a minute,' said Mike, ignoring me.

I carried on walking. Here I was in split Doc Martens and a torn, beer-stained ball 

gown. I had no job, no money, and no man. Why did I feel so light? I stopped outside 

Trinity and sat on the wall in a gap between clumps of padlocked bicycles. What was I 

doing? Be and seem said the voice in my head, and I understood what it meant. Just being, 

on my own. Not being one thing and seeming another, but happy in my own skin. I 

breathed deeply, watching the endless whirls and eddies of tourists flow around me. Some 

stopped to take my photograph and I smiled obligingly. Then I recognised a figure in the 

crowd. It was very slim and walked precisely. Brothel creepers, black drainpipe jeans, 

Harrington jacket, Times Literary Supplement tucked under one arm.

'Good morning,' said Rattigan, registering no opinion about my appearance, 'I've 

been meaning to talk to you.'

My heart began to pound. What on earth could Rattigan have to say to me? I must 
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have failed! Why else would he need to talk to me?

He sat on the wall next to me, the crease between his eyebrows deepening as he 

squinted in the brilliant sunshine. 'Do you have anything lined up after graduation?'

'Erm, not really. I'm still waiting to hear from a few places.'

'You want to write, don't you?'

'Yes.' How did he know that? I'd never mentioned it to him.

'I think I might be able to buy you some time.'

'Oh.' Why did he care?

'How do you feel about living in Italy?'

'Erm, I don't know. I've never thought about it.' I realised at this point that Mike had 

caught me up and was waiting at a polite distance. He was right in the flow of tourists, and 

they collided with him as he stood obstinately, arms folded.

'There's a scholarship going spare. A college just outside Milan. Bed and board. Do 

what you like. It's meant to be for language students, but no-one's applied for it this year. 

What do you think?'

'It sounds wonderful, but what would I live on?'

'You could teach English.'

'I don't speak a word of Italian.'

'You'll learn.'

Here was my friendly Goddess, swooping down from the heavens to rescue me 

from drudgery. 'When do I have to decide?'

'Now. If no-one's taken it by this evening, it will lapse.'

A crow landed on the wall beside me and began to peck at a discarded choc-ice 

wrapper. It put its head on one side and fixed me with its shiny black eye. 'Go on,' it 

seemed to croak, the sun striking blue fire from its feathers.

I looked at Mike, who was lighting a cigarette. He wasn’t going to like it, but then 

he no longer had the right to an opinion.

I looked around at the hordes of people, each engrossed in their own little lives, 

oblivious to the choice I was being asked to make. What would my parents say? It was 

better than being on the dole. And if I learned Italian, that might help me make a living. I 

remembered the dark loneliness of last night, felt the cool moss of the tree stump on my 

cheek again. And I remembered my vow to Cary, to grasp the opportunities that she never 

had. 

'Yes.' Quietly, and then louder as my mouth got used to the idea, 'Yes, I'd love to go. 
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Thank you so much.'

Rattigan looked at me and smiled quizzically. 'Go and see the office, they'll tell you 

what to do next.' He got up and hurried away. He'd already wasted several minutes of 

reading time.

 The crow screeched and took off, its wings almost brushing the top of my head as 

it swooped low over the forest of tourists.

'Did I just hear you say you were going to Italy?' asked Mike.

'Yes.'

'What about your interview?' Mike ground his cigarette under his heel.

'Stuff it.'

'What about us?' 

I looked at him, fiddling with his Zippo. And I realised that in twenty years’ time 

he’d still be doing it. Still working for the family firm. Comfortable. Unchanged.

'Ursuls, what do you think you're doing?' He grabbed me by the shoulders as if he 

meant to shake some sense into me.

I pushed his arms away and down until I was holding them against his sides – a 

move I'd suddenly remembered from a self-defence class during Freshers' Week. I laughed 

and let go. ‘I think I’m going to write a novel.’

99,534 words
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Introduction

Poetics are the products of the process of reflection upon writings, and 
upon the act of writing, gathering from the past and from others, 
speculatively casting into the future. 

These discourses, which complement my novel, identify themselves as statements of 

poetics after Robert Sheppard's model and as such their function is, to paraphrase 

Sheppard, 'the active questioning... about how was, how should, how could, my novel have 

been made.' 1 They examine the personal motivations that moved me to produce my 

creative text, and trace the processes by which I arrived at my material. Then follows an 

interrogation of structure and genre. From this point, I situate my own practice within the 

context of other writers, both past and present, in an attempt to map my influences. 

Subsequent sections articulate insights gained into the novelist’s craft, the nature and 

purpose of the writer's tool kit, and its relationship with the creative process. The 

conclusion reflects upon the questions posed and their possible answers, before proposing 

future lines of enquiry for the novel as a genre, and for my own developing practice. 

Part I: Chasing my Tale 

In attempting to reflect upon a product and processes that have occupied (or rather 

preoccupied) most of my adult life, it becomes difficult to unmesh myself, as a subjectivity 

capable of detached analysis, from the personal investments that I have made in this 

project. This text has become, as its title suggests, my heartwood. It's there in my core, 

belonging 'to the world of flesh and skin',  indelible in the rings of my being. 2

How then to tease insights from this process? To try to understand the what and the 

how? Here follows an attempt to make sense of this dense, complex heartwood.

Misreading History

Texts by Penelope Lively, including Making It Up and Cleopatra's Sister, might be 

described in Linda Hutcheon's terms as historiographic metafiction in that they are 'novels 

which are both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay claim to historical 

events and personages.' 3 As, indeed, is Heartwood. While the concept of historiographic 

1 Robert Sheppard, “The Necessity of Poetics,”  PORES, A Journal of Poetics Research 1 (October 2001), 
<http://www.pores.bbk.ac.uk/1/Robert%20Sheppard,%20%27The%20Necessity%20of%20Poetics
%27.htm> accessed 08.07.2011.

2 Gerard L. Bruns “Introduction: Toward a Random Theory of Prose,” in Viktor Shklovsky, Theory of  
Prose, trans. Benjamin Sher, xiv (Normal: Dalkey Archive,1991).

3 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 1988), 5.

http://www.pores.bbk.ac.uk/1/Robert%20Sheppard,%20'The%20Necessity%20of%20Poetics'.htm
http://www.pores.bbk.ac.uk/1/Robert%20Sheppard,%20'The%20Necessity%20of%20Poetics'.htm


 283
metafiction will be interrogated in more detail later, it suffices here to observe that 

Penelope Lively and I share a concern for history that we enact within our novels. In 

Making It Up, Penelope Lively's act of literary confabulation, characters worry about what 

happens to historical artefacts when they become detached from their contexts: 'in the last 

resort they were just things. If you could not set them within a context they became 

meaningless. Like framed sepia photographs in a junk shop.' 4

 An example of how literary criticism can treat texts as artefacts detached from their 

contexts, and thus restrict or distort readings of them, can be seen in the Old French poem, 

The Song of Roland. For years critics were puzzled by its apparent meanderings and 

repetitions, and it was put down to careless or perhaps mendacious scribes who copied 

similar sections of manuscript over and over, either through absent-mindedness (this would 

account for the slight variations in each repetition) or because they would make more 

money by copying more than was necessary. It was only relatively recently that critics 

returned Roland to its historical context, and noticed that the Bayeaux Tapestry did 

something similar: events appeared to be repeated, although each repetition contained 

subtle variation. 5 Given the immense effort that went into this prestigious work, it is 

unlikely that anyone would accidentally repeat scenes, and if they did, that their overseers 

would not make them unpick the offending items. Understanding that the repetitions in 

Roland are characteristics of textual and visual story-telling at this time allows us to 

appreciate 'that by breaking the temporal sequence and slowing down the narration of 

events at a particularly sensitive moment the poet can add to the drama of the account and 

intensify its poetic potential.' 6 Understood in its context, The Song of Roland becomes a 

piece of remarkable narrative subtlety, whose effects are akin to watching action replays of 

sporting events from different camera angles; we see the same thing, but with a different 

nuance, which adds up to a composite, non-linear narrative greater than the sum of its 

apparently meandering parts. Divorced from its context, however, Roland is a puzzling text 

that the reader is unable fully to appreciate.

It seems to me that the same distortion has been practised upon English 

Renaissance playwright Elizabeth Cary: her life and work have been detached from 

important aspects of historical context in order to serve particular critical agendas. 

4 Penelope Lively, Making It Up (London: Viking, 2005), 179.
5 It is generally accepted that Roland dates from around the end of the 11th century, while the Bayeux 

Tapestry is thought to have been completed by 1077. See Glyn Burgess, “Introduction,” in The Song of  
Roland, trans. Glyn Burgess, 8 (London: Penguin, 1990) and Rose-Marie and Rainer Hagen, “Propaganda 
On Cloth,” History of Art <http://www.all-art.org/history194-29tapestry.html> accessed 08.07.2011.

6 Glyn Burgess, “Introduction,” in The Song of Roland, trans. Glyn Burgess, 18 (London: Penguin, 1990).

http://www.all-art.org/history194-29tapestry.html
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Elizabeth Cary was the first woman in England to write and publish a play under her own 

name: The Tragedy of Mariam, 1613. This wasn't just any old play. As my novel suggests, 

it may well have influenced Shakespeare's Othello. 7 There is convincing evidence that it 

also influenced such lesser luminaries as The Second Maiden's Tragedy (Anon, 1611). 8 

And yet many of those who study Cary have, in my opinion, an approach which prevents, 

rather than enables, an appreciation of her achievement in its historical context. Hugh 

Trevor-Roper, apparently offended by Cary's polyglot abilities, dismisses her as 'an 

insufferable blue-stocking'. 9 More recently critics have read Cary well-nigh exclusively in 

terms of her gender: 

Almost all critical commentary on Mariam in the past fifteen years has 
concentrated on the play's explorations of women's "public voice," female 
resistance to patriarchal tyranny, and contradictions within prevailing gender... 
discourses. 10 

In part, my novel aims to respond to those feminist critics who have, in my opinion, 

unhelpfully (although with the best of intentions) distorted our understanding of Cary's 

text. I will now attempt to demonstrate how this has occurred and why it should be 

adjusted.

How Oft Have I With Public Voice?

The subject matter of Cary's play, The Tragedy of Mariam, concerns the problems of 

virtuous behaviour for the chaste but outspoken wife of a tyrant. At the time the play was 

probably written (see note 7 below), Elizabeth Tanfield had recently become Lady Cary, in 

a marriage of convenience that was fortuitous to the Cary and Tanfield families, if not to 

the young woman herself. It is therefore very tempting to read the play as a proto-feminist 

7 According to Weller and Ferguson, Cary's play was probably written between 1603 – 09. Dunstan and 
Greg argue more specifically for a composition timescale of 1602 – 1605, which I have accepted for plot 
purposes in my novel. Whenever it was written, Cary's play circulated in manuscript form for some years 
before its publication, so there is a good chance that Shakespeare had sight of a version of it when he was 
writing Othello in 1607. See Barry Weller and Margaret W. Ferguson, “Introduction,” in Elizabeth Cary, 
The Tragedy of Mariam, The fair Queen of Jewry, With The Lady Falkland, Her Life By One Of Her  
Daughters, eds. Barry Weller and Margaret W. Ferguson, 5 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1994).

8 Weller and Ferguson point out that The Second Maiden's tyrannical king echoes Cary's Herod: 'I once 
read of a Herod whose affection / pursued a virgin's love, as I did thine,' (lines 1856-57, ed. W.W. Greg, 
59). Ibid., 6.

9 Hugh Trevor-Roper, Catholics, Anglicans and Puritans: Seventeenth-Century Essays  (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987), 169.

10 William Hamlin, "Elizabeth Cary's Mariam and the Critique of Pure Reason," Early Modern Literary  
Studies 9.1 (May, 2003) <http://purl.oclc.org/emls/09-1/hamlcary.html> accessed 08.07.2011.

http://purl.oclc.org/emls/09-1/hamlcary.html
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work, dealing as it does with gender roles and power structures.

The opening scene of the play has Mariam, alone, asking rhetorically ‘How oft 

have I with public voice run on?’ 11  An obvious example, it would seem, of a young 

woman in a strongly patriarchal society negotiating the space of public discourse and her 

problematic relationship with it. The case for a feminist reading is strengthened in lines 6-

8: 

Excuse too rash a judgement in a woman:
My sex pleads pardon, pardon then afford,
Mistaking with us is but too too common.

As dramatised in my novel, it is tempting to read this soliloquy as the thinly-veiled voice 

of the author, struggling within the confines of an oppressive patriarchal structure, 

apologising for what she is about to say. There are other strategies at work here. Running 

on with a public voice implies a scolding tirade rather than the highly structured Senecan 

rhetoric which follows. The rest of the speech shows this to be a piece of false modesty, a 

device employed by a skilled and knowing rhetorician in order to create a space for the 

discourse that is to follow. As for the rash judgement of women, the possibilities of irony 

should not be overlooked. How many smart, successful twenty-first century women have 

been known to play dumb and flutter their eyelashes in order to achieve an objective?

It is my contention that to read this text purely in terms of the general notion that 

women in Renaissance England were subject to a repressive patriarchy is to discount 

context, intertextuality, play and possibility. A reading open to the complexity of Cary's 

particular historical circumstances will bring out these qualities. 

Goldberg describes a Renaissance text as 'a compendium of strategies', as I tried 

briefly to demonstrate with the opening lines of Mariam. Goldberg asserts that the very 

nature of the voice in Renaissance texts refuses critical coherence - the phenomenon of a 

dramatic character is a 'site through which what is simulated as voice passes'. The voice of 

Mariam is no more the unmediated voice of the author than is Marvell’s nymph his own 

personal voice, and few critics would try to suggest of Marvell that it was, although several 

have tried to do this with Cary and Mariam – they will be identified shortly. Both Cary and 

Marvell employ devices which simulate voice, 'determined by a multitude of textual 

matrices'. 12 The textual matrices around Cary’s play are particularly intriguing, and seem to 

lend themselves to an exploration of the conceptual knots surrounding the relationship 
11  Cary, The Tragedy of Mariam, Act I, Scene i, Line 1 .
12  Jonathan Goldberg, Voice Terminal Echo, Postmodernism and English Renaissance Texts (New York: 

University Paperbacks, 1986), 1.
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between gender, autobiography, biography, history, and fiction.

As I have tried to show in my novel, Cary was an aristocrat, privileged and 

articulate, fluent in several languages and highly educated. Shortly after she was married, 

her husband went away for several years to fight in the Netherlands. She joined the 

Countess of Pembroke’s literary coterie, and it is from the relative luxury and freedom of 

these circumstances that she produced Mariam. 13 Even the most basic of biographical 

information begins to destabilise the assumption that the first original work of literature by 

a woman to be published in England must be the venting of an oppressed proto-feminist. I 

am not trying to discount or belittle the role of gender in writing processes, products, and 

their reception, but to create a space that allows for a more nuanced reading, capable of 

admitting complexity.

One way to arrive at a new source of understanding for Cary’s Mariam is to change 

the direction of one’s historical perspective. Instead of looking back, attempting to find a 

feminist icon in the form of Cary, it proves fruitful to start at a point before Mariam and 

work towards it. A reading from such a perspective throws new emphasis on the genre of 

closet drama and the Senecan tradition from which it comes. This is something I have tried 

to reflect in Heartwood by having Lizzie read Seneca just before she begins to write her 

own play.

Senecan drama, according to Frederick Ahl, was characterised by a shunning of 

publicity, in a private and secluded upper class world, where manuscripts were circulated 

and the drama was read, not performed. 14 These were intriguing quasi-theatrical texts 

which existed in a teasing half-space of ‘un-performance’, where complex ideas could be 

tested, free from censure. In sixteenth and early seventeenth century England, the drive to 

privacy was in part class-oriented, as to publish was to expose one’s text to commoners. 

Wendy Wall does not take this specific historical circumstance into account when she 

writes of insidious cultural codes that confined women to privacy. 15 These same codes, if 

indeed they did exert such power, also limited the textual options of male writers. 16 Cary’s 

work was published, although suppressed (she claimed it was stolen from her drawer; 

13  According to The Lady Falkland, Her Life by one of Cary’s daughters.
14  Seneca, Three Tragedies, trans. Frederick Ahl ( Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986).
15  Wendy Wall, The Imprint of Gender: Authorship and Publication in the English Renaissance (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1993).
16  Wall’s point should also be tempered by what Arthur F. Marotti in Manuscript, Print and the English 

Renaissance Lyric (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), and Stephen W. May in ‘Tudor Aristocrats 
and the Mythical “Stigma of Print,”’ Renaissance Papers 11 (1980) perceive to be more a critical myth 
than a textual reality.
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James I found the idea of a woman author so preposterous he dismissed it as a prank). 17 

However, Fulke-Greville, a male contemporary, produced a very similar closet drama 

entitled Mustapha. This work was never published with Greville’s permission (a pirated 

version appeared in 1609) and his sense of oppression, of writing something subversive, is 

demonstrated by the fact that he felt the need to burn the first draft. 18 It was not just 

women who were adversely affected by publication, and may therefore have sought to 

avoid it. 

Furthermore, the Senecan style of drama presents itself as a model for comment on, 

and criticism of, affairs of state. In both Seneca's time and the Renaissance, myth and 

allegory are employed in an attempt to excise overt contemporary reference from the work. 

One common distancing mechanism is the use of the family-to-state analogy. The political 

power hierarchies of the state are translated into the domestic hierarchies of the family - an 

area in which women are necessarily involved. This feature is cited by Levin and 

Robertson as cause for a feminist interpretation, whereas the legacy of closet drama means 

that most links of kin are probably intended to be read as metaphors for subversive 

critiques of power structures in general. 19 Given that feminism as we understand it would 

have been an alien, anachronistic concept to anyone in seventeenth century England, a 

feminist agenda seems unlikely. To ignore the traditions and strategies characteristically 

employed by the genre of closet drama is to risk a distorted reading. Most apparently 

gender-specific issues identified by feminist critics in Cary’s play can be explained equally 

well in terms of genre. 

Goldberg states that it is not possible for authors to speak as themselves, even if 

they make the attempt. They will always remain ‘a figure of speech presenting a speaking 

figure’. 20 This phenomenon shows how restrictive it is to implement the ‘critical fiction’ 

which occurs when critics assume ‘that texts offer voice unmediated by textual relay'. It is 

this mediated textual relay, or echo, which ‘short circuits and re-circulates the voice’, and 

to recognise this device is to allow a reading which is aware of the constant deferral of 

meaning and linguistic play which constitutes the textual hall of mirrors concealing the 

author. 21

17 An account of the play's publication and reception can be found in Weller and Fergsuon's Introduction to 
Mariam. 

18 Fulke-Greville, Selected Writings, ed. Joan Rees (London: Athlone Press, 1973).
19 Carole Levin and Karen Robertson eds. Sexuality and Politics in Renaissance Drama (Lewiston, NY: The 

Edwin Mellen Press, 1991).
20 Goldberg, Voice Terminal Echo, 5.
21 Ibid., 12.
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Indeed, closet dramas seem to have been produced almost exclusively by literary 

coteries in the English Renaissance (in particular the Pembroke circle, and again, my novel 

is at pains to show the Countess of Pembroke's influence on Lizzie). This genre was suited 

to coterie methods of textual production: the manuscript was permeable and collective in 

its nature. Pre-figuring ideas on the 'death of the author', it belonged to no single, 

accountable, authorial source, but was in a sense ‘unauthorised,’ open to multiple editorial 

amendments by its readers (writers) and was, by its very nature, unfinished. Such texts 

become ‘the production of an author engaged in his (sic) own disappearing act,’ in a 

process which seems remarkably similar to the writing workshops in which many of us 

participate today: work in progress is circulated to a small, pre-determined group whose 

members suggest additions and amendments to the originator of the text, who may choose 

to accept advice and incorporate suggestions according to their own judgement and 

sensibility, and who in turn makes contributions to the draft work of other group 

members.22 The difference with the literary coterie was that most work stopped there – in 

the form of a collectively edited draft. In contrast, workshops for contemporary writers are 

usually seen as a means of improving work with the aim of publication.  It would be 

fascinating to know the textual history of Cary's Mariam, to see the drafting process, and 

the level of contribution from other coterie members. It would be equally intriguing to 

understand how and why Mariam came to be published. 

Just as with our own writerly practices in workshop settings, despite the likely 

contribution of a collective of readers and writers, the work remained definitively Cary's, 

and was published quite openly under her name (although the title page first tells us how 

virtuous she is, as if to anticipate the slurs that such a transgression would invite upon her 

character). Reading Mariam with an awareness of its coterie background reminds us that 

we can only come to a nuanced  appreciation of the text by understanding in detail the 

specific circumstances of the individual who claims authorship, or to whom authorship is 

attributed. It also reminds us that the concept of authorship itself is profoundly complex 

and still not entirely understood.

Yet some critics, particularly feminists, seem to read without allowing for this 

textual behaviour.  I am not attempting to gloss over the possibility of differences in 

masculine and feminine integrity, which some critics (Cixous, for example) believe to be 

radical, but rather to open up other possibilities, to take the first steps towards a reading and 

writing practice where, in the words of Goldberg, 'every page trembles, vulnerable to 

22 Ibid., 3.
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manifold incursions - of prior texts, of future accidents, of reading and writing'. 23

The Germination of Heartwood 

When I first encountered The Tragedy of Mariam I felt, as Penelope Lively describes, that 

Cary had identified herself to me in a way I had never experienced before with any person, 

living or dead:

The basic thing is simply this question of empathy, as though the other 
person wore some coded emblem that you recognize. It can happen with 
someone who serves you in a shop, or a person you talk to at a party, or a 
neighbour or a colleague or the man who comes to read the meter. 24

In my case, it happened with a woman who was born almost exactly 400 years before me, 

and whose life is now inextricably (or in-text-stricably?) tangled with mine. To that extent 

this novel is a personal quest, and perhaps for all novelists, it is only obsession that drives 

us on, when we would prefer to sleep, or spend time with our loved ones, or do something 

that paid the bills. 

As my research revealed more of Cary's historical and social context, the more I 

realised her significance; not just the quality of her work, but also the sheer improbability 

of it being published, and having survived until I found it. In tandem with this growing 

admiration was a feeling of unease. Those critics who did pay her any attention had their 

own agendas: to claim her anachronistically as a proto-feminist, a sister whose writing was 

motivated by her oppression as a woman, ignoring the complexity of her unique, personal, 

historical context.

So, the themes of Heartwood were decided. What I needed to do now was turn my 

'pencil thin line... into a thoroughfare,' to begin the process which William Herbert 

describes: 'you journey into the hitherto unimagined for no other reason than you want to, 

and you must bring the reader along because you've made them think that they want to as 

well'. 25 But how?

23 Helene Cixous, “Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks/Ways Out/Forays,” in The Feminist Reader: Essays in  
Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism, eds. Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore, 101-116 
(Houndmills: Macmillan, 1989).
Goldberg, Voice Terminal Echo, 7.

24 Penelope Lively, Making It Up (London: Penguin Viking, 2005), 180.
25 William Herbert, “Creative Space,” in Wordsmithery, ed. Jayne Steel, 18 (Houndmills: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2007). 
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Part II: What Have I Done? Identifying Heartwood's Genre 

For the purposes of this discussion I refer to Heartwood as a novel. And, in the sense that 

Jonathan Culler attributes to the term, I have produced a text which is 'about someone and 

his [sic] experiences of the world,' and therefore qualifies to be described as such. 26 

However, it could be argued that Culler's definition is unhelpfully vague, and that there are 

some features of my text which clearly question genre classifications. As such they require 

further consideration. I believe that I have written an example of historiographic 

metafiction, an accessible literary novel, an experimental novel, a composite novel which 

also may be an instance of surfiction, or the architectonic novel; and it is quite possible that 

I have also written an autobiography. Each of these generic labels will now be considered 

in detail.

Conceptual Framework

i) Historiographic Metafiction

Of all the suggestions about how Heartwood might usefully be categorised, I have come to 

the conclusion that 'historiographic metafiction' is the most accurate and productive way to 

describe it. 'This kind of novel,' says Hutcheon, 'asks us to recall that history and fiction are 

themselves historical terms and that their definitions and interrelations are historically 

determined and vary with time...' 27 Historiographic metafiction foregrounds not just the 

processes involved in the writing of fiction, but the ideological implications of the writing 

and representation of history. Such texts problematise the conceptualisation and processes 

of history. Often they will bring to light untold stories, and attempt to explore the impact of 

historical events from the point of view of minority or marginalised groups. For example, 

D. M. Thomas' The White Hotel uses Freud and his teachings as the basis for an imaginary 

patient, Frau Anna G., whose terrifying case study allows an exploration of the holocaust 

and the individual's relationship with global events. 28 Jeannette Winterson's The Passion  

narrates the plight of two marginalised people caught up in the Napoleonic wars: a peasant 

who finds work as an army cook, and a woman whose husband sells her to the army for 

use by the officers. 'I'm telling you stories', is the repeated refrain as the narrative voices 

jump through time and space. 29

26 Jonathan Culler, “Towards a Theory of Non-Genre Literature,” in Surfiction: Fiction Now and Tomorrow.  
ed. Raymond Federman, 259 (Chicago: The Swallow Press Incorporated, 1975).

27 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 1988), 105.
28 D.M. Thomas, The White Hotel (London: Phoenix, 1999).
29 Jeannette Winterson, The Passion (London: Bloomsbury, 1987).



 291
ii) Feminism 

Texts which may be described as historiographic metafictions enact concern for the 

unheard voices in well-known historical events. According to Hutcheon, 'they overtly pose 

questions about subjectivity that involve the issues of sexuality and sexual identity and the 

representation of women.' 30 Hutcheon goes on to assert the usefulness of 'poststructuralist 

feminist analysis' in illuminating such issues. I agree with Hutcheon in general. Feminist 

criticism has played a major role in contemporary re-evaluations of how history (or 

herstory) is conceptualised and narrated. On a more personal level, certain French feminist 

thinkers have shaped and enabled the thinking that led to Heartwood's germination. Hélène 

Cixous, obviously, has been a major influence. Her recent work, like rootprints and 

Hyperdream, has demonstrated the fictiveness or textuality of our reality, and her concern 

with autobiography as an act of both self-fashioning and literary criticism inspired me to 

attempt a similar autobiographical strategy in my own text. My debt to her is 

acknowledged in Heartwood's epigraph, which comes from rootprints: 'All biographies 

like all autobiographies like all narratives tell one story in place of another'. 31

Cixous' earlier thinking, especially her iconic essay 'Sorties', serves to intrigue and 

provoke. 32 In this essay she develops the concept of l'écriture féminine. Such a concept by 

its very nature resists definition, but may usefully be summarised as follows: 

a notion of écriture that effects a subversion of phallo(go)centric thinking 
because of its libidinal economy which she considers to be specifically 
female. The abundance of this female libido produces a sensual text 
characterized by jouissance which is, because of its association with the 
female body, written in the "white ink of breast milk". Cixous describes 
such writing as full of rhythm, multilayered word plays and 
onomatopoeia... 33

Cixous' thinking chimes with concepts proposed by Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva. 

Irigaray posits the idea of 'Le Parler Femme' (woman-speak), which appears spontaneously 

when women are present together, but which disappears as soon as men are present. 

30 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 1988), 160.
31 Hélène Cixous and Mireille Calle-Gruber, rootprints translated by Eric Prenowitz (London: Routledge, 

1997), 177.
Hélène Cixous, Hyperdream translated by Beverley Bic Brahic (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009).

32 Hélène Cixous, “Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks/Ways Out/Forays.” In The Feminist Reader: Essays in  
Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism, edited by Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore, 101-116. 
Houndmills: Macmillan, 1989.

33 Carolin Roder, 'Écriture féminine' Online Glossary for Gender Studies (University of Munich, last 
updated 03.03.2005) <http://userpage.fu-berlin.de/~glossar/en/view.cgi?
file=dat_en@43&url=/~glossar/en/menu3.cgi?l1=abc@@l2=f@@l3=%C9criture%20f%E9minine> 
accessed 08.07.2011

http://userpage.fu-berlin.de/~glossar/en/view.cgi?file=dat_en@43&url=/~glossar/en/menu3.cgi?l1=abc@@l2=f@@l3=%C9criture%20f%E9minine
http://userpage.fu-berlin.de/~glossar/en/view.cgi?file=dat_en@43&url=/~glossar/en/menu3.cgi?l1=abc@@l2=f@@l3=%C9criture%20f%E9minine
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Frustratingly, she writes that: 'I simply cannot give you an account of woman-speak. One 

speaks it, it cannot be meta-spoken.'  34  Kristeva, in a similar attempt to describe the 

relationship between language and the feminine, introduces the concept of the chora, which 

is defined as the 'pre-lingual stage of development...dominated by a chaotic mix of 

perceptions, feelings, and needs', and in its rhythmic 'ruptures and flows of bodily and 

vocal rhythm', associates itself with the semiotic, the maternal, and the feminine. 35 

All three theorists appear to be searching for a way to articulate, and to open up the 

possibility of a writing practice, which resists binary opposition and allows the feminine to 

emerge from the margins into the glory of language. While the possibility of representing 

such states in literature is fascinating, and appealing in its openness as a practice that may 

be undertaken by men as well as women, there are numerous conceptual knots surrounding 

it. As Anna Smith points out, '[the] dilemma, of course, is to describe this ephemeral entity 

without representing it as a conceptual object. It must be an alternative to logocentric 

modes of thought without either succumbing to their logic or setting up a reverse logic.' 36 

Does the very act of categorisation negate what Cixous, Irigaray, and Kristeva propose? 

How can we write outside patriarchal language, when that is the common medium, beyond 

which we may not be understood? Even if I were capable of producing a phantasmagorical 

melding of languages in the style of Finnegans Wake, I wished, as I explain in my 

discussion of 'Experimental Formalism', to subvert from within, to sneak my experiment 

under the radar so that it is not immediately apparent but rather is gradually revealed as the 

reader engages with the narrative. 

A text such as Finnegans Wake announces its strategy at line level. A reader flicking 

through such a text could stop at any page and apprehend very quickly that they were 

reading something unusual, and perhaps unappealingly 'difficult'. 37 A reader flicking 

through Heartwood would be unlikely to receive such an immediate signal about the text's 

intentions. It looks like conventional prose narrative, and reads like such, in that each of 

the narrative strands purports to 'select, construct and render self-sufficient and closed a 

narrative world.' 38 It is only in the relation of the strands to each other that the reader's 

34 Luce Irigaray, Ce Sexe qui n'en est pas un ( Paris: Minuit, 1977). Trans. Catherine Porter with Carolyn 
Burke. This Sex Which Is Not One. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 141.

35  Dino Felluga,  "Terms Used by Psychoanalysis." Introductory Guide to Critical Theory (last updated 31 
January 2011, Purdue University) 
<http://www.cla.purdue.edu/english/theory/psychoanalysis/definitions/chora.html>  
     accessed 08.07.2011.

36 Anna Smith, Julia Kristeva: Readings of Exile and Estrangement (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1996), 93.
37 James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Penguin Classics, 2000).
38 Hutcheon, 109.
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attention is drawn to a questioning of such assumptions.

In developing my strategy of structural experiment, I am also indebted to Julia 

Kristeva's thinking. As I discuss later, her essay 'Women's Time' was very helpful in 

clarifying my ideas on the relationship of feminine experience with conceptions of linear 

and cyclical history, 'recognising not the linear time of history but time as rupture and 

discontinuity... the notion of an estranging intervention in history that rearranges space'. 39 

In addition, Kristeva's thinking on exile is useful when casting the role of the writer, and 

the relationship of gender with writing. Kristeva asserts that the language of exile is the 

only language worth knowing, most especially for women, and that 'writing is impossible 

without some kind of exile'. 40 The idea of exile was particularly helpful in framing my 

autobiographical strand, when I realised that concentrating on themes of estrangement and 

exclusion from educational, social, and economic systems would be a productive seam of 

material. Kristeva also assisted in finding a narrative strategy for the autobiographical 

strand of Heartwood. A detailed discussion of my difficulties in this area appears later, 

suffice it to say here that Kristeva's description of 'resting on the brink of fiction without 

ever completely toppling over into it' was precisely the position that I needed to locate in 

order to produce a voice that both reader and writer could accept. 41

Useful as certain feminist thinkers have been to this project, I must declare a certain 

ambivalence towards feminist criticism in general. As I note elsewhere, feminist reading 

and writing practice can have the unintended consequence of reinforcing marginality, of 

essentialising women so that their biology always prefaces any other concern. I believe that 

this has happened with Elizabeth Cary, and as I discuss in my essay on 'Gender' in 

Everything You Need to Know About Creative Writing (but Knowing Isn't Everything), it is 

still happening to contemporary women writers. 42 

iii) History

Another post-structuralist thinker who cannot go unmentioned when considering the 

concept of history is Michel Foucault. As Patricia Duncker shows so capably with 

Hallucinating Foucault, the ideas and persona of the great philosopher prove fertile ground 

39 Anna Smith, 'Introduction' in  Julia Kristeva: Readings of Exile and Estrangement (Houndmills: 
Macmillan, 1996), 6.

40 Julia Kristeva, 'A New Type of Intellectual: The Dissident', translated by Sean Hand in Toril Moi ed., The 
Kristeva Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 298.

41 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language, edited by Leon S. Roudiez, translated by Alice Jardine, Thomas A. 
Gora and Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980) ix.

42 Ursula Hurley, 'Gender' in Everything You Need to Know About Creative Writing (but knowing isn't  
everything) edited by Heather Leach and Robert Graham (London: Continuum, 2007).
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for novelists. 43 What I find particularly intriguing is Foucault's rejection of  'the idea that 

history is knowable through any single narrative account' 44 In The Archaeology of  

Knowledge, Foucault posits the concept of the 'already said', 'on which all manifest 

discourse is secretly based'. However, 'this “already said” is not merely a phrase that has 

already been spoken, or a text that has already been written, but a “never-said”, an 

incorporeal discourse, a voice as silent as a breath, a writing that is merely the hollow of its 

own mark.' 45

As a writer who is concerned with unheard voices, and untold histories, this idea of 

the silent voice naturally intrigues me. However, Foucault sees the 'already-said' and the 

'never-said' as a binary opposition which must be deconstructed if we are to move beyond 

the oppressive narratives of conventional history: 'The manifest discourse, therefore, is 

really no more than the repressive presence of what it does not say; and this “not-said” is a 

hollow that undermines from within all that is said'. 46 How, then, is the writer of historical 

fiction to find a third way, to move productively beyond this stranglehold of the 'already-

said' and the 'not-said'? According to Foucault:

We must renounce all those themes whose function is to ensure the 
infinite continuity of discourse and its secret presence to itself in the 
interplay of a constantly recurring absence. We must be ready to 
receive every moment of discourse in its sudden irruption; in that 
punctuality in which it appears, and in that temporal dispersion that 
enables it to be repeated, known, forgotten, transformed, utterly 
erased, and hidden, far from all view, in the dust of books.47

It strikes me that Heartwood's concerns are very much to do with how discourse behaves 

and is treated by different societies at different temporal moments – the transmission of 

Mariam's story, Lizzie's entry into literary discourse, and how that discourse lay dust-

covered for years, awaiting my discovery.  Hutcheon believes that historiographic 

metafiction is very much in sympathy with Foucault's project: 'What...historiographic 

metafiction does is to work to subvert this very view of history that much poststructuralist 

thought is also contesting.' 48As has already been touched upon, Hutcheon goes on to 

identify a further area of concern which is also embodied in Heartwood: 'many of these 

43 Patricia Duncker, Hallucinating Foucault (London: Serpent's Tail, 1997).
44 Mark Currie, Postmodern Narrative Theory (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1998), 87.
45 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 1972) available on-line at: 

<http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/foucault.htm > accessed 08.06.2011.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 Hutcheon, 160.

http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/foucault.htm
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postmodern novels...are contestatory on yet another level: they overtly pose questions 

about subjectivity that involve the issues of sexuality and sexual identity and the 

representation of women.' 49

But would Foucault approve of my methodology? As is echoed elsewhere in this 

Statement of Poetics, again and again I encounter the tension between the urge to break 

free from the conventions of language in a phantasmagorical Joycean melding, and the 

instinct to subvert from within, to produce accessible fiction that still offers a critique of 

the dominant discourses to those readers willing and able to detect it. The interface 

between authorial intention and reader response is a can of worms addressed lucidly by 

Umberto Eco and others in Interpretation and Over-Interpretation, and is something that I 

can attempt to influence (as described elsewhere) but cannot hope to control. 50

Conventions

I may not hope to control reader responses, but I can use all the tools at the writer's 

disposal to nudge them in the right direction. My novel seeks to employ many of the 

conventions of narrative craft, for example setting and narrative drive, in a bid to engage 

and entertain the reader. These strategies will be discussed more fully in due course. 

However, my text is also experimental in some respects, and here I will discuss the 

relationship between convention and innovation in my own work and in that of others. I 

begin by addressing the logical question, which is: why did I feel the need to position 

Heartwood as a text that announces itself as experimental? Why could a conventional 

historical novel or a literary biography not do the job?

Mariam is a shadowy presence in the Old Testament, mentioned in passing by the 

Jewish historian Josephus. 51 She has nevertheless inspired artistic endeavour, from the 

John William Waterhouse painting of 1887 described in Heartwood, to the 1967 novel by 

Swedish writer Pär Lagerkvist. 52  There was even a drama published in 1622 called Herod 

and Antipater, with the Death of Faire Mariam by Gervase Markham and William 

Sampson – perhaps inspired by Cary's work of 1613? There are German and Italian 

dramas, a play by Voltaire (1723), as well as music and poems. Amelie Rives, better known 

as the author of The Quick or the Dead?, published a cod-Shakespearean verse drama, 

49 Ibid.
50 Umberto Eco et al, Interpretation and Over-Interpretation, ed. Stefan Collini (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1992).
51 Josephus, The Complete Works, trans. William Whiston ( Nashville: Thomas Neslon, 1998).
52 Pär Lagerkvist, Herod and Mariamne (London: Random House Inc. 1st Vintage Books edition, 1982). 
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Herod and Mariamne, in 1888. 53 This is a classic tragic plot: a man whose insupportable 

jealousy drives him to kill what he loves most, and then spends the rest of his life 

tormented by regret. It seems to have caught the imaginations of generations of artists and 

writers. And yet we rarely hear Mariam's voice in any of these works. She is a cipher, silent 

and beautiful. Even Cary's text, although it does give some powerful soliloquies to 

Mariam, affords her only about 10% of total speech, more talked about than talking. 

The obvious solution, if Mariam deserves some air-time, would seem to be a novel 

like The Red Tent, The Gilded Chamber, or one of Marek Halter's biblical sagas. 54 All of 

these texts succeed in bringing to a popular audience the stories of women from ancient 

times whose remarkable achievements make them worthy of recognition. Couldn't I do 

justice to Mariam's place in history, have a less technically challenging task, and perhaps 

produce a best seller by following these excellent examples of a popular, well-established 

genre? 

My interest in Mariam stems from Elizabeth Cary's interest in her. Part of the task 

of my novel is to understand why Cary chose to write her play about Mariam. Her decision 

is intriguing. As a scholar of Classical literature, Cary had a wealth of better-known female 

figures with which to stage her exploration of the individual's relationship with the state. 

Euripedes' Iphigenia in Aulis dramatises Agamemnon's decision to sacrifice his daughter to 

Artemis for the greater good, and had already attracted Lady Jane Lumley, whose well-

respected translation into English (possibly from Latin) appeared in around 1550. 55 In 

circumstances teasingly similar to Cary's, Lumley's father had a magnificent library and 

educated his daughters to a high standard. She produced her translation, just as Cary would 

write Mariam, shortly after her marriage. 

Sophocles' Antigone offers another rich locus of material concerning kinship, and a 

woman's relationship with public speech and action. Antigone continues to be a powerful 

figure for contemporary gender theorists. For example, Judith Butler's text, Antigone's  

Claim, explores 'Antigone as a liminal figure between the family and the state, between life 

and death... but also as a figure, like all her kin, who represents the non-normative family, a 

53 Amelie Rives, Herod and Mariamne (New York: Harper & Brothers,1888). Full text available at 
http://www.archive.org/stream/herodmariamnetra00riverich#page/306/mode/2up. 

54 Anita Diamant's The Red Tent (New York: St Martin's Press, 1997) tells the story of Dinah in the first 
person. Similarly, Rebecca Kohn's The Gilded Chamber (London: Penguin, 2005) tells the story of Queen 
Esther in the first person. Marek Halter's Sarah (London: Bantam, 2004) differs in that it tells the story in 
the third person, and interestingly, the author of this best-selling trilogy on biblical women is male. 

55 Euripides, Iphigenia at Aulis, trans. Don Taylor (London: Methuen, 2004).
Caroline Coleman, "Lumley, Joanna, Lady" in British Women Writers: A Critical Reference Guide 
(London: Routledge, 1989), 427.
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set of kinship relations that seems to defy the standard model...' 56  

Whether Cary rejected Classical figures because of her nascent interest in theology, 

which in later life would dominate her literary and personal decisions, and therefore chose 

an Old Testament woman as her protagonist; whether Cary enjoyed translating her source 

material, Josephus, out of Greek; or whether she was simply intrigued by the figure of 

Mariam, about whom so little is known; this we can only surmise. Whatever prompted 

Cary to write about Mariam, the impetus to write, the inciting incident that sets a writer 

upon a particular course, even at great personal cost, is something that my text is at pains 

to explore. A 'straight' historical novel would not serve my purpose in this area; it could not 

show this process. As a piece of ficto-criticism, my novel seeks not only to present an 

accessible literary product, but also to enact an investigation into acts of authorship: Cary's 

and my own. The aim of the Mariam narrative is twofold: first, to bring her remarkable 

story to a wider audience; second, and most importantly, to show cause and effect, this 

thread of connectivity that has influenced literary production over millennia, and that 

continues to change lives, my life, today. It is an attempt to illustrate reality as '…an 

infinite matrioshka doll of painted moments, each “shell’”… encased inside a nest of  

“shells”…' 57

Another obvious question with Cary is: why not just write a straight biography? 

Surely that genre would allow me a proper route to adjust the distortions I have attempted 

to illustrate earlier in this discussion? Indeed a biography of Cary is lacking, and my next 

project after the completion of  Heartwood is a literary biography of Cary, for which my 

employer has generously granted a sabbatical. However, I need to do this as well as, not 

instead of, Heartwood. As I explain in the autobiographical strand of my novel:

I didn't want to be a critic, analysing her [Cary's] text. Nor did I want to be 
her biographer, restricting myself to the historical record. I needed to be 
free to understand her. To imagine my way into her mind, she who had 
gone first and left the door open for me. 58

Many biographies make uncritical claims to intellectual authority and factual accuracy that 

may not be warranted. Indeed, the Center for Research in Biography states that:
56 Sophocles, Antigone, trans. David Franklin and John Harrison (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2003). 
Judith Butler, Antigone's Claim (Columbia University Press, 2002).
Georgette Fleischer, The Nation (Winter, 2005) cited on-line, “Editorial Review” Amazon 
<http://www.amazon.com/Antigones-Claim-Judith-Butler/dp/0231118953/ref=cm_lmf_tit_10/175-
2076300-4393708> accessed 11.07.2011.

57 David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas ( London: Sceptre, 2004), 409.
58 Ursula Hurley, Heartwood (as yet unpublished, 2010), 230.

http://www.amazon.com/Antigones-Claim-Judith-Butler/dp/0231118953/ref=cm_lmf_tit_10/175-2076300-4393708
http://www.amazon.com/Antigones-Claim-Judith-Butler/dp/0231118953/ref=cm_lmf_tit_10/175-2076300-4393708
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Although biography has always been a fundamental tool of literature, 
culture, media and gender studies, as well as history, psychology and the 
social sciences, there has been relatively little interdisciplinary exchange on 
the methodological and theoretical foundations of biography. 59

Ideological agendas are at best implicit and at worst concealed. For example the 

scriptwriters for the film The Duchess (based on Amanda Foreman's biography about 

Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire), are eager to portray her as the eighteenth century 

version of Princess Diana, even though conceptions of marriage and appropriate behaviour 

have changed vastly in the meantime. 60 

Historical research

Scrupulous scholarly biographies, which try to avoid such distortions, can be rather 

tedious, getting bogged down in what may or may not have happened and whether this 

source is more reliable than that. All worthy and necessary work, but serving to make such 

a text inaccessible to many readers. I have done a lot of the research drudgery, but kept my 

deliberations to myself. Indeed, I have found that the writing of historical fiction requires 

an alchemical blend of library-based research, educated guess-work, and intuition. I will 

discuss the role of intuition later. Here I offer a brief account of my library-based research 

processes. 

I began the groundwork for the historical elements of the text by reading as widely 

as possible around the eras that I would attempt to evoke, namely late Elizabethan 

England, and Old Testament Judea. I reviewed the generally available, accessible texts, 

such as Anne Somerset's biography of Elizabeth I. 61  At the same time as this general 

reading, I began to attempt a first draft of the novel, plotted according to historically 

verifiable milestones, such as the date that Elizabeth Cary was known to have married, or 

when her husband was known to have departed for Holland. As I embarked upon my quest 

to conjure a distant time, my questions became more specific. Consequently, my research 

needs became more specialised: did Elizabethan women wear make-up? If so, what was it 

59 Journal of Historical Biography, “Centre for Research in Biography,” 
<http://journals.ucfv.ca/jhb/news.html> accessed 15.03.2009.

60 The Duchess, dir. Saul Dibb (Pathe Video, 2009), DVD. One Amazon reviewer commented: 'If this 
situation recalls Princess Diana (a descendent of the Duchess's family), so much the better for the 
purposes of director Saul Dibb and company; this film is eager to draw parallels with the unfortunate 
Lady Di...' <http://www.amazon.co.uk/Duchess-DVD-Keira-
Knightley/dp/B001JK6P18/ref=pd_cp_d_h__3> accessed 08.07.2011.

61 Anne Somerset, Elizabeth I (London: Weidenfield & Nicolson, 1991). 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Duchess-DVD-Keira-Knightley/dp/B001JK6P18/ref=pd_cp_d_h__3
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Duchess-DVD-Keira-Knightley/dp/B001JK6P18/ref=pd_cp_d_h__3
http://journals.ucfv.ca/jhb/news.html
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made of? What did the Elizabethan bride have in her wedding bouquet? Fortunately, there 

is a huge amount of scholarly research available on the Early Modern period, and texts 

such as Antonia Fraser's The Weaker Vessel were enormously useful in the way that they 

offered a survey and summary of important primary sources, and provided reference points 

for further avenues of enquiry. 62 It was also thrilling to be able to discover newly 

published facsimiles of original seventeenth-century texts. For example, The Midwives  

Book by Jane Sharp, first published in 1671, not only gives a fascinating insight into 

beliefs about and (mis)understandings of human anatomy and sexuality in Early Modern 

England, but also allows the would-be historical novelist to gain a flavour of how language 

was used, and offers particular phrases, such as 'green sickness', which I made us of to add 

a sense of  authenticity to my narrative. 63 

The internet, too, proved invaluable; especially Google books, which offered full 

access to nineteenth century texts on the folklore of Burford, where Lizzie grew up; the 

Elizabethan England website; and the ability to search the catalogues of specialist 

collections in University libraries. 64 However, such a wealth of information meant that 

conflicting interpretations of historical evidence were present. For example, the accepted 

view of women in Elizabethan England is that they were repressed by the patriarchal 

society in which they lived. And yet, some historians argue that women found ways to 

participate in many areas of public life. The accepted view of childbirth is that it was 

terribly dangerous and resulted in high levels of maternal and infant mortality. And yet 

some social historians use statistical data to argue that the risk was actually much lower. 65 

Such contradictory interpretations can be welcomed by the historical novelist; they give 

room for dramatic licence, for decisions about plot to be informed by a concern not only 

for probability, but also for the emotional or dramatic potential of a situation to be fully 

exploited. Thus, if it helps establish my protagonist as a plucky underdog, then the 

oppression of women is useful. If my protagonist then succeeds in asserting herself, the 

possibility that there is a historical precedent for this makes her development more 

credible. Contradictory interpretations of historical evidence can allow the novelist to have 

her cake and eat it. 

62 Antonia Fraser,  The Weaker Vessel (London: Pheonix Press, 2002).
63 Jane Sharp, or the Whole Art of Midwifery Discovered, edited by Elaine Hobby (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), p.194.
64 http://books.google.com/   <accessed 08.07.2011>

http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/elizabethan-england.htm <accessed 08.07.2011>
65 See Elaine Hobby, “Introduction,” in  The Midwives Book, xi – xxxi (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1999), p.xv.

http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/elizabethan-england.htm
http://books.google.com/
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In contrast, the relative paucity of material on Old Testament Judea resulted in a 

different set of challenges and opportunities. It was necessary for me to cast a very wide 

net, considering any source which might, even obliquely, afford some kind of insight into 

what life was like. The Old Testament itself gave the dimensions of Solomon's Temple in 

cubits, which allowed me to estimate the even grander size of the temple that Herod built 

to replace it, and gave me an authentic unit of measurement with which to flavour my 

prose. 66 Books offering guidance on various aspects of Bible study were useful, as were 

two biographies of Herod. 67 However, material on women in Old Testament Judea is 

conspicuous by its absence. Although this affords the novelist a great deal of creative 

freedom in that no-one is able to state with any authority whether something did or did not 

happen, there are still horizons of probability within which one needs to work, a certain 

sense of authenticity that needs to be conjured for the reader, and so it was still necessary 

to create as much of a flavour of life in that time and place as possible from such meagre 

crumbs of information. Here, historical novels set in the ancient world were useful models, 

showing how it was possible to create a vivid world through sensory writing (the 

experience of the five senses is arguably a constant which we share with our ancient 

ancestors), and to capitalise upon what detail can be found. I particularly admire, for 

example, the way Helen Dunmore achieves this in Counting the Stars by evoking a vivid 

scene around the fact that Roman brides wore saffron robes. 68

Interestingly, one of the most useful texts in my research on life in the Old Testament 

was an educational book intended for young adults, which contained an artist's 

reconstructions of palaces and temples, as well as photographs of archaeological 

evidence.69  The provision of this stage-set, complete with people in historically authentic 

clothing going about everyday tasks, and the colours, patterns and fabrics of everyday 

objects, was a big help with the imaginative work of constructing an interpretation of a 

vanished reality. Rather than being prescriptive, these visual suggestions showed me what 

was possible, and what I could invent within a horizon of probability.

As a result of this process, the reader gets  the outcome of the hard work, without 

having to sit through it. This is fiction, and pretends to be nothing other, so an educated 

guess is acceptable. It's an approximation, a dramatic interpretation, based on the best 

66 Good News Bible, 1 Kings 6 (New York: American Bible Society, 1976), 339.
67 Martin Selman and Martin Manser, Collins Dictionary of the Bible (London: Collins, 2005).

Stewart Perowne, The Life and Times of Herod the Great (Stroud: Sutton Publishing Ltd, 2003).
Peter Richardson, Herod, King of the Jews and Friend of the Romans (Fortress Press: Minneapolis, 1999).

68 Helen Dunmore, Counting the Stars (London: Fig Tree, 2008), 4.
69 Peter Connolly, The Holy Land (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).
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information available. This attempt is cast not as a reconstruction but as a construct which 

aspires, through a merging of historical research and writerly craft, to approach some 

conception of another self’s experience. My text offers readers the opportunity to 

experience impressions of other subjectivities, while, via the autobiographical strand, 

signalling very clearly that such an opportunity is mediated through the author’s (my own) 

concerns, interpretations, morality, philosophy, political persuasion, and social and 

temporal position. Thus Heartwood had to happen; 'It is not just metafictional; nor is it 

another version of the historical novel or the non-fictional novel.' 70

Innovation

Heartwood did not have an easy birth. In the spring of last year, during a particularly 

difficult phase, I decided that my unconscious needed some room to breathe.  Like a child 

who has spilled a drink when no-one was looking, I crept away and pretended that the 

mess I had made was nothing to do with me. I reasoned that a bracing weekend in the 

country might help to recharge my batteries. In order to enact the psychic struggle that was 

consuming me, I elected to escape by climbing a mountain. 

The rain was horizontal and needle cold. After 5 minutes I went to the café. Sitting 

in my waterproofs, eating chocolate brownies, I really began to enjoy my day off. No-one 

would guess that I should have been at home wrestling with a twisted pile of words. And 

then I picked up the ‘Coffee Shop News’ leaflet. Amongst the advertisements for gift shops 

and skiing lessons was a little text box:

5 stages of innovation

1. People deny that the innovation is required.

2. People deny that the innovation is effective.

3. People deny that the innovation is important.

4. People deny that the innovation will justify the effort required to adopt it.

5. People accept and adopt the innovation, enjoy its benefits, attribute it to 
people other than the innovator, and deny the existence of stages 1 – 4. 71

This unattributed space-filler makes some profound observations. I realised that in my own 

mind, my inner critic was providing me with all these denials on a daily basis. However, it 

70 Hutcheon, 5.
71 Coffee Shop News, Issue 1 (Lochaber: Spring 2009).
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confirmed my suspicions that anyone who attempts to innovate is taking a risk. Did I really 

want to be the person who was described in stage 5: succeed with the innovation, and then 

get no credit for it? Perhaps all writers who do not achieve what they feel to be their due 

levels of critical and commercial success cherish a little fantasy about their genius being 

discovered after their death (John Kennedy Toole being a particularly poignant example). 72 

And of course the epigraph to the Confederacy of Dunces simply confirms the reason for 

all those rejection slips: 'When a true genius appears in the world, you may know him by 

this sign, that the dunces are all in confederacy against him.' 73 

History is littered with people whose work was never appreciated in their own 

lifetime, for example, Denis Diderot, and his metafictional novel Jacques the Fatalist. 

Ronald Sukenick traces the critical hostility that has and still does attend a novelist 

accommodating 'to the ongoing flow of experience, smashing anything that impedes his 

[sic] sense of it, even if it happens to be the novel'. 74 Thus Diderot uses Jacques as an 

apparatus by which to criticise a particular kind of novel popular during his lifetime (and 

indeed still popular now), which he felt did not grapple with the experience of life as he 

saw it, and in fact produced dangerous distortions of reality: 

And what is this, Reader? One love story after another! That makes one, 
two, three, four love stories I’ve told you and three or four more still to 
come. That is a lot of love stories. It is also a fact that since I am writing 
for you I must either go without your applause or follow your taste, and 
you have shown a decided taste for love stories.75 

Diderot's novel is also politically and religiously subversive, questioning authority on 

many levels, and, given his imprisonment as a young man for his anonymous publication 

of a philosophical treatise, 'Letter on the Blind' (which questioned religion rather too 

closely for the liking of the authorities), it is easy to see why he was in no rush to publish 

Jacques.76

I begin teaching my third year undergraduate module, Writing Fiction: Innovation 

72 His Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, A Confederacy of Dunces (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1980) was published more than ten years after his suicide.

73 A Confederacy of Dunces' epigraph is from Jonathan Swift's “Thoughts on Various Subjects, Moral and 
Diverting,” in The Works of Jonathan Swift. 223 (Edinburgh: Archibald Constable and Co., 1824). Also 
available online at <http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/623> accessed 07.08.2011.

74 Ronald Sukenick, “The New Tradition in Fiction,” in Surfiction: Fiction Now and Tomorrow ed. 
Raymond Federman, 40 (Chicago: The Swallow Press Incorporated, 1975).

75 Denis Diderot, Jacques the Fatalist, trans. Michael Henry (London: Penguin Classics, 1986), 166. 
Jacques was written between the late 1760s and 1778 approximately, and published after Diderot's death 
in 1796.

76 An account of Diderot's life and works can be found in Martin Hall's Introduction to the Penguin Classics 
edition. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/623
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and Experiment, by showing my students some of Jacques. ‘Yeah,' they say, distinctly 

unimpressed, 'that’s postmodern, that is. Seen it all before.’ It is only when I jump up and 

down and tell them that it was written in the Eighteenth Century that they pay attention. 

‘You what?’

So we begin to see the accuracy of Sukenick's observation that innovative or 

experimental novels do not follow a linear progression: 

...the new tradition makes itself felt as a presence rather than a 
development. Instead of a linear sequence of historical influences it 
seems a network of interconnections revealed to our particular point of 
view. 77 

From where we are standing on our postmodern vantage point, we see texts such as 

Jacques the Fatalist and Tristram Shandy pop up, in apparently isolated instances, and then 

this innovative presence goes underground, travelling like Deleuze's rhizome, until it puts 

up a shoot in some other time and context. 78 

We also begin to understand the heavy price that an innovative or experimental 

writer can pay. The first class of my Innovative Fiction module is a nervous affair. 

Participants are all worried about what they’ll be asked to do. This final year module will 

have a bearing on their degree classification, so the stakes are high. We begin by trying to 

tease out a working definition of innovation and experiment. The really sharp students 

soon twig that any act of writing is an experiment: it’s unique, and, until it’s finished, no-

one can be quite sure how it’s going to turn out. Indeed, Federman goes so far as to say: 

Personally, I do not believe that a fiction writer with the least amount of 
self-respect, and belief in what he [sic] is doing, ever says to himself: “I 
am now going to experiment with fiction; I am now writing an 
experimental piece of fiction.” Others say that about his [sic]fiction. The 
middle-man of literature is the one who gives the label EXPERIMENTAL 
to what is difficult, strange, provocative, and even original. 79

This sets up an interesting tension in a module which calls itself 'innovation and 

experiment', where students are in a sense compelled to label their work in this way. 

For the purposes of the module we attempt to grapple with these conceptual 

difficulties by drawing up a collective agreement on what it is that we think the module is 
77 Suckenick, Surfiction, 37.
78 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus (London: Continuum, 2004).
79 Federman, Surfiction, 7.
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about (see Appendix 1). While this document varies from year to year, its underlying 

principles remain reassuringly constant. Federman's point on the artificiality of labelling 

oneself as an experimental writer was this year addressed as follows:

We are wary of innovation for its own sake, which can result in cynical or 
pretentious work. Therefore we expect that each student on this module 
will engage with innovation as ‘a by-product of a writerly challenge’.

I agree. In my opinion, experiment has to address an issue or a problem. It has to come as a 

response to a genuine desire to explore. Thus the structure of my novel arose not because I 

set out to write a text that challenged the conventions of the novel as a genre, but because I 

wished to juxtapose certain realities in order to raise questions and show connections. 

Federman reminds us that even if, as it ought to be, our work is the result of a 

genuine engagement with issues of concern to us as writers, others will categorise us. The 

direction of one’s own practice and the reception of one’s work are both profoundly 

affected by this act of categorisation. Trying to make it as a writer is a risky enough 

business. Trying to make it as a  writer who will be categorised as 'experimental', riskier 

still. But what is to be done? If you need to ask those questions, to respond to 'the ongoing 

flow of experience', isn't such a risk inevitable? As  Federman warns: 'Everything that does 

not fall into the category of successful fiction (commercially that is)... is immediately 

relegated to the domain of experimentation – a safe and useless place.' 80 

A telling example of the heavy price even the best and most respected writers can 

pay when the 'middle-men of literature' categorise your work as 'experimental' is that of 

Christine Brooke-Rose with her 1975 work Thru (see Figure 1). 81 As Brooke-Rose 

acknowledged, this was too much for the middle-men. In an interview, she said: 

Yes, that really is a very difficult novel…I never thought it would be 
accepted. It was something I had to do. My publisher loved it; at least my 
editor loved it, the publisher was perhaps not quite so pleased, and of 
course, it didn’t sell. And after that I did realise that I had probably, career-
wise as they say, done myself a lot of harm because I was really dismissed 
as completely potty…82

However, Brooke-Rose forged a trail for other writers to follow. She produced a 'limit text', 
80 Ibid., 7.
81 Christine Brooke-Rose, Thru, first published 1975, this edition in Four Novels: Out, Such, Between,  

Thru, The Christine Brooke-Rose Omnibus (Manchester: Carcanet, 2006).
82 Ellen G. Friedman and Miriam Fuchs, “An Interview with Christine Brooke-Rose,” in Review of  

Contemporary Fiction 9.3 (Fall 1989), 
<http://www.centerforbookculture.org/interviews/interview_brookerose.html> accessed 11.09.2007.

http://www.centerforbookculture.org/interviews/interview_brookerose.html
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showing us what happens when genre is pushed to breaking point: the narrator is difficult 

to find, and the medium may not be prose. Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,  

published in 2000, was an international best seller. 83  And yet, as can be seen in Figure 2, it 

clearly draws on the kinds of things that Brooke-Rose made possible by pushing her 

practice to the limit. Predictably, there’s no explicit acknowledgement of Brooke-Rose in 

the work. Point 5 of our stages of innovation is illustrated again. People accept and adopt 

the innovation, enjoy its benefits, attribute it to people other than the innovator, and deny 

the existence of stages 1 – 4.

Interestingly, Brooke-Rose also felt very strongly that her gender played a part in 

the hostile, career-wrecking reception of Thu. 

…the woman experimental writer has more difficulties than the man 
experimental writer, in the sense that, however much men have accepted 
women's writing, there is still this basic assumption, which is unconscious, 
that women cannot create new forms... There is an unconscious refusal, 
really, to look at what I'm doing in any kind of detail. Whereas men 
experimenters or innovators of any kind do get that sort of attention. 84

Her comments are echoed by Michele Roberts, who in 2005 stated that she believes herself 

to be received as woman first, writer second. 85 Such observations on the relationship 

between gender and writing also chime with Harold Bloom's blood-soaked vision of 

fathers cannibalising sons as the way in which writers find the space to make their own 

contribution. 86 

Tellingly, the edited collection of essays in Surfiction, excellent though its 

contribution to our understanding of innovative fiction is, contains contributions from male 

critics only, who refer almost exclusively to the work of male writers. Of course there are 

some women writers, like Kathy Acker, who are acknowledged for their bold experiments, 

but one cannot dismiss Brooke-Rose's perception, borne of personal experience, that her 

gender played a role in the critical establishment's reluctance to engage with her most 

challenging work. 87 It would appear that the issue of gender, which undoubtedly 

influenced and probably curtailed Cary's literary career, is still casting its shadow, and one 

83 Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, (London: Doubleday, 2000).
84 Friedman and Fuchs, <http://www.centerforbookculture.org/interviews/interview_brookerose.html> 

accessed 11.09.2007.
85 Michele Roberts, “The Difference of View,” Pretext 11 (Norwich: Pen & Inc Press, Autumn 2005), 20.
86 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press,1973). 
87 For example, Essential Acker: The Selected Writings of Kathy Acker  eds. Amy Scholder and Dennis 

Cooper (New York: Grove Press, 2002).

http://www.centerforbookculture.org/interviews/interview_brookerose.html
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has some sympathy with feminist critics who attempt to trace a line of pioneering women 

writers from Cary onwards. But gender, as ever, is only part of the story. All writers, 

masculine or feminine, must work hard for their readers' attention, and perhaps some of the 

critical hostility towards Brooke-Rose comes from the fact that with Thru, she leaves her 

readers to work it out for themselves.

Accessible Literary Fiction

While Brooke-Rose may have done us all a service in delineating the limits of the novel 

with Thru, her 'very special sort of unreadable book', most of us wish to produce some 

form of readable text.  If I cannot earn my reader's attention, then anything else I may wish 

to achieve with my text is pointless. Most of us would also hope to publish, and possibly to 

scrape a living from doing so. Thus my students (and I) are sensitive to commercial factors. 

Can we make a living at this, they asked me. If not, why should we bother? As I trod water, 

flailing for an answer, one of the students silenced me with his brilliance: experiment, he 

said, was simply ‘a personal challenge to evaluate what you write’. Thus, even a writer 

engaged in the most conventional of tasks – say writing a certain kind of genre fiction for a 

certain kind of reader – needs to innovate in order to stay in the game. As Alain Robbe-

Grillet writes, 'Each novelist, each novel must invent its own form. No recipe can replace 

this continual reflection.' 88 Even the most conventional of novelists has to produce a text 

which is similar to previous works without being derivative, recognisable without being a 

clone, ultimately predictable, while disguising this predictability throughout. Expressed 

like this, it looks almost Oulipian in the challenge posed to the writer, and questions some 

of the assertions about the nature of experiment made so forcefully by Federman.

I believe, however, that most readers are quick to appreciate the difference between 

jobbing writers working to such constraints, and those who set their own agenda. I am not 

making a value judgement about which is the more worthwhile sort of writing, just trying 

to tease out the difference in nuance which helps to define work which is categorised as 

experimental. Since Federman wrote about the middle-men of literature who categorise 

things as experimental and leave them languishing in a dusty corner, a kind of accessible 

literary fiction has been emerging; texts that can be nominated for Richard and Judy's book 

club, sell in their hundreds of thousands, and yet still make it to the Booker short-list, and 

become the stuff of postgraduate conference papers. 

88 Alain Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1989), 12.
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Such texts work on many levels: they innovate within the recognisable structures of fiction. 

They are the kinds of texts that 

rediscover validly the artifices of language and literature – such far out 
notions as grammar, punctuation...even characterisation! Even plot! -if 
one goes about it the right way, aware of what one's predecessors have 
been up to. 89 

In defining historiographic metafiction, Hutcheon cites many of the same features as Barth 

has just described, and I propose that historiographic metafictions could be seen as a sub-

genre within that of accessible literary fiction. Hutcheon identifies The French Lieutenant's  

Woman as an example of historiographic metafiction, and I guess that she would also 

classify David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas, Michael Cunningham's The Hours, and possibly 

Heartwood as other examples of this genre. This kind of text, according to Hutcheon, is 

often able to achieve commercial success because 'it always works within conventions in 

order to subvert them.' 90 

And, thinking of experiment as presence rather than linear development, Tristram 

Shandy could be added to this list of innovative, commercially successful texts. While 

Federman is right to identify Laurence Sterne's work as a landmark text, his point about the 

hostile reception that such 'multi-faceted, anti-sequential, surrational' texts must expect to 

receive is undermined by the fact that Tristram Shandy was wildly popular and made 

Sterne a celebrity during his lifetime. This shows that if one is entertaining enough, readers 

will tolerate a fair degree of challenge, demonstrating the validity of Culler's definition of 

the novel as a genre in which 'one can accept the most bizarre alterations of technique,' as 

long as certain things (e.g. character and narrative) are provided. 91 

Thus most of these accessible literary texts maintain the conventions of the novel in 

many respects, choosing to innovate in selected areas only. So unlike Thru, which enacts 

the writer hovering 'on the edge of highly patterned gibberish, trying to determine exactly 

where that border lies,' 92 John Fowles in The French Lieutenant's Woman sets up a 

brilliantly executed Victorian romance, and only once he has hooked us with narrative 

drive, convincing characters and sumptuous historical detail, does he gradually begin to 

introduce the metaphysical elements that eventually blow the conventions of plot asunder 

89 John Barth, “The Literature of Exhaustion” in Surfiction: Fiction Now and Tomorrow ed. Raymond 
Federman, 23 (Chicago: The Swallow Press Incorporated, 1975).

90 Hutcheon, 5.
91 Culler, Surfiction, 259.
92 Ibid., 259.
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by offering us a choice of endings in his fight against the tyranny of the linearity of the 

book. 

Cloud Atlas and The Hours concern themselves with structure; with how fracturing 

the narrative, playing with point of view, and showing apparently disparate events to be 

intimately connected, can be achieved in a narrative which is nonetheless satisfyingly 

resolved with characters about whom we care. I have always admired this kind of fiction, 

which entertains as it works to explore the possibilities of the novel. This is the kind of 

fiction I have attempted to produce in Heartwood, and the mechanics of doing so will be 

discussed in subsequent sections of these complementary discourses.

The Composite Novel

Just like Cloud Atlas and The Hours, my text experiments with structure. It lies somewhere 

between a conventionally structured novel, and a single author short story collection. Anne 

Morris and Maggie Dunn refer to these texts as a 'literary work composed of shorter texts 

that though individually complete and autonomous are interrelated in a coherent whole 

according to one or more organizing principles'. 93 As with all attempts to define genre, 

literary works that may be described as composite novels can be seen to sit on a continuum 

between what might be termed 'readerly' texts, which seek to appeal to a broad range of 

readers by being as engaging and accessible as possible, and 'writerly' texts, which demand 

more of the reader, and therefore reduce the number of readers willing to put in the work. 

Readerly composite novels could include Amy Tan's The Joy Luck Club, and Melissa 

Bank's The Girl's Guide to Hunting and Fishing. 94 Writerly composite novels might 

include Brooke-Rose's Thru as their most extreme manifestation, whilst Richard 

Brautigan's Trout Fishing in America is somewhat more accessible. 95 I propose that texts 

such as Cloud Atlas and Heartwood sit somewhere in the middle of the readerly-writerly 

continuum, being both composite novels and historiographic metafictions. That is to say, 

they make concessions to the reader in terms of seeking to provide a satisfying and 

engaging narrative, while offering different levels of challenge and reward according to the 

inclination and aptitude of the individual reader. Such historiographic composite texts may 

also be classified as what S. Spencer calls the 'architectonic novel', where: 

93  Ann Morris and Maggie Dunn, The Composite Novel: the Short Story Cycle in Transition, cited by Penny 
Zang in “Defining and Unifying American Short Fiction,” American Fiction Suite 101 (2008), 
<http://americanfiction.suite101.com/article.cfm/linked_short_story_collections> accessed 22.07.2011 . 

94 Amy Tan, The Joy Luck Club (London: Vintage, 1991).
Melissa Bank, The Girl's Guide to Hunting and Fishing (London: Penguin, 2005).

95 Richard Brautigan, Trout Fishing in America (London: Vintage, 1997).

http://americanfiction.suite101.com/article.cfm/linked_short_story_collections
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The spatialization of form serves as an alternative to the old novel's sequential 
organisation in plot and narrative. Through techniques such as juxtaposition... 
the novelist can create a structure that communicates by means of pattern 
rather than sequence.96 

Or, as we will see shortly, the accessible literary text in its incarnation as a historiographic 

composite novel will retain enough sequential organisation to make it accessible, while 

simultaneously presenting a pattern that is offered to those readers equipped to seek out 

and enjoy it. Thus Cloud Atlas offers six gripping narratives, which, within the internal 

logic of each narrative, are sequentially organised, but when arranged into a composite text 

offer resonances which form patterns independent of these sequences (see Figure 3). The 

narrative shape is rather like a spider's web, where each of the story lines is a structural 

thread which can be followed through the web in a straight line, but which is also rich in 

lateral connecting threads for those who wish to appreciate the complex engineering. 

Such texts may also be described by Federman's concept of 'surfiction'. In 

particular, the historiographic composite novel's use of space and pattern as well as 

sequence seems to fit Federman's description of surfiction's behaviour: 

it will circle around itself, create new and unexpected movements and 
figures in the unfolding of the narration, repeating itself, projecting itself 
backward and forward along the curves of the writing. 97 

As I will demonstrate in my discussion of structure, I believe that this is what I have 

attempted with Heartwood.

Experimental Formalism

In a panel at the Great Writing conference, 2009, I identified my practice as 'experimental 

formalism'. 98 I aimed to produce something more or less recognisable as approximating a 

novel, and yet equally recognisably questioning the limits and purpose of the form, to 

nudge it past conventional definitions of genre into new territory. What Michael 

Cunningham and David Mitchell, and many of my students, understand is that experiment 

96 S. Spencer,  Space, Time and Structure in the Modern Novel (Chicago: The Swallow Press Incorporated, 
1974), cited by Sukenick in Surfiction, 38.

97 Federman, Surfiction, 11.
98 With Judy Kendall (University of Salford) and Terri Witek (Stetson University, Florida), I contributed to a 

panel on how writers who do not define themselves as linguistically innovative may nonetheless engage 
in formally innovative practices: 'Experimental Formalism' (paper presented at the Great Writing 
Conference, University of Bangor, United Kingdom, June 2009). 
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requires a trade-off – unless you are prepared to risk Christine Brooke-Rose’s experience 

with Thru. If you want to be read, and achieve some sort of book sales, then you must 

recognise that you are challenging your reader, and offer them something in compensation. 

One of these compensations is often a gripping narrative, compelling enough to withstand 

the fractures that this experimental formalism often requires, but also a growing sense of 

immanence, like the sun behind the clouds, something waiting to be revealed. What I strive 

to achieve is a text that works on multiple levels, a thumping good read which keeps the 

pages turning, while carrying layers of significance which will reward those prepared to 

work harder at reading, to produce the effect that R.B. Nair describes: 'when we get the 

point of a story, as when we get a riddle, part of the pleasure is our own cultural savvy. 

Cleverness pleases us, especially our own…’ 99 

So to explain my definition of experimental formalism, the experiment, for me, is 

not immediately apparent at line level, in the way that it is so obviously present for 

Christine Brooke-Rose. For this reason Federman may argue that my work does not qualify 

as surfiction, because the experiment is revealed in the overall form, in gaps and shape and 

silences. It’s just that the novel is such a large form that my use of these devices is not 

apparent at page level but rather reveals itself gradually because it cannot be seen all at 

once. To compensate my reader for this experiment with form, I use the conventional 

elements of the craft to the best of my abilities (the specifics of which will be discussed 

shortly). I am conscious of plot, character development, tension, resolution, drama, setting, 

and humour. It is in the discipline of the structure I have sought to create, and in the 

questioning of genre, that the experiment, I hope, makes itself clear. I do not experiment in 

the way that Christine Brooke-Rose does, nor can I liken my practice to that of historical 

novelists such as Philippa Gregory, whose brilliant research and spellbinding writing 

nonetheless follow the conventions of the genre without questioning them explicitly, and 

who has the book sales to prove it. No, my experiment creeps up gradually; like divining 

rods, without crossing the other narrative strands, you probably wouldn’t guess that it was 

there.

99 R. B. Nair, Narrative Gravity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 99.
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Figure 3: schematic representation of Cloud Atlas
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Part III: Autobiography: Truths and Their Telling

'Writing,' says Lobo Antunes, 'is like taking drugs, you start purely for 
pleasure and you end up organising your life around your vice like a drug 
addict. This is my life. Even when I suffer, I live it like a split personality: 
the man [sic] is suffering and the writer is considering how to use the 
suffering in his [sic] work. 100

Many (if not all) writers seem to undergo this split, which produces a duality whereby you 

are simultaneously a subject experiencing reality and an observing consciousness that 

treats your own life as if you were a method actor, using every experience as grist to your 

fiction-writer's mill. Pain? That's good. File it away until you need an authentic description 

for one of your characters. 

This raises interesting questions about the relationship between fiction and 

autobiography. It suggests that all fiction is to some extent an act of autobiography, but 

usually we writers keep quiet about it, either because we aren't aware of it ourselves, or 

because we wish to remain within the forgiving realm of the novel, where the presumption 

in favour of fiction keeps libel lawyers out of work. Federman agrees that 'there is some 

truth in that cliché which says that “life is fiction,” but not because it happens in the streets, 

but because reality as such does not exist, or rather exists only in its fictionalised 

version.'101 This line of argument turns the equation on its head, and implies that instead of 

looking for the presence of autobiographical elements in our fiction, we should instead 

work from the premise that all autobiography is by its nature fiction, because 

If the experiences of any man [sic] (in this case the writer) exist only as 
fiction, as they are recalled or recounted, afterwards, and always in a 
distorted, glorified, sublimated manner, then these experiences are 
inventions. And if most fiction is (more or less) based on the experiences 
of the one who writes... there cannot be any truth nor any reality exterior to 
fiction. 102

Thus, even if one tried to write a scrupulously honest memoir, the result would still be 

fiction because 'to write, then, is to produce meaning, and not reproduce a pre-existing 

meaning.'  103 Perhaps, therefore, in putting a fictional construct of myself into Heartwood I 
100  Lobo Antunes, cited by Enrique Vila-Matas,  Montano, trans. Jonathan Dunne (London: Harvil Secker, 

2007), 198. Vila-Matas' experimental text claims to have opened new ground in between essay, fiction 
and autobiography.

101 Federman, Surfiction, 7-8.
102 Ibid., 11-12.
103 Ibid., 8.
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am merely pointing out the obvious. I prefer to think that, like John Fowles, I am trying to 

be open and honest about my agenda: this is why I wrote the novel, this is what I want you 

to understand, this is how I am trying to manipulate you into seeing things my way. 104

And yet the literary establishment tends to frown upon writers who have the 

audacity to play their hands so openly. There is a suspicion of vulgarity, of narcissism in an 

author who comes on stage, rather than sneaking around behind the scenes and pulling the 

strings from on high. 'A novelist who takes himself as the principal subject of his novel,' 

writes Jane Smiley in The Guardian's review of Montano, 'is asking for it.' 105 And just as 

Blue tells himself in Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy, 'This isn't the story of my life, 

after all... I'm supposed to be writing about him, not myself.' 106

I am not the first author to give a character with their name a starring role in their 

novel. In Lunar Park Bret Easton Ellis plays with the conventions of memoir and fiction 

(as defined by the middle-men of literature who create the expectation that memoir will be 

'true' and that fiction will be invented). 107 The dust jacket of the book says 'BRET 

EASTON ELLIS LUNAR PARK' in stencil style letters that have been cut out of the paper 

so that part of a grainy, black and white image shows through from the cover beneath. Only 

by peeling off the dust jacket is the subject of the photograph revealed: a head shot of the 

author, looking worried. This device, and indeed much of the mechanism of the narrative, 

only works because of the author's celebrity and the fact that most readers would recognise 

him instantly. Such a device is not an option for the rest of us. And it could be argued that 

in trading on his status and celebrity, Ellis is playing a characteristically flippant game with 

his readers, whereas the placing of a construct of myself in Heartwood is a more sincere 

attempt to engage seriously with questions about authorship, truth, and memory.

However, Lunar Park is instructive in many respects. Ellis makes good use of his 

renown, playing with the cult of author celebrity to interesting effect, enabling a critical 

comment on a recent trend in popular culture, which seems to privilege the personal 

history of the author above the texts that the author produces. Such privileging of 

authenticity (or, more accurately, author-centricity) is reflected in the recent commercial 

success of supposed autobiographies (notably Dave Pelzer’s A Child Called It) that have 

104 John Fowles,The French Lieutentant's Woman (London: Vintage, 2004). See chapter 55: 'And I will keep 
up the pretence no longer. Now the question I am asking, as I stare at Charles, is... what the devil am I 
going to do with you?' (389).

105 Jane Smiley, “Lessons in Literature,” The Guardian, 13 January 2007,
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/jan/13/featuresreviews.guardianreview18> accessed 07.08.2011.

106 Paul Auster, The New York Trilogy (London: Faber and Faber, 1987), 149.
107 Bret Easton Ellis, Lunar Park ( London: Picador. 2005).

http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/jan/13/featuresreviews.guardianreview18
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since been declared to contain a large element of ‘fiction,’ as well as the current trend for 

best-selling historical biographies (such as Elizabeth and Mary: Cousins, Rivals, Queens 

by Jane Dunn). 108 At this moment in popular Western culture, the narration of ‘true’ events 

seems to be prized as a commercial commodity of more value than those works that label 

themselves as ‘fiction’. 

Ellis plays on this phenomenon in the first chapter of Lunar Park, which reads like 

a serious introduction, where the author writes candidly of his troubled personal history, 

and leads us to believe that what follows is a memoir. Most readers in the Western world 

will be aware of him, if not for his well-documented rock'n'roll lifestyle, then for the film 

of his novel American Psycho and the controversy which followed. 109 Thus he builds on 

our knowledge of his context to create what Harry E. Shaw would identify as a sense of 

'probability', the way a narrative 'fits the world it imitates...' 110 Ellis' references to 'real' 

celebrities such as Keanu Reeves, and in particular to his author friend Jay McInerney, who 

appears as a character in the main body of the text, lend a veneer of authenticity. However, 

a combination of slight exaggeration and self-satire makes us wary, and this being Ellis, we 

start to wonder what he is up to.  As Time Magazine's Lev Grossman asks, 'How much is 

real, and how much is just gonzo shock tactics? How much is autobiography, and how 

much is just autoerotic make-believe?' 111

The back of the dust jacket piques our interest when it states, in large white letters 

on a black background: 'Regardless of how horrible the events described here might seem, 

there's one thing you must remember as you hold this book in your hands: all of it 

happened, every word is true.' Having thus primed us, Ellis uses his introduction to critique 

the other novels he has written, adding to the text's aura of authenticity, before telling us in 

candid detail about his relationship with a film star, Jayne Dennis. The way he weaves 

references to real film stars around her part in the narrative is almost enough to make us 

believe she is just another starlet who passed us by. I was one of many who 'googled' her, 

in order to confirm my suspicion that she didn't exist beyond the horizons of this text, and, 

as one would expect of Ellis, jaynedennis.com is there, although the photographs have 

108 Dave Pelzer,  A Child Called It  (London: Orion, 2002).
Jane Dunn, Elizabeth and Mary: Cousins, Rivals, Queens  (London: HarperPerennial, 2004).
The public appetite for so-called misery memoirs was noted by the New York Times: ‘[the] veracity of his 
story has come into question and Pelzer's brother has denied abuse, but Pelzer's fans apparently want to 
believe him because they want to believe startling recovery from horrors he describes.’ Pat Jordan, 
“Dysfunction for Dollars,” New York Times Sunday July 28, 2002, Late Edition - Final, Section 6, 22.

109 American Psycho, dir. Mary Harron (Los Angeles: Universal Pictures, 2000). Film.
110 Harry E. Shaw, The Forms of Historical Fiction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 21.
111 Lev Grossman, “Books: Less Than a Hero,” Time Magazine, 14 September 2005, 

<http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1093714,00.html> accessed 07.07.2011.

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1093714,00.html


 317
been cleverly manipulated to look just odd enough to suggest they have been doctored. 

A Million Little Problems

Thus Ellis draws our attention to the construction of reality, and plays with the conventions 

of memoir. Although some readers were puzzled or cross because it wasn't what they were 

expecting, 'I began to wonder if the book wasn't some sort of elaborate prank,' wrote the 

Boston Globe's reviewer, Ellis' text was on the whole positively received. 112 He was not 

censured or professionally damaged by what he had done.  This can be contrasted with the 

experience of another author who published a text on the fiction/memoir boundary at 

around the same time. James Frey's ‘memoir’ A Million Little Pieces sold about 3.5 million 

copies before investigations into the accuracy of the events in the narrative revealed that 

some embellishment had occurred. 113 This caused a national scandal in America, which 

resulted in Oprah Winfrey hauling him on to her show to explain himself. Frey was forced 

to issue an apology, and his publishers in the U.S. offered refunds to anyone who had 

bought the work under the label of ‘truth’ and now found themselves dissatisfied with it 

because of its fictional elements. 114

Frey had done what all writers do: re-ordered events, exaggerated for dramatic 

effect, and allowed that most unreliable of witnesses, his memory, to testify. A Million 

Little Pieces is the story of Frey's descent into and salvation from drug and alcohol abuse. 

At one point he tells of his arrest for a rather serious offence. Someone went and checked 

the police records and found a less serious offence had been recorded. Frey writes 

viscerally about dental treatment without pain relief (he believes he was denied narcotics 

because of his addiction). A dentist takes his account to pieces, quibbling with Frey's 

descriptions of various pieces of technical equipment. 115 Rubbishing Frey's memoir 

became a national sport. As Frey reasonably points out, his memoir 'is a subjective truth, 

altered by the mind of a recovering drug addict and alcoholic. Ultimately, it's a story, and 

one that I could not have written without having lived the life I've lived.' He writes of his 

shock and hurt at being pilloried for working 'from memory instead of from a strict 

112 Steve Almond, “Ellis masquerades as Ellis, and it is not a pretty sight,” Boston Globe, 14 August 2005, 
<http://www.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2005/08/14/ellis_masquerades_as_ellis_and_it_is_not_a_prett
y_sight/?page=1> accessed 08.07.2011. 

113 James Frey, A Million Little Pieces (London: John Murray, 2004).
The Smoking Gun,  “A Million Little Lies: Exposing James Frey's Fiction Addition.” 
<http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/0104061jamesfrey1.html> accessed 07.07.2011. 

114 Gawker.com, <http://gawker.com/news/james-frey/james-frey-settlement-website-imminent-245978.php> 
accessed 07.07.2011. 

115 Dr. Jerry Gordon, “'A Million Little Pieces' Dental Ordeal Dubious,” The Dental Comfort Zone,  
<http://www.dentalcomfortzone.com/template.php?aid=20> accessed 07.07.2011. 

http://www.dentalcomfortzone.com/template.php?aid=20
http://gawker.com/news/james-frey/james-frey-settlement-website-imminent-245978.php
http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/0104061jamesfrey1.html
http://www.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2005/08/14/ellis_masquerades_as_ellis_and_it_is_not_a_pretty_sight/?page=1
http://www.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2005/08/14/ellis_masquerades_as_ellis_and_it_is_not_a_pretty_sight/?page=1
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journalistic or historical standard'. 'My mistake,' he confesses, 'and one I deeply regret, is 

writing about the person I created in my mind to help me cope, and not the person who 

went through the experience.' 116 Again we see being enacted the splitting of subjectivity 

that Antunes describes. Frey's 'crime' was in allowing Frey the writer to use the suffering of 

Frey the man in his work. 

And yet this is a process fundamental to all narrative. Ellis emerged relatively 

unscathed from his experiment with memoir because he stayed on the right side of the 

'fictional' line. He made no claims for the truth of his work, external to the work itself, and 

it was marketed without recourse to the commodification of truth in the way that Frey's 

text was. Again, it was the 'middle men of literature' who packaged and sold Frey's text as 

'true' in a journalistic, historical, legal sense: 'According to a February 2003 New York 

Observer story by Joe Hagan, Frey originally tried to sell the book as a fictional work, but 

the Talese imprint "declined to publish it as such"'. 117 Disturbingly, in 2006 it was reported 

that: 

Some readers have now decided to sue the book's publisher, Random 
House and the relevant subdivision, Doubleday, in three separate class 
action lawsuits, in Los Angeles, Illinois, and Seattle. Each suit alleges 
breach of contract, and negligent misrepresentation as well as consumer 
fraud, and each seeks millions of dollars in damages. 118 

This situation seems to reinforce the value judgement that privileges ‘truth’ over all other 

literary merits. It implies that works of autobiographical prose such as Frey’s, which 

contain fictional embellishments in order to serve ‘the greater purpose of the book’, are 

quite literally worthless and may in fact be harmful to readers. 119

Federman's claim that all autobiography is by definition fiction (and indeed all 

fiction autobiography), but no less valid for that, seems to have fallen on stony ground. 

And while the spectacle of class actions against a memoirist gives greater urgency to 

Federman's vision of the narratives of the future, where ' all distinctions between the real 

and the imaginary... the past and the present, between truth and untruth will be abolished,' 

it is discouraging to note that 35 years after he wrote that plea, the 'general voracious and 

116 James Frey, A Million Little Pieces (London: John Murray, 2004), vii, vi.
117 The Smoking Gun, <http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/0104061jamesfrey1.html> accessed 

07.07.2011. 
118 Anita Ramasastry, “The Lawsuits over James Frey's 'A Million Little Pieces': Although the Author Has 

Conceded Fabrication, The Suits Should be Dismissed,” Findlaw, 02 February 2006, 
<http://writ.news.findlaw.com/ramasastry/20060202.html> accessed 07.07.2011. 

119 Frey, v.

http://writ.news.findlaw.com/ramasastry/20060202.html
http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/0104061jamesfrey1.html
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often misguided appetite for facts' is still with us and that. As Deborah Orr notes,‘the 

power of deed rather than word has acquired a rather sinister upper hand’. 120  Thus, I am 

aware of the risks inherent in my decision to place a character called Ursula Hurley in a 

text bearing the author name of Ursula Hurley.

This Is Not About Me

It was not that I couldn't think of anything else to write, and therefore, in desperation, 

wrote about myself, as Vila-Matas has his narrator claim in Montano. 121 Nor did I wish to 

treat the reader to an insight into myself because, as Montano's narrator states, the reader is 

entitled to it. This presumes a level of interest in the reader which may not be present. They 

want to read my work (I hope) because it is interesting and entertaining, not because they 

have any great wish on a point of principle to know the author better. Rather that in order 

to know Cary better, they need to see her through my eyes, witness her importance to me, 

and the threads which still connect us; stronger than time, stronger than death. We have 

become symbiotic. I needed, as W.G. Sebald urges, to show my hand, to let the reader see 

why the novel had come about, to help them appreciate Cary's significance and influence, 

even from the dusty obscurity of the seventeenth century. 122 In becoming part of my story, 

she is less remote. She lives, in a way, through me.

In Federman's terms, Heartwood  can be read as entirely a work of fiction. 

However, given that Federman reads any narrative as a work of fiction, this classification 

is not particularly illuminating. Shaw takes a more nuanced view: 

Genres help us sense the lay of the literary land. They imply questions and 
sometimes answers: we see a forest, or at least clumps of trees, instead of 
trees. In other parts of life, we constantly make distinctions that are like 
generic distinctions in literary studies, and they matter. 123

Thus the decision to put a character with my name, with a history and personality 

remarkably similar to my own, into a text that would probably be identified as resembling 

a novel, sends a particular set of signals to the reader. I hope it indicates a text that is aware 

of its own construction, that investigates the process by which life events initiate, and in 
120 Federman, Surfiction, 8, 43.

Deborah Orr, ‘The Literary World's Obsession with Sensational “Memoirs” Degrades Us,’ The 
Independent, 09 September 2006, <http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/deborah-
orr/deborah-orr-the-literary-worlds-obsession-with-sensational-memoirs-degrades-us-415232.html> 
accessed 07.07.2011.

121 Enrique Vila-Matas,  Montano, trans. Jonathan Dunne (London: Harvil Secker, 2007), 119.
122 W.G. Sebald's thinking is summarised in Vila-Matas, Montano, 101.
123 Shaw, 19.
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themselves become the stuff of, literary production, and that acts of literary production can 

initiate life events. In short, I hope it announces a text that highlights ‘gender, emotion, 

informal power, and cultural conceptions of the self,' as key constituents of the writing and 

reading process. 124

Genre-bending: a novelist tries to write autobiography

The autobiographical narrative strand was the most difficult to write. One reason for this 

was practical: I wrote the strands in chronological order, starting with the most distant 

temporally. Thus, like a partially completed jigsaw, the other two narrative strands defined 

the space within which I could work. The difficulty was in not knowing what the missing 

pieces looked like. The pressure to get it right was also mounting. After years spent writing 

the other two strands, this strand became the keystone, the thing by which the whole text 

would stand or fall. One big decision was in trying to define the period of my own life 

about which I would write. How would it link to the other strands? Some of my long-

suffering guinea-pig readers raised the question of how it would compete with the grand 

set-pieces and historical finery of the other two narratives. So while I had at first planned 

to write the autobiographical section as the person I am now, as a simultaneous 

commentary produced as the other two strands were being written, it began to seem clear 

that in the interests of narrative coherence, for the purposes of this project the most fruitful 

period about which to write would be my time as an undergraduate at Cambridge. This 

gave me the grand buildings, the obvious temporal links with Cary's era, and of course it 

allowed me to tell the story of how I discovered her. And thus, by deciding to write about a 

younger version of myself, the process of distancing began. 

At this stage, as part of my experiment with genre, I determined to write this strand 

as straight autobiography (naively, I believed this to be possible), and tried to remain 

faithful to my recollections of that period in my life. I thought that this would be relatively 

easy, as I have extensive documentation relating to those years: scrapbooks, photographs, 

essays and lecture notes as well as bits of journals. And so I wrote the opening chapter, as 

truthfully as I could. In order to aid this attempt at objectivity, I tried to do it in the third 

person, seeking to enact Auster's instruction from The Invention of Solitude: 'he speaks of 

himself as another in order to tell the story of himself. He must make himself absent in 

order to find himself there.' 125 Such a strategy, I reasoned, would also allow me to explore 
124  The Personal Narratives Group, eds., Interpreting Women’s Lives: Feminist Theory and Personal  

Narratives (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989), 4.  
125 Paul Auster, The Invention of Solitude (London: Faber and Faber, 1988), 154.
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Irigaray's conception of 'the pure signifier of the subject's experience, the other author who 

is never present in the text' (see Appendix 2). 126  

My writers' workshop hated it. Their reaction, for seasoned work-shoppers and 

professional writers, was extraordinary. Their discomfort and hostility were evident. I was 

too intrigued to be upset. Part of the problem was that they couldn't relate the person sitting 

in front of them to the version of the twenty-year-old me that they were reading. 'But 

you're not like that,' said someone. Goldberg's 'idealizing proximity of voice and self' was 

in full effect. The same thing that I had complained about with Cary was happening to me: 

my life and my text were being conflated in a way that made me very uncomfortable. 

Although I had labelled my text as autobiographical in a way that Cary did not, those 

reading my work knew enough of my personal circumstances to identify it as such 

regardless of this act of labelling. This is an unusual situation, as most readers do not have 

such immediate knowledge of the author as a living person, and rarely sit facing them to 

give feedback. 

However, I believe that any reader would have found this text an uncomfortable 

experience because the person I had described was not very likeable and therefore failed to 

gain their empathy. This was because I was using the autobiographical medium as a 

mechanism for self-scrutiny, as though putting myself in a harsh light where all my 

shortcomings were revealed would somehow make the text more authentic and 

worthwhile. But my readers were not enjoying this act of personal catharsis, which is 

probably best confined to the privacy of a  journal. Auster gets away with his weirdly 

dislocated narrator in 'The Book of Memory' section of The Invention of Solitude because, I 

realised, he is not attempting to create a narrative. His text is a collection of observations 

and recollections, and will probably be sought out by readers who enjoyed The New York 

Trilogy and feel that they would like to know its creator better (and indeed The Invention  

of Solitude gives some teasing insights into just how autobiographical certain aspects of 

The New York Trilogy are). This gives Auster a great deal more leeway in terms of reader 

indulgence than I had.

Another problem with my autobiographical text was that I had included actual 

excerpts from my journal, thinking that this would add authenticity, and an air of historical 

'evidence'. Some group members were visibly squirming. These journal entries were too 

raw, too gauche, too intimate. Perhaps if I had told the workshop that this material was 

126 Sarah Birch, Christine Brooke-Rose and Contemporary Fiction (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 
1994), 98.
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entirely fictional, they would have applauded my ability to evoke the awkwardness of 

adolescence. But because they knew this was a genuine attempt at autobiography, they 

couldn't read it in that way. This is another demonstration of the significance of the generic 

label that writers, or 'middlemen', attach to texts, and an indication of the power of this act 

of classification to alter 'the expectations and procedures of readers.' 127

Too Much Information

An additional difficulty, to do with the craft of storytelling in the autobiographical section, 

was that I couldn't stop qualifying and explaining. Rather than in the fictional sections of 

my text, where my amalgam of research and best-guessing seeks to create a virtual reality 

in which readers can invest, here I was stifling the process, denying it oxygen with an 

excess of information. Prose fiction is a 'message in a bottle' bobbing around in the waves 

of our own experience, the opportunity to step into someone else's shoes, to enter an 

approximation, just for a little while, of what it might be like to live as someone else. It is, 

as Penelope Lively describes, a 'liberation into the minds of others'. 128 Too much irrelevant 

detail weighs down this act of imaginative flight. We only care about what the protagonist 

had for dinner, or to whom they spoke on the way to the shops, if it contributes to our 

understanding of their motivations and moves the narrative forwards. The writer's job is to 

filter out extraneous detail, giving the impression of a rich, vibrant textual universe while 

simultaneously ensuring that the reader doesn't get bogged down. As the protagonist in my 

own story, I was having problems judging which details of my own life were relevant and 

which were irritatingly gratuitous. As Robert Graham says, 'characters in fiction are edited. 

(Why? Because if they were as complicated and sophisticated as real human beings they 

would not be sufficiently comprehensible to function in a work of fiction.).' 129 Trying to 

cram a no-holds-barred attempt at autobiography into a work of fiction was doomed to fail: 

I had to do nothing less than edit myself.

The lever for compelling prose narrative is, in my opinion, an intriguing gap. We 

have a concept, for example: 

a woody perennial plant which usually reaches a height of greater than 4 to 6 
metres (13 to 20 feet) and which has a single stem from which branches grow 
at some distance from the ground level. 130 

127 Jonathan Culler, “Towards a Theory of Non-Genre Literature,” in Surfiction: Fiction Now and Tomorrow,  
ed. Raymond Federman, 257 (Chicago: The Swallow Press Incorporated, 1975).

128 Penelope Lively, Making It Up, 206.
129 Robert Graham, "Characters," in Everything You Need to Know About Creative Writing (but knowing isn't  

everything...), eds. Heather Leach and Robert Graham, 24 (London: Continuum, 2007).
130 Neil Curtis, Longman Illustrated Dictionary of Biology (Essex: Longman, 1985), 59.
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And we have that concept's representation as the linguistic construct, 'TREE'. In the gap 

between concept and representation is where narrative resonates, in the space between the 

signifiers employed by the writer and the potentially infinite variety of responses from any 

given reader as they reconstitute this code into their own version of what is signified: '...in 

language there are only differences.' 131 Beverley Southgate frames this process rather 

negatively as: 'that shadow which falls between any word and its referent, that inadequacy, 

inexactitude, incompleteness of which we are aware in any attempted description.' 132 For a 

historian, as will be discussed later, this quality of narrative may be seen as problematic. 

But for the writer of prose fiction, it is this very incompleteness that allows our work room 

to live, that affords the reader a role in the process of constructing an alternative reality. In 

this gap, the magic of narrative exists. 

For example, Alessandro Baricco’s Ocean Sea begins thus:

Sand as far as the eye can see, between the last hills and the sea -- the sea-- 
in the cold air of an afternoon almost past, and blessed by the wind that 
always blows from the north.

The beach. And the sea.133

Baricco gives us little to work with, and yet what he does give us has a powerful effect. 

The concept of the sea finds fertile ground in the imagination, rich in metaphor and 

association. Are the fading afternoon and North wind symbolic? Do they signal decline, 

winter, or menace? The very sparseness of the description loads it with significance; every 

word is weighed and pondered. 

Giving the reader’s imagination room to breathe is often the most powerful thing 

that a writer can do. The craft is in judging what is salient and what is boring, when to 

zoom in and when to draw back, when to show and when to leave intriguing gaps, when to 

elongate and when to contract. Effective description, just like a palatable brew, takes skill 

and judgement: too much cloys, too little is bland; get it right and the good times roll.

Narrative drive is paramount, a lesson I learned the hard way after wasting a lot of 

time and effort on pages and pages of beautiful (to me) but pointless (to everyone else) 

description. As Stephen King says,

131 Ferdinand de Saussure, “Extract from Course in General Linguistics,” in Modern Literary Theory 3rd 

Edition, eds. Philip Rice and Patricia Waugh, 14 (London: Arnold, 1996).
132 Beverley Southgate, History Meets Fiction (Harlow: Longman Pearson, 2009), 45.
133 Alessandro Baricco, Ocean Sea (London: Hamish Hamilton,1999), 3. This point and a version of the 

material on the following three pages was first published in my chapter “Description” in How to Write  
Fiction (and Think About It), ed. Robert Graham, 175-179 (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).
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In many cases when a reader puts a story aside because it ‘got 
boring,’ the boredom arose because the writer grew enchanted with 
his powers of description and lost sight of his priority, which is to 
keep the ball rolling.134

Just because you can doesn’t mean that you should. When it comes to setting the scene, the 

bare minimum can be more than enough. An interesting workshop exercise is to describe a 

room in very basic terms (e.g. white walls and a rocking chair) and ask the participants to 

write about the image this conjures. The results of this exercise show consistently that such 

sparse description evokes a richly detailed image in the mind of the listener/reader who 

receives it, but also that these images, when shared, turn out to be startlingly similar. It is 

as though a shorthand is at work between writer and reader, functioning on a level of which 

we're not entirely aware, but which is nonetheless very effective. 

If we wish to make use of this powerful shorthand, we have to understand that 

description should never just describe. It has to earn its place in a text by contributing in 

multiple ways. A good example of this multi-tasking quality can be found in Rupert 

Thomson’s Air & Fire. What might be a predictable tale of an unfulfilled wife seeking 

refuge in the arms of another man becomes intensely absorbing because of the Mexican 

landscape in which the drama is played out. The searing heat and unforgiving light create a 

hyper-reality where the emotional tension is as unbearable as the climate. This particularly 

rich passage occurs just before the plot’s climax:

There were lava fields now, shades of coral and maroon. Like 
raised roads, they curved towards him. This was where the elephant trees 
put down their roots. Perverse trees, to choose such desolation. Nothing 
else grew here. From a distance the lava looked smooth, but up close you 
saw that it was flakes of rock stacked tightly, pages in a book. And each 
flake sharp as glass; they could slice through boot leather, horses’ hoofs. 
He let his eye climb towards the mother of the fields. Its slopes striped 
with lava stains. The shocked blue air above the crater’s edge. The last 
time it erupted had been a century and a half ago. But the air did not 
forget. 135

The heroine, half-dead from heat exhaustion, is lolling on the back of the ‘other’ man’s 

mule. Lives are hanging by a thread. Why stop to tell us about the shades of lava and the 

species of tree? Thomson is applying the useful trick of elongating the moment. Stretching 

134  King, On Writing, 207.
135  Rupert Thomson, Air and Fire ( London: Penguin Books,1993), 273 – 274.
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things out with salient description can get your reader panting with anticipation -- as long 

as you pull the narrative taut without letting it snap. Thomson makes use of cinematic 

techniques. He zooms in, from fields of lava to the individual flakes of rock. He points out 

how sharp they are, especially to foot and hoof. Rather than telling us how dangerous the 

situation is, Thomson shows us by focusing his microscope on the local geology. 

If Thomson had tried to give us a geology lesson in the first chapter, we would have 

thought, ‘yeah, and?’ It’s where he introduces the fact that transforms it from boring 

background padding into a vitally important plot device. The key here is to sugar the pill -- 

the reader digests description much more easily when it comes in little snippets that punch 

well above their weight in terms of significance. Why, for example, does Thomson 

describe the volcano as the ‘mother’ of the fields? It could be self-indulgent cleverness 

were it not for the fact that the heroine’s childlessness is a theme which runs throughout the 

book (her barren state matching the barren landscape). Using the word ‘mother’ reminds 

the reader of circumstances and motivations that may otherwise have been forgotten at this 

moment of intense drama. 

Description offers an opportunity to echo and amplify themes, adding resonance 

and richness. This technique comes in really useful for all sorts of narrative, but it is 

especially helpful with historical fiction: it’s a way of telling readers what they need to 

know without sending them to sleep. Manda Scott’s Boudica opens with a detailed account 

of the heroine (Breaca) casting metal, narrated from her father’s point of view. Each stage 

of the process is used to introduce important information about character, context and 

previous events:

The mould cooled slowly. The time from pouring the metal to cracking it 
open had always been the hardest part for her. Of his three children, 
Breaca was the worst for acting on impulse. Twice as a child she had 
reached forward too soon and had had to be taken afterwards to the elder 
grandmother to have the scorched flesh bound with dock leaves and 
fennel root to keep it from festering.136

Within the overarching narrative drive, which invites the reader to speculate as to what it is 

Breaca might be making as well as introducing the metaphorical theme of the heroine 

herself being forged, this waiting for the metal to cool creates a space in which we can 

learn something of Breaca’s character, her family, the social structure of her tribe, and the 

primitive herbal remedies at their disposal. At no time do we feel we are being lectured on 

136  Manda Scott, Boudica: Dreaming the Eagle ( London: BCA, 2003), 36.
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archaeology. Indeed, despite all the clever things going on behind the scenes, Scott’s 

description is simply a pleasure to read:

The fire, unfed, grew cooler, throwing redder light and softer shadows 
into the corners of the forge, drawing out the autumn tones of her hair 
and her eyebrows, making of the rest a silhouette. 137

It’s atmospheric, convincing, a fire-side seat. And above all else that’s what description can 

do: enrapture your reader until they drink down your words like the finest champagne. 

Thus we see that beneath the fabric of narrative runs a set of powerful resonances, 

which a skilful writer may attempt to manipulate, but which none of us can fully control. 

Once, at a writers' workshop, I had submitted a piece set on a hot summer's day. Other 

workshop members complimented my use of heat as a symbol of menace and sexual 

repression. I nodded graciously as a writer's epiphany exploded in my brain: I had set the 

piece on a hot summer's day because chronologically that was what the plot dictated. It had 

not crossed my conscious mind that the descriptions of heat would function in any other 

way. I understood then the ability of prose narrative to prompt such contributions from the 

imaginations of its readers. As soon as you repeat an image, however mundane, it becomes 

‘a shape borrowed from the outer world but charged with inner meaning,’ and as such it 

will start to work symbolically in the reader’s mind. 138 This extraordinary  potentiality is 

akin to the network of sacred trees in the film Avatar, where individuals can (literally) log 

into a polyphonia of communal memories and histories, held in these structures like an 

organic archive, in scenes that seem to enact Bakhtin's ideas on heteroglossia, suggesting 

that, as he proposes, language is something that is always populated with the intentions of 

others. 139 

Thus, by engaging with a competently (or even fortuitously) crafted prose narrative, 

the reader is provided with a portal which is not the end of the process, but rather an 

invitation to explore their own memories and life experiences, and to draw on them as they 

construct their own highly personal fictional dream, in which they stand in someone else's 

shoes, perceive a version of the world from the point of view of another sensibility, and, in 

effect, become an avatar within a virtual literary reality.

In the autobiographical strand of my novel, however, this process was not being 
137  Ibid.,37.
138 The Writer’s Workbook, ed. Newman et al (London: Arnold, 2004), 24.
139 Avatar, dir. James Cameron, Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, December 2009.

M.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1981). 
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allowed to work. I had run up against the old problem of digression, as conceptualised by 

the father of experiments in fictionalised autobiography: Laurence Sterne. An issue facing 

all autobiographers is how much detail and explanation is necessary in order for them to 

communicate their story effectively. Sterne identified this dilemma in his comic mock-

autobiography The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy:

- This is vile work. – For which reason, from the beginning of this, you 
see, [I] have constructed the main work and the adventitious parts of it 
with such intersections, and have so complicated and involved the 
digressive and progressive moments, one wheel within another, that the 
whole machine, in general, has been kept a going; -and, what’s more, it 
shall be kept a-going these forty years, if it pleases the fountain of health 
to bless me so long with life and good spirits. 140

The autobiographer's difficulty, which Sterne makes fun of throughout the text, is that life 

keeps happening. So to be truthful, and faithful to the act of autobiography, the writer must 

in effect stop living in order to write everything down. But if writing supersedes the act of 

living, then the paradox is that we shall have nothing about which to write. Although some 

of this difficulty was resolved for me because I had chosen a discrete period in my life, that 

I was no longer living through, an excess of information was still a problem.

Therefore an act of filtration is necessary. Just because you remember things does 

not mean that they have earned the right to be included in your autobiography. 

Gudmunsdottir takes this act of filtration further, stating that: 'the autobiographical process 

must also involve forgetting, as the writer chooses one memory and discards another, 

writes one version of that memory at the cost of another, probably equally valid, version.'141 

Just as when we are in a crowded room with a hubbub of voices, we pick out the one that 

interests us, the one that is entertaining or engaging or promising a revelation. Telling the 

truth isn't enough. As William Zinsser explains: 

Good memoirs are a careful act of construction. We like to think that an 
interesting life will simply fall into place on the page. It won’t… Memoir 
writers must manufacture a text, imposing narrative order on a jumble of 
half-remembered events. With that feat of manipulation they arrive at a 
truth that is theirs alone, not quite like that of anybody else who was present 

140 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (London: Penguin Classics, 1985), 95. First 
published 1759-67, the precociously postmodern characteristics of this text were foregrounded in Michael 
Winterbottom's  recent film, Tristram Shandy: A Cock and Bull Story  (BBC Films, 2006).

141 Gunnthorunn Gudmundsdottir, Borderlines: Autobiography and Fiction in Postmodern Life Writing  
(Postmodern Studies) (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V., 2003), 12.
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at the same events. 142

Such an observation makes Frey's treatment seem all the more unreasonable. By 

implication, what Zinsser describes here is analogous to the process of creating historical 

fiction. Memoir offers the reader the opportunity to approach, through memory and 

writerly craft, some conception of another self’s experience. Historical fiction, through 

research and writerly craft makes a very similar offer. It is just that writers of historical 

fiction borrow or invent other people's memories, rather than use their own. 

The autobiographical strand of Heartwood offers the reader the experience of a 

version of the author's own self, rather than, as in the other two strands, the author's version 

of a historical figure's self. But given that I am reconstructing a version of myself who 

doesn't exist any more, and perhaps never did, it becomes increasingly difficult to pinpoint 

the border between what we class as autobiography and what we class as fiction in terms of 

the creative processes involved. 

This movement into the porous borderlands of fiction is what Paul Auster describes 

when he talks of memory as a voice in his mind that 'wilfully distorts the story it is telling 

him, changing facts to suit its whims, catering to the interests of drama rather than truth.' 143 

Gudmunsdottir follows Auster's line of argument to its logical conclusion: if we reconstruct 

the past in order to make sense of it, we have distorted it. 'For Auster, then, creating such a 

pattern of a life in autobiographical writing would only be an illusion as it would move to 

the level of fiction.' 144 What Auster seems to be saying is that only autobiographical work 

that refuses the pull of narrative, that stays faithful to the shape and occurrence of memory 

as it emerges, almost as though the writer is taking dictation from what the unconscious 

throws up, is qualified to call itself autobiography. Thus Michael Rosen's In the Colonie, or 

Lin Hejinian's My Life might be classified as autobiography, but in their fragmentary nature 

and their adherence to the internal logic of fractured images and thematic, often obscure 

connections between episodes, they are more usually classified as poetry. 145 Is the 

implication of Auster's argument therefore that autobiography is possible only as poetry?

142 William Zinsser, ed., Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir (New York: Mariner Books, 
1998), 5-6.

143 Paul Auster, The Invention of Solitude (London: Faber and Faber, 1988), 124. 
144 Gudmundsdottir, Borderlines, 29.
145 Lyn Hejinian, My Life (Minnesota: Green Integer, 2002).

    Michael Rosen, In The Colonie (London: Penguin, 2005).
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Crossing the Fictional Line

Rather than write the autobiographical strand of my novel as poetry, I struggled long and 

hard before realising that I had to write it as fiction. Each excerpt I brought to my 

workshop elicited the same difficult responses, and I began to think that I would have to 

give this up, accept that my experimental structure had failed, and produce a historical 

novel with two strands, Cary and Mariam. This may have been easier in many ways, not 

least in terms of the unique demands of a composite narrative, as will be discussed shortly. 

But it was disappointing, because I wanted, as Mark Currie describes, to attempt to write a 

novel with 'a critical function, the ability to explore the logic and the philosophy of 

narrative without recourse to metalanguage'. I wanted to try 'to render fiction theoretical'.146 

I could not do this without my third strand, the autobiographical context which shows my 

hand, demonstrates the motivations for the production of the novel, makes my agenda 

clear, and completes the echo chamber that I have tried to create in order to demonstrate 

the relationship of history with fiction, past with present, personal with political. 

One of my guinea-pig readers was kind enough to endure a complete draft of the 

misfiring autobiographical strand. I knew it wasn't working. It felt as though it had been 

'untimely ripped' from my brain as I thrashed about, not knowing how to make it better. 

My work came back, the feedback prefaced by the following comment: 

...it's good to think about narrative and structure in someone else's work - so 
helpful in terms of one's own writing. However I am struck by how much 
more easy it feels to comment and suggest changes in someone else's 
work . . . this makes me think about the self/the mind - that we find it difficult 
generally to see our own weaknesses, narrative arcs - and much easier to see 
others' - to rewrite somebody else's script/life for them! 147

This was like a light going on. I needed to write about my own life as if it were someone 

else's (which, in a sense, our past lives are). Vivian Gornick describes a similar moment of 

realisation:

[A] useful point of view, one that would permit greater freedom of 
association...had to be brought along. What I didn’t see, and that for a long 
while, was that this point of view could only emerge from a narrator who 
was me and at the same time not me. 148

146 Mark Currie, Postmodern Narrative Theory (Houndmills: MacMillan, 1998), 52.
147 Heather Leach, e-mail communication, 29 April 2009.
148 Vivian Gornick, The Situation and the Story (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 2002), 22.
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Just as I had been aware of it in my fictional practice, what was needed was the splitting of 

subjectivity that Lobo Antunes describes.  This meant that where the literal events of my 

life were disjointed, random, boring or illogical, I was now free to manipulate them to 

create a satisfying, emotionally engaging narrative arc. Auster was right. He had made 

himself absent by narrating his autobiographical fragments in the third person. I could 

make myself absent and escape the difficulty of self-narration by becoming a fictional 

character whose life story could be re-organised to create a compelling narrative which 

answered only to the demands of the internal logic of the novel. Now I was free to use my 

fiction writer's arsenal on the difficult, gauche, unsatisfying material of a period in my 

young adult life.

Writing one's own life as fiction was what James Frey had been condemned for: 

altering some of the detail found in the historical record of 'truth' (or one version of truth) 

in order to serve the 'greater truth' that he wished the reader to access about what it was 

like to live in that place at that time. However, I hope that, should I succeed in publishing 

Heartwood, I will be spared Frey's ordeal because I have stayed on the right side of the 

fictional line. Most people would identify my text as a novel, and the obvious historical 

fictions of the other two strands should be enough to allow readers to accept the character 

with my name as just another historical fiction. As Ellis' fictional wife, Jayne Dennis, says 

in the opening chapter of Lunar Park, 'You do an awfully good impression of yourself.' 149

Let Me Entertain You

I am heartily with Gutkind when he demands, ‘"the absolute essence of truth”?? How can 

these phrases be bandied about so unproblematically?' 150 Rather, as Zinsser asks, 'the issue 

is: is it a good or a bad book?' 151  A good book is rarely described as such by readers unless 

it entertains, inspires, educates, and/or documents someone’s existence as an important 

cultural and historical resource. People don't often recommend pedantically truthful books 

to their friends. Again, Sterne's observations on digression, and Gudmunsdottir's assertion 

that memoir is also about forgetting, demonstrate their validity.

Writers have to earn their readers' interest. If you can't keep your reader hooked, 

then it doesn't matter how worthy your text is, because very few people will bother to turn 

the page and find out. Whatever else you want to do with your text, it will achieve nothing 

149 Ellis, Lunar Park, 31.
150 Lee Gutkind, The Art of Creative Nonfiction: Writing and Selling the Literature of Reality (Hoboken: 

Wiley Books for Writers, 1997), 123.
151  Zinsser, Inventing the Truth, 5.
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unless it keeps people's attention. The most effective way of doing that, the elusive quality 

that is so difficult to analyse, still more to replicate, is emotional engagement with your 

characters. If you can get people to care about what happens to your characters, the 

chances are that you have written a successful story that readers will want to stay with. 

Indeed, as Graeme Harper confirms, 'Whatever type of fiction, in fact, a form of empathy 

lies at its core.' 152

Surprisingly, given its difficult birth, I am told that the autobiographical strand of 

my novel achieves this empathy more successfully than either of the other two strands. It 

has been suggested that this is because the 'Ursula' character is more of an underdog, and 

people naturally respond to that quality in a character. It may also be to do with the 

historical distance between the reader and the characters in the other strands. However, I 

think the main reason for its relative strength is that once I was able to split my 

subjectivity, and treat myself as a fictional character, the depth of knowledge about this 

character that I was able to draw on was obviously encyclopaedic, and far outweighed 

what I could gather for Mariam, or even for Cary, whose life I have spent years 

researching. It is this sense of a character with a past and a future, psychologically credible, 

complete with flaws and foibles, which, I believe, helps a reader to connect with them. As 

Robert Graham notes, 'it's impossible to know your characters too well.' 153

Ironically, it was in this act of self-fictionalisation that I was able to start writing in 

the first person, as though it had somehow given me permission to be more honest about 

myself, once the requirement for literal truth had been waived. I accepted that Irigaray's 

other author could never be present in the text, and perhaps never should be if we want to 

keep our readers on-side. Just as Ellis confesses: 'I could never be as honest about myself 

in a piece of nonfiction as I could in any of my novels' . 154

Part IV: Carving The Heartwood 

Prose writers are always being admonished to show rather than tell. I wanted to explore 

how lives can touch each other across time and space, and rather than lecturing my readers 

all about it, I needed a structure that would demonstrate this process in action. However, 

for most of the duration of this project, I had no idea what the finished novel would look 

like. I knew 'why' but I didn't know 'how'. I knew only that there were three strands to the 

152 Graeme Harper, “Making Fiction from Fact, Making Fact of Your Fiction,” in  Wordsmithery: The  
Writer's Craft and Practice, ed. Jayne Steele, 51 (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 

153 Graham, Everything You Need to Know, 26.
154 Ellis, Lunar Park, 24.



 332
narrative: Mariam, Elizabeth Cary, and Ursula. I knew also that it was in the relationship 

between these strands that the project would stand or fall. Appendix 3 shows the original 

proposal. 

Graeme Harper states that:

a great fiction writer also falls upwards. They do this by shaping their prose 
according to some method of construction that seems both natural and 
transcending of the day-to-day work of prose. 155

I wasn't falling anywhere, I was floundering around in the mud at the bottom. I had in 

effect written two historical novels and a memoir. I knew that all three texts were far too 

long to interact meaningfully. I would have to cut, but I didn't know what, or where, or 

which shapes I needed to create. 

Evidence of my desperate floundering can be seen in Appendices 4 and 5, where I 

produced an elaborate Preface, followed by a second person narrative along the lines of 

Michel Faber's The Crimson Petal and the White. 156 Faber, however, knew exactly what he 

was doing with his pastiche of the Victorian novel, and the second person is used 

judiciously at the beginning and end of the narrative in order to gain the reader's complicity 

in his glorious morality tale. I, on the other hand, was employing all this ostentatious 

narrative gilding because I didn't trust my text to stand on its own, or my readers to 

understand my point. I had forgotten a basic tenet of the writer's craft: ‘A powerful piece of 

writing is always teamwork: respect your readers, and you will find there is nothing to be 

self-conscious about.’ 157 I hadn't yet found a structure that I could trust, that would take the 

weight of my aspirations. Panicking, I rushed off up another dead end, where, in Appendix 

6, I tried to narrate Elizabeth Cary's story retrospectively, from the end of her life, fondly 

thinking that I could create the effects I wanted by the use of flashback.

In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty talks about a process by which 

'perspectives blend, perceptions confirm each other, a meaning emerges.' He goes on to 

describe:

...the sense which is revealed where the paths of my various experiences 
intersect, and also where my own and other people's intersect and engage 
each other like gears. It is thus inseparable from subjectivity and 
intersubjectivity, which find their unity when I either take up my past 

155 Graeme Harper, “Form and Style: Grasping the Tools of Fiction,” in Wordsmithery: The Writer's Craft  
and Practice ed. Jayne Steel, 29 (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).

156 Michel Faber, The Crimson Petal and the White (Edinburgh: Cannongate, 2002).
157 Sara Maitland, The Writer’s Way (London: Capella, 2005), 119. 
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experiences in those of the present, or other people's in my own. 158

I was terribly excited when a colleague passed this text to me. It was, as she surmised, an 

exact explanation of what I was trying to enact in my novel. 

A conversation followed in which this same long-suffering friend and colleague 

asked me to try to describe the relationship between my three narratives. In the pool of 

time in which we are all being pushed along by the currents of linear history, Mariam was 

like a rock, causing ripples which had radiated out, touching Cary, and continuing until 

they also touched me. We all make ripples in this pool. Usually our ripples and their effects 

are unseen, hidden by vastly complex patterns caused by the collisions and interactions of 

the ripples of others. The purpose of my novel was to isolate one set of ripples and make 

them visible. So I grabbed a napkin and a Biro and I scribbled a rather scruffy version of 

Figure 4.

'That looks like the rings of a tree!' exclaimed my friend.

And it did.  

I had never thought about my novel in this way before. I was intrigued, because I 

was just putting to bed my poetry collection, which is called Tree. 159 I had never been 

conscious of such an explicit link between my poetic and my prose practice. For the most 

recent RAE submission, my employer put me forward as a poet, having given up on this 

novel that had been years in the writing and still not finished. In an effort to justify the 

relevance of my poetic practice, I wrote the following:

I call myself a ‘nature’ poet, and draw on the rich heritage of nature poetry, 
including Wordsworth, Ted Hughes, and, more recently, Alice Oswald. I 
am also concerned with the relationship between form and content, and 
this is where my engagement with Imagism, particularly H.D., can be 
discerned in what I believe is an original synthesis of what some would 
consider divergent streams of influence. I believe the significance of my 
work lies in its attempt to document the place of the natural world within 
the postmodern sensibility, in that it deals with urbanisation, technology, 
‘street’ language and a feeling of alienation from what we understand as 
nature.

158 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge Classics, 2002), xxii. I am indebted to 
my colleague, Dr Judy Kendall at the University of Salford, for bringing Merleau-Ponty to my attention.

159 My recently published chapbook, Tree ( Liverpool: Erbacce Press, 2009) demonstrates how my poetry is 
concerned with the experiential moment and differs markedly from the effects I am able to achieve with 
prose narrative. 
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And there it is. The obvious link in my concern not only with the representation of the 

world around me, but also with form and content. The truth of Graeme Harper's words was 

suddenly clear:  

Form is historically composed, and therefore relies on a writer engaging 
with the nature of the world around them...Form, as with style, is a 
reflection of the writer and of the writer's world. 160 

All this time I had thought my poetry an escape from prose, something my brain did when 

it could no longer tolerate the demands of narrative. And all along my unconscious had 

been synthesising these two apparently discrete practices into part of the same project. 

Again the shaping hand of autobiography in all literary production showed itself. 'Form,' as 

Sukenick states, 'is your footprints in the sand when you look back.' 161 

So, thinking further on the formal possibilities that were now opening to me, I 

realised that with Mariam's narrative complete at the centre, as the pebble from which the 

ripples emanate, the other two narrative strands would have to break around it. Breaking a 

narrative strand presents its own technical difficulties: your reader gets comfortable in the 

fictional world that you are weaving around them; hopefully they have begun to invest 

emotionally in your characters, too. And then you wrench them out of the fictional dream 

that you have worked so hard to create and plonk them down in another, apparently 

unrelated story. A writer must have very good reason to do this, and this reason must, by 

the end of the narrative, have been made clear to the reader. In the meantime, the writer of 

fractured narratives must compensate their reader for the inconvenience. One of the most 

important ways of compensating your reader for a composite narrative structure is to create 

a powerful narrative drive, the momentum of which will carry them over the breaks in the 

story and motivate them to want to continue reading. It's about making every situation as 

dramatic as possible, and showing what is at stake. 

As I redrafted in the light of workshop feedback, I found that I became better at 

exploiting the drama inherent in situations. In the autobiographical section this might 

involve re-ordering events to create rising tension, and making explicit via the narrator the 

importance of what had seemed obvious to me because I lived through it at the time. 

160 Harper, Wordsmithery, 28-29.
161 Sukenick, Surfiction, 35.
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Figure 4: schematic representation of Heartwood's structure.
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In the historical narratives, it was a process of polishing those dramatic moments, 

elongating them, magnifying and exaggerating to create set pieces that acted as peaks of 

excitement that rewarded the reader for their persistence in getting thus far, and promised 

more to come if they stuck with it.

Apart from workshop feedback, one of the other ways in which I learned about 

strategies for creating compelling narrative was to look at other writers who do it well.  An 

excellent example is Ian McEwan’s Enduring Love. The first chapter sucks you in and 

chews you up, creating a hurricane of narrative drive that keeps you turning the pages right 

through the book. 162

McEwan is so successful at creating drama because he knows how to hook the 

reader and keep them dangling. Point of view is useful here: in Enduring Love the narrator 

is recounting a personal experience, trying to make sense of what happens as he tells us. 

This gives plenty of scope for non-linear narrative, for justification and digression. In other 

words, he takes his time cutting to the chase. McEwan keeps the reader from frustration by 

dropping a trail of tantalising hints. Thus on page 1, we are told: ‘this was the moment, this 

was the pinprick on the time map:’, so we know that everything which follows is hugely 

significant. Then we switch to a buzzard’s eye view -- showing us the situation that we 

need to understand, but not yet revealing what happened. On page 2 we get the old 

‘knowing what I know now’ chestnut, before the admission that ‘I’m holding back, 

delaying the information.’ And the reader yells back: ‘you can say that again, but I’m so 

desperate to find out what happens that I can’t put this down! Now will you get on with it?’

Halfway down page 3, the catastrophe is revealed. The language is matter-of-fact; it 

doesn’t need to be hysterical because the stage has been set, we’re already on the edge of 

our seats: 'At the base of the balloon was a basket in which there was a boy, and by the 

basket, clinging to a rope, was a man in need of help.' 163 McEwan could have told us this in 

the first sentence of the book. He doesn’t because he knows, as most successful writers do, 

that readers like to be titillated. The repeated deferral and ultimate fulfilment of curiosity is 

one of the great pleasures of reading. Therefore, this juicy fact is not given away cheaply 

but bought by the reader at the price of their utter involvement. If the balloon had just 

bobbed away into the sky, most readers would shrug and maybe think about buying a more 

interesting book. The clear sense of impending doom and the knowledge that we have an 

162 A version of the material on this and the following 2 pages was first published as "Looking For the 
Drama", in How To Write Fiction (and think about it) ed. Robert Graham (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007), 200-204.

163 Ian McEwan, Enduring Love ( London: Vintage, 1998), 1 – 3.
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out-of-control hot air balloon, a helpless child on board and a man clinging by his 

fingertips to the rope make for compulsive page-turning. Knowing what’s at stake inflames 

our curiosity even further. People could die. And if they do, we want to see how.

Having dangled this morsel, McEwan then has the nerve to give us four and a half 

pages on how the narrator spent his morning (information that will be important to the rest 

of the story) before returning on page 8 to the situation with the balloon. Then we change 

focus and we are back in real-time, the drama playing out before us in all its horrible 

fascination. The boy seems to be rescued once, twice; the rescue fails; time passes in heart 

beats; the balloon breaks free and, second, by second, the man slides down the rope and 

falls to his death. McEwan has toyed with us outrageously and we can’t wait to start 

Chapter 2. 

McEwan is describing a grand drama: he wouldn’t be doing his job if he didn’t 

make some capital out of that. However, not all plots will have a grand event. Certainly, 

you don’t usually have one every few pages -- the aim is compelling narrative, not 

melodrama. Colm Toibin’s The Master is a great example of how to create drama from 

what isn’t seen and what isn’t said. Subtle suggestions and conspicuous silences intrigue 

the reader like a carrot and a stick. The following episode takes place when Henry James, 

accompanied by a younger male acquaintance, visits the grave of his friend Constance 

(whose suicide may have been related to her unrequited love for James):

He immediately checked that there was nobody in view before 
allowing the embrace to continue, feeling the other man’s warm, 
tough body briefly holding him, wanting desperately to allow 
himself to be held much longer, but knowing that this embrace was 
all the comfort he would receive.164

We could read this encounter as one human being trying to console another, but Toibin’s 

overtly sensual descriptions of James’ various male friendships and his furtive unfulfilled 

longing make us wonder: we create our own dramatic speculations, twisting them this way 

and that as we consider how these permutations may affect our interpretation of the rest of 

the book. From my experience in writers’ workshops, readers’ imaginations can be far 

more devious than your own: all you have to do is create a whiff of ambiguity and off they 

go.

However, Henry James is a star of the literary firmament and therefore possesses a 

164  Colm Toibin, The Master ( London: Picador, 2005), 287.
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great deal of dramatic potential. And, with a well-known historical character, the reader's 

pre-existing knowledge and ideas about what this person was like can be played upon. I 

bore this in mind particularly with the character of Herod, and the negative preconceptions 

that most readers would have about him. But in the case of both Mariam and Elizabeth 

Cary, my readers have probably never heard of them, and almost certainly know very little 

about them. And in the case of the autobiographical strand, I certainly had nothing to play 

with in terms of reputation. This led me to look for the potential present in everyday life: is 

there a drama of the mundane? 

Carol Shields is often regarded as one of the best chroniclers of the daily grind: 

'Larry could be someone else, but he’s not. He’s Larry Weller, an ordinary man who’s been 

touched by ordinary good and bad luck.' 165 Shields’ work may seem prosaic, just the 

simple recounting of the detail of somebody’s life. But when we think of Ulysses, James 

Joyce’s gargantuan attempt to record the thoughts and events of a day in one man’s life, it 

becomes clear that Shields has been extremely selective in the apparent flotsam that she 

does include. It’s all doing a job. Thus, in Chapter 13 a middle-aged Larry lies alone in the 

marital bed, his stream of consciousness babbling gently about nicknames and other trifles. 

Then, in parentheses, we are thrown the following afterthought: '(If you’re living a life 

without sex, you start talking to yourself.)' 166 The enormity of his loneliness and the 

fragility of his psychological state are delineated so lightly that it takes a moment to sink 

in. This guy may be a flawed, ordinary screw-up, but we feel for him. Perhaps it’s his very 

ordinariness which makes us relate to him, want him to be OK, want to read on so we can 

watch over him. And then:

The morning light is explicit and cruel, its first slapping steps on 
the floor grotesque. There lies his suitcase, open. There is the bed 
with its bare mattress ticking and rimmed stains, blood, semen, 
sweat, his and Beth’s, but now the bedsprings are preparing for a 
transfer of power. 167

The image of the bare mattress is pathetic, grubby, elemental. Far more effectively than a 

lengthy exposition on the history of Larry’s personal life, it encapsulates a past of lost 

intimacy and a future of bleak uncertainty. The bodily fluids lend the visceral starkness of a 

Greek tragedy, while also prompting us to think of mattresses we have known, to consider 

the state of our own relationships and ponder what it feels like to be in Larry’s situation. 
165  Carol Shields, Larry’s Party ( London: QPD, 1997), 249.
166  Ibid., 260.
167  Ibid., 261.
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Succinctly, eloquently, this old stained mattress pulls us into Larry’s world, makes him 

real, makes us care about what happens. The mattress has become a powerful 

representation of what’s at stake. As the blurb on the back cover says:  'The mundane is 

made magnificent by a perception which finds the drama in life’s detail – poignant, 

peculiar or simply absurd'.168

Where appropriate, I have tried to incorporate these lessons from the gripping plot, 

the fascination of famous figures, and the drama of the everyday into Heartwood. The 

reward for all this effort is, I hope, a structure which allows me to show the historical 

relationship between the three main characters, moving back from my narrative, to Cary's, 

to Mariam's, but then moving forward again in a way that not only illustrates cause and 

effect, but also allows a 'domino' process, whereby as each narrative concludes, certain 

things are resolved but simultaneously 'knock on' into the next narrative, thereby 

maintaining narrative drive and providing a feeling of satisfying resolution by the time the 

final strand is concluded. 

Going Round In Circles

The circular structure that the rings of the tree suggested was pleasing because it 

introduced the idea of history as non-linear, and seems to enact what Kristeva identifies as 

a mixing of two gendered attitudes towards time: at first, feminists sought for women to be 

included in the traditionally masculine discourses of conventional historical narrative; 

more recently, feminists questioned the linear structure of historical narrative and sought 

ways to refuse linear temporality, so that certain incarnations of feminism, particularly in 

Western Europe, seek both 'insertion into history and the radical refusal of the subjective 

limitations imposed by this history's time...' 169 Cyclical, non-linear conceptions of time 

seem to lend themselves to a feminine construction of the experience of temporality, 

refusing patriarchal conceptions of 'progress' and 'logic'. Thus in Mrs Dalloway, the chimes 

of Big Ben ring out across London in circles of sound which connect the situations of 

apparently disparate characters, while in Between the Acts almost every page is rich with 

allusions to the passage of time and different ways of perceiving it: 'Now the clock strikes!  

(he stood erect, puffing out his cheeks as if he were puffing a dandelion clock)'. And of 

course, in her gender-bending historical romp, Orlando, Woolf's eponymous hero seems to 

achieve a kind of immortality once he becomes a she – as though it is the feminine that 
168  Ibid., back cover.
169 Julia Kristeva, “Women's Time,” in The Feminist Reader: Essays in Gender and the Politics of Literary  

Criticism, eds. Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore, 198 (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1989).
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defies linear constructions of time. 170 

Similarly Heartwood's structure allows linear history to be juxtaposed with 

specifically feminine experiences which seem to repeat themselves in each strand of the 

narrative, sometimes word for word, as echoes accrue and resonate. It also allows me to 

exploit what Gudmunsdottir identifies as one of the borderline areas that begins to 

differentiate autobiography from fiction, with autobiography being the practice most suited 

to delineating the presence of the past in the present. For me, as for Lillian Hellman, the 

performance of autobiography 'attempts to explain the past, and tries to let the past explain 

her present.' 171 Thus the structure, the idea of writing my own story of how the novel came 

to be and weaving it in with the stories of Cary and Mariam, became not only clear but 

necessary. And in this sense I have written not an autobiographical strand, but a textual 

biography of Heartwood  itself. 

A literary novel is commonly accepted to be between 90 – 120,000 words, and if I 

were to aim for that, then each narrative strand would have to be between 30 – 40,000 

words. Each strand needed to narrate a turning point in its protagonist's life, while at the 

same time leaving a door open to link to the next section. The shape was suddenly obvious: 

it was like cutting out a dress-maker's pattern. Hundreds of thousands of words were 

discarded, but I did not regard them as a waste, because they had got me where I needed to 

be. I no longer had the luxury of time and space that the novel allows. I was in effect 

crafting three novellas, and this form is nearer to the short story in some respects, 

demanding concentration, truncation, and simplification. Like a stone-mason completing 

an arch, the blocks had to be trimmed to fit. When each constituent element was in the 

correct balance and proportion to the others, it would miraculously sustain itself. Thus all 

my narrative trickery with prefaces and second person commentaries and complicated 

flashbacks became scaffolding, which had helped to support the material in its early days 

but was now no longer required. Once the strands were pressed against each other, they 

could stand alone. The Romans knew this, but I had forgotten. 

The Naming of Names

At this point my text still lacked a name. In an idle moment I looked up the structures of a 

tree trunk in my Dictionary of Biology, a battered text left over from school days. The 
170 Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (London: Penguin, 2000).

Virginia Woolf, Between the Acts (London: The Hogarth Press, 1992), 54.
Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography (London: Penguin, 2000).

171 Gudmundsdottir, Borderlines, 18. Gudmunsdottir refers to Hellman's experimental autobiographies: 
Three: An Unfinished Woman, Pentimento, Scoundrel Time (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979).
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section on trees contained a line drawing of a tree trunk in cross-section, labelled: bark, 

sapwood (still conducts water), annual rings, and heartwood (non-functional). 172 

Heartwood jumped out at me immediately. It was the evidence of the passage of time, the 

action of existence upon a living entity, the marks of experience. And I was drawn even 

more to the idea that it was 'non-functional'. So it no longer carried sap. Did that mean it 

was useless? No. Because it is a condition of the tree's existence; the tree would collapse 

without it.  Kristeva's observation is perfectly enacted: the tree, that most monumental of 

living entities, marks the passage of linear time by the creation of cyclic patterns, formed 

repetitively as each growth season rolls around. As John Fowles observes: 'Trees warp 

time, or rather, create a variety of times'. 173 

Validation

Once I made the decision to call my text Heartwood, certain resonances seemed to validate 

my choice. I found Fowles' The Tree very recently while nosing through a friend's 

bookshelf. The title drew me immediately and I happened to open it at the page that said: 'I 

see trees, the wood, as the best analogue of prose fiction.' 174 Simultaneously, a colleague 

who works in a very different area to my own mentioned Deleuze's thinking on the 

rhizome. This sounded intriguingly organic and plant-based. Further investigation 

unearthed another ringing resonance: 'the leaves of the book are like the leaves of the tree; 

the tree articulates and hierarchizes tracings.' 175 Which is precisely what I had been trying 

to explain with my clumsy drawings of tree trunks.

Once I had found my title, Heartwood also provided a contribution to the content of 

the narratives themselves. What I needed, and what I lacked, was a turning point in each 

narrative, a moment of realisation when, under pressure to make a choice, the character 

understands something profound about the passage of time and their place in history. 

Suddenly the idea of using 'heartwood' literally as a plot device, and a way of 

demonstrating links between the narratives, became obvious. Although there were no tree 

stumps in any of the narratives at this stage, I found that I knew exactly where they could 

be worked in. My unconscious had sorted it out for me. Thus, the 'heartwood' episodes 

appear in the following order:

172 Neil Curtis, Longman Illustrated Dictionary of Biology: Living Organisms in all Forms Explained and  
Illustrated (Harlow: Longman. 1985), 172.

173 John Fowles, The Tree (London: Vintage, 2000), 11.
174 Ibid., 79.
175 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 13.
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1. Mariam

Mariam flushes, and pats the ground as a distraction from her 
embarrassment. ‘Oh!’ she cries.

Sohemus leaps up, hand on sword hilt.
‘It’s wood. I am sitting on wood.’ And indeed she sits in the middle 

of a tree-stump as big as a table. Only the determination of well-trained 
legionaries could have felled such a behemoth. 

Mariam crouches and runs her hands over the stump, smoothed now 
by water and wind, mosses beginning to fur the surface as the rings of the 
heartwood are obscured. ‘How old is it?’

Sohemus bends and squints. ‘The rings are too many to count.’
‘Was it here when my ancestor Mattathias was alive?’
‘Undoubtedly. It was probably a fine tree before Jerusalem existed.’
‘Think what it has seen. Oh, tree. If only you could talk.’ Mariam 

lays her cheek against the cool moss. ‘There is a mighty heart in this 
wood.’

‘My Lady, it was cut down for a battering ram. If you wish to 
prevent another siege, we must make haste.’ 176

2. Elizabeth

She placed her hands on the ground, to brace herself as she tried to stand. 
'Oh,' she gasped, as her hands slipped and she sank back to earth. She 
realised that she was sitting on a tree stump as big as a table. Lizzie 
caressed the stump, smoothed by rain and wind, furred by mosses, which 
obscured the rings of the heartwood. She wondered how old the tree was, 
what secrets it mighty heart could tell. She laid her cheek against the cool 
moss and wished the tree could speak. No doubt it had been felled for the 
Navy, consumed by the fleet that repelled the Spanish Armada.

 She thought that she heard its leaves sighing, flashing green in the 
light of a summer long passed. 'Gam zeh ya'avor,' she said to herself, 
remembering the Hebrew proverb about King Solomon and the ring 
whose engraving made sad men happy and happy men sad. 'This too shall 
pass,' she whispered, knowing that her whole life, no matter how difficult, 
would be over before a tree like this was even one tenth grown. 177

3. Ursula

I wandered further into the darkness, until I heard the burbling of the Bin 
Brook, which ran along the edge of college land. I stumbled along the 
bank, feeling grass and twigs on my bare soles. I lifted my skirts clear so 
I could see my feet, pale in the shadows of the trees that lined the little 
stream. I stubbed my toe, and as I placed my foot again, more carefully, I 
was aware of a strange smoothness, as though the ground had been 
polished. I placed my other foot, and it made a slightly hollow noise, as 
though I was standing on a trap door. I hoped that I was. Wherever I 
dropped to would be better than this place of loneliness and betrayal. 

176 Hurley, Heartwood, 141.
177 Ibid., 190.
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I looked around, turning slowly like the ballerina in a musical 

jewellery box. As my eyes grew used to the darkness, I noticed that the 
ground was illuminated by a faint glow from a streetlight on the other 
side of the brook. I gasped as I realised that I was standing on a tree-
trunk as big as a table. I knelt to caress the polished wood, smoothed by 
rain and wind, furred by mosses, which obscured the rings of the 
heartwood. I wondered how old the tree was, what secrets it mighty heart 
could tell. I seemed to recall that a huge oak had stood here in my first 
year. It had been struck by lightning that autumn, and felled before it 
collapsed. 

 Beyond the distant thudding bass lines, I thought that I heard the 
tree's leaves whispering, and saw them flashing green in the light of a 
summer long passed. I guessed that it must have been planted when 
Elizabeth Cary was alive. How had she felt, married off to a man she 
barely knew? And I wondered then why I had even considered marrying 
Mike. I didn’t need to. I had a choice. A whole realm of opportunities 
that Cary was denied. I might be lonely and poor, but I could write. 
That’s what I would dedicate my life to, doing whatever I had to as long 
as I could scrape by, as long as I could repay Cary for going first, for 
opening the door to me. 

I laid my cheek against the cool moss and wished the tree could 
speak. It may have seen Cary. Her son had attended my college, although 
the only record of him was his reservation of the tennis courts. I wished 
she could talk to me down the centuries, and tell me what it was like for 
her. 178

In extracting this text for comment, it becomes evident that each iteration of the heartwood 

motif gets longer and more elaborate, as if we are gaining a sense of perspective: Mariam's 

heartwood moment is far away, viewed mainly externally. It makes sense that this is 

shorter because this is where the echo begins. Here, it has nothing else on which to draw, 

no historical context to work with.  By the time we reach the Ursula narrative we have two 

sets of echoes to play with, and therefore there is more mileage to be had in digging down 

and exploiting the potential of what has been set up over the other two narrative strands. 

Readers may not even notice this repetition of the heartwood motif. That doesn't matter. 

Hopefully they will get one, and relate it to the title. But even if they don't see the allusion 

to structure, I hope to have planted enough links and echoes that a sense of resonance is 

achieved.

As I worked through the drafts of the narrative strands, and began for the first time 

to juxtapose them, I began to notice echoes that I had not consciously planted, but which 

now became visible to me. In some cases it was the repetition of an image, or a line of 

dialogue, in others it was an action or an object. Unconsciously, the echoes were already 

178 Ibid., 269.
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beginning to accrue. More remarkably, the events in my own life began to take on a pattern 

of significance which seemed to extend this web of connections. Perhaps it is simply that 

such connections are there all the time but we don't see them; it takes a certain obsession to 

filter out what doesn't make sense. For example, as I was writing the Cary section, I knew 

that I needed to show her as a precocious child-scholar, and that her tutor had been the now 

rather obscure poet, Michael Drayton. I wanted to show her in action as a budding writer, 

and I felt that having some of his text for her to interact with would be useful. But I 

couldn't find any of it. Just as I was bemoaning the complete lack of his works (Amazon 

and library searches proved equally fruitless) my friend cajoled me into attending a 

rehearsal of The Ordsall Acappella singers as a bit of light relief. 

The first sense of uncanny coincidence arose because the choir rehearsed in Ordsall 

Hall, a fine Tudor mansion which stands improbably in the midst of one of the most 

deprived housing estates in Europe. Entering the great hall, I felt like I had been there 

before, like I was in the great hall of Lizzie's childhood. That was quite easily explained: I 

had been researching the layout of Elizabethan houses, and they usually followed the same 

pattern. But the feeling of uncanniness grew, especially during the break when choir 

members swapped their latest ghost stories. Someone had felt an invisible ball roll against 

their foot. 'Ah, yes, that's the little girl who lives here,' explained a long-standing member 

matter-of-factly. Someone else had felt the little girl take their hand as they were walking 

down the corridor. And yet another had felt a kiss on the lips. 'That's her mother,' we were 

told.   

After the break the choir master gave out a new piece of music, and it felt like 

electricity racing over my skin when I saw that it was a madrigal with words by Michael 

Drayton. The same madrigal that, once my imagination had got to work on it, Lizzie 

helped to write and that she hears when her husband's men come to collect her, and again 

when Lucy's page is singing it at the heart of the maze. 

Another example of uncanny coincidence is Lizzie's wedding bouquet. Research 

suggested that rosemary and white roses were plausible candidates for the wedding 

garland, and so they were what I included in the wedding scene. Some time after I had 

written that scene I visited Burford Church. That same electricity ran over my skin when I 

saw that the path to the church door was lavishly planted with large shrubs of rosemary, 

alternating with rose bushes bearing single white flowers. Rosemary is a sun-loving 

Mediterranean shrub, hardly a likely candidate for a shady, moss-encrusted medieval 

churchyard. And the white roses weren't just white. They had the tiny red imperfections 
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that I invented purely because I needed a symbol for the loss of Lizzie's innocence. These 

tiny red marks are more likely to happen late in the season, when the first frosts have 

damaged the petals. Not usual in June, when I visited. Uncanny coincidence, or a 

completely random correlation that I would never have noticed, had I not been filtering my 

reality through an obsession with Elizabeth Cary? Is the reality that I have constructed for 

her distorting mine? In which case, which is more 'real'? I prefer to think, as Sebald does, 

that 'These are not coincidences, somewhere there is a relation that from time to time 

sparkles through a worn fabric'. 179

Thus my unconscious had planted many echoes, and perhaps some of these echoes 

are explained simply by my style of writing. If you took three novels by Penelope Lively 

or Philippa Gregory you might find images or phrases similarly repeated across the 

narratives. But I wished to make this 'echo chamber' strategy a more active participant in 

the text, to make it clear to the reader that these were not random coincidences. And so, for 

example, a rosemary sprig is plucked at a moment of high emotion in each of the narrative 

strands, and I found that an arched door which had appeared of its own accord in each of 

the narratives could be described in very similar sentences: 

Ursula

Mike pointed to a small, arched door. It was about five feet tall, made of 
wood and painted grey. It hugged the curve of the staircase. An inch of 
shadow indicated that the door was not properly closed. Cold seemed to 
leach through the gap...

Mike turned the ring which raised the latch. The door swung open 
on well-oiled hinges. There was a smell of old dust...

Mike ducked and stepped inside. I followed. We crouched as we 
shuffled through a cramped passageway, and found ourselves on the lead 
flashings next to a gargoyle. 180

Mariam

Sohemus points to a small, arched door, made of weathered grey wood. It 
hugs the curve of the tower which rises above it. He turns the ring which 
raises the latch and the door swings open on well-oiled hinges. There is a 
smell of old dust, and within that the faint scent of decay; a reminder of 
those who have 'disappeared' here. The door is so small that even Mariam 
must lower her head as she passes into the shadows. 181

179 Cited by Vila-Matas in Montano, 190-191.
180 Hurley, Heartwood, 16.
181 Ibid., 126.
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Elizabeth

Agnes forged ahead, poking her nose into alcoves and doorways until she 
gave a cry of triumph and pointed to a small, arched door. It was about five 
feet tall, made of grey-stained wood, hidden in a dogleg of the corridor. An 
inch of shadow indicated that the door was not properly closed. Cold 
leached through the gap. Agnes turned the ring which raised the latch. The 
door swung open on well-oiled hinges. There was a smell of old dust. 
Agnes ducked and stepped inside. Lizzie followed. They crouched as they 
shuffled through a cramped passageway on to a staircase which spiralled 
into the gloom. 182

Of course such a strategy is not new. David Mitchell and Michael Cunningham employ 

similar techniques in Cloud Atlas and The Hours respectively. Arguably such texts could 

be seen drawing on Hawksmoor by Peter Ackroyd, which set a precedent with a number of 

techniques which have now become almost commonplace in contemporary fiction. One 

reviewer describes some of Ackroyd's narrative strategies as follows: 

the narrative flashes backwards and forwards in time, and strange 
resonances accumulate until past and future become entwined. Words 
and phrases leap across centuries, and characters overlap in life and death 
in a chilling and macabre dance. 183

Similarly, in Georges Perec's experimental autobiography, W ou le souvenir d'enfance, 'The 

fictional chapters and the childhood memories seem very different at first sight but there 

are sentences that are almost interchangeable'. 184 So while my novel is clearly informed by 

such precursors, I believe that in combination its subject matter, its questioning of the 

relationship between autobiography and fiction, and its structure do make it original in so 

far as originality is possible. 

Perec goes on to suggest that: 

...in this break, in this split suspending the story on an unidentifiable 
expectation, can be found the point of departure for the whole of this book: 
the points of suspension on which the broken threads...and the web of 
writing are caught. 185 

182 Ibid., 189.
183 Peter Ackroyd, Hawksmoor (London: Penguin, 2002).

Timothy de Ferrars, “Dark and Beautifully Crafted” (Amazon, 2004) 
<http://www.amazon.co.uk/Hawksmoor-Peter-Ackroyd/dp/0140171134/ref=sr_1_2?
s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1310396137&sr=1-2> accessed 08.07.2011.

184 Cited by Gudmunsdottir, Borderlines, 22.
185 George Perec, W, or The Memory of Childhood, trans. David Bellos (Boston: David R. Godine, 1988), 

Preface.

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Hawksmoor-Peter-Ackroyd/dp/0140171134/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1310396137&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Hawksmoor-Peter-Ackroyd/dp/0140171134/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1310396137&sr=1-2
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I believe that Perec is correct to identify the points of suspension in a fractured narrative as 

the mechanism from which a work draws its power. It could almost be seen as an 

enactment, at structural level, of the intriguing gap between signifier and signified which is 

where the magic of reading and writing occurs. 

Part V: The Writer's Craft

Poetics involves “how to” (as in “How To Write a Melodrama”) as long as 
knack plays second fiddle to knowledge, as long as craft stays crafty. 186

Some believe that a story or poem lies complete, waiting, hidden in the sediments of our 

unconscious until we get an inkling of its existence and start trying to winkle it out. We'll 

never get all of it out – upon exposure to the oxygen of consciousness, the more delicate 

bits break off or disintegrate, like when the Mary Rose was raised. But it is possible to get 

most of it, and how much we get depends upon how good our tools are, on selecting the 

appropriate devices, and on whether we have kept them in proper working order, sharp and 

well-oiled. 

The problem with my novel was in trying to understand what it looked like. What 

was I digging up? How big was it? What should I be looking for next? I needed to be my 

own psychic geophysicist. Stephen King articulates a similar experience:

Stories aren't souvenir tee-shirts or GameBoys. Stories are relics, part of an 
undiscovered pre-existing world. The writer's job is to use the tools in his 
or her toolbox to get as much of each one out of the ground intact as 
possible. Sometimes the fossil you uncover is small; a seashell. Sometimes 
it's enormous, a Tyrannosaurus Rex with all those gigantic ribs and 
grinning teeth. 187

And although it often felt as though I was trying to dig out a leviathan with a toothpick, in 

fact what I had found was a tree stump.

This idea of stories lying waiting to be discovered in the alluvial silts of the 

imagination is a useful way of conceptualising the creative process. Through the seismic 

forces of time and experience, these proto-stories are transformed into petrified skeletons, 

primeval yet delicate, protected by a hard casing of rock which takes all our writerly skills 

to break down. How many do we never discover, or wrongly identify? What else is there, if 

only we know how to look? 

186 Sheppard, “The Necessity of Poetics,” <http://www.pores.bbk.ac.uk/1/Robert%20Sheppard,%20%27The
%20Necessity%20of%20Poetics%27.htm> accessed 08.07.2011.

187 King, On Writing, 188-189.
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According to Graeme Harper, 'each of these pieces of creative writing is an imprint 

of personal and cultural conditions, each is an etching on the surface of communication of 

something that lies below.' 188 An imprint on mud is of course how a fossil begins. 

The Unconscious

This notion of something that lies below goes back to the fundamental fascination of 

narrative, the knowledge that the unconscious is not just working in the writer, but is also 

influencing each reader's unique interaction with the text. Damon Knight expresses his 

experience of the unconscious as follows: 

“Unconscious” is a lousy term, by the way – it isn’t unconscious, it just has 
trouble communicating. “The silent mind” would be better, maybe, or “the 
tongue-tied mind,” but I prefer to call it “Fred.” 

Fred is responsible for the images, the symbolism, the cloudy 
shapes of stories, but he can’t fill in the practical details – that’s your 
job.189

This dialogue between what some call the conscious and unconscious mind, and what 

others see as the interaction between the left and right brain, or between reason and 

intuition, is a paradigm that is repeated everywhere in discourses on creative writing; it is 

found in craft books, and in the repertoire of exercises that teachers of writing develop to 

allow the silent mind to be heard. Often it involves techniques to distract the rational mind, 

to encourage spontaneity and to quieten the inner critic so that our instincts have a chance 

to surface. 190 

I wrote earlier of the feeling that I was floundering about in the mud at the bottom, 

unable to find a structure for my content. Perhaps, rather than fearing this difficult stage, it 

should be embraced as a necessary part of the creative process. The idea of mud becomes a 

fertile metaphor for the unconscious: it's murky, it can suck you in, it's where things land 

when they die, and where they decompose, but it's also where the nutrients required for 

growth and new life are made. It's what tree roots sink into in order to support what's above 

ground, reaching towards the light. The nearer the tree gets to the light, the deeper the roots 

have to go. 

The idea of unseen processes applies also to my tree trunk paradigm: when viewed 

188 Harper, Wordsmithery, 27.
189 Damon Knight, Creating Short Fiction (New York: St Martins Griffin, 1997), 24.
190 See, for example, the 'found object' exercise in The Creative Writing Handbook, eds. Singleton and 

Luckhurst (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 129.
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as part of a living tree, the trunk can be experienced only as a surface. We know that there 

are all sorts of complex structures and interactions going on beneath the bark to keep the 

organism alive, but we can only guess at them: they are not visible, but they make the 

whole thing possible. I hoped that the structure I was now developing for Heartwood could 

allow the reader to see some of the things that are usually concealed beneath the skin of a 

novel, but which are nonetheless essential precursors of its existence; like a clock with a 

transparent casing, the inner mechanisms would be apparent. 

Richard Pearce writes about 'the curious literary form called the novel,' which 'is 

distinguished by the narrator's view – a self-contained visual entity that stands between 

subject and reader.' For Pearce, the most curious aspect of this form which so many of us 

seek to write, and which even more of us are prepared to pay good money to read, is that 

'in this sense... the whole of reality depends on the mental processes of a solitary man 

[sic]'. 191 What I believe I have attempted with Heartwood is to make the narrator 

transparent, or at least to try to bend light so that the reader can at times see around the 

narrator to the subject which they conceal, to create a textual arena where 'the narrator, the 

subject and the medium are brought into the same imaginative field.' 192

This idea also chimes with Shklovsky's premise, that the role of the artist is to 

manipulate the reader's or viewer's perceptions until we see 'what, until then, had not and 

could not yet come into view.' 193 The appropriate selection of form and structure would, I 

hoped, allow me to do just that.

Standing on Deep Shale

The idea of hidden layers allows a more specifically literary resonance; to show where 

texts come from, and how authors are always writing over the words of others who have 

gone before. Writers are often plagued by the impossibility of originality; how to add 

something worthwhile to the almost infinite body of pre-existing literature? We stand at the 

edge of an uncharted sea – the unformed poems, stories or scripts that we may one day 

write. And what are we standing on, as we look out into this misty expanse? A vast beach 

of other people’s words, those who have gone before. When you read as a writer, you walk 

along this beach, perhaps in quiet contemplation, feverish excitement or total despair. You 

look down at what’s under your feet: other people’s books. They’re like the pebbles on a 
191 Richard Pearce, “Enter the Frame,” in Surfiction: Fiction Now and Tomorrow, ed. Raymond Federman, 

47 (Chicago: The Swallow Press Incorporated, 1975).
192 Ibid., 48.
193 Benjamin Sher, “Translator's Introduction: Shklovsky and the Revolution,” in Viktor Shklovsky, Theory 

of Prose, trans. Benjamin Sher, xv (Normal: Dalkey Archive,1991).
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real beach; infinitely varied, numberless, mainly undistinguished, occasionally fascinating. 

As you walk on this beach, you pick up some of these literary ‘pebbles’. Some you will 

look at and discard. Some you may fling furiously into the distance. But some will attract 

you, and these you will put in your pocket. Their texture, colour, shape or form may inspire 

you. You will take them home with you and make a little pile on your desk, next to your 

computer screen or your notebook. And these you will turn to as you struggle with your 

own writing, holding them up to the light, scrutinising them for the things they can teach 

you: we walk on the deep shale of other people's work, stretching back into prehistory. 

Harold Bloom called this troubled relationship with our forbears the 'anxiety of 

influence'. 194  'Influence,' according to Bloom, 'is Influenza - an astral disease.' He 

conceptualises a macho, blood-soaked process, whereby 'a writer can devour his father, and 

that we can watch this cannibalism take place on the page'. 195  Bloom restricts his 

observations to poetry, and to male authors.  Although, behind the dramatic imagery, the 

process Bloom describes is circular, one of recycling and recirculating the act of authorship 

– again the Kristevan model can be seen beneath the patriarchal posturing. Perhaps, rather 

than the psychic violence of Greek Tragedy, it is possible to interact productively with 

one's literary ancestors, and to find a way to live peacefully together; to explore the 

possibility of synthesis.

Robin Nelson describes this concept of authors writing over each other, in 

continuous iterations, thus: 

Palimpsest: ‘a parchment or the like from which writing has been partially 
erased to make room for another text’. Or with the contemporary 
inflection, drawing on an archaeological metaphor, a palimpsest is a multi-
layered text, the traces of previous inscriptions remaining visible in the 
new text.196

This is precisely the phenomenon that my novel attempts to enact and address. The idea 

comes again from that most fertile of metaphors: archaeology. So powerful is this 

metaphor for writers in the postmodern age, where originality is a contested, perhaps 

impossible concept, that Penelope Lively devotes a whole section to it in Making It Up.  

Thus, enacting once more Kristeva's observation about different constructions of 

194 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 
95.

195 Michael Wood, “The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry,” New York Review of Books, 17 April, 
1975.

196 Robin Nelson, “Set Map Slip = Palimpsest (working title) – 'working' because it is provisional and 
'working' because it is on the move,” Performance Research 6, no.2 (2001): 20.
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temporality, the narrator states: 'This is August 1973, but it is also the first century AD, and 

very many other points in time as well'. 197 Of course what the archaeologist (and the 

writer) can do is to short circuit the linear construction of history by digging through layers 

that have taken aeons to accrue, reaching in a matter of hours an artefact whose story is 

actually very distant from us in linear time. Through the use of appropriate tools, linear 

time can be made to bend, so that someone in the twenty-first century can touch a Roman 

object. This ability to curve time, to show how Judea in 29BC and Oxfordshire in 1602 and 

Cambridge in 1996 connect is one of the things that my structure allows. However, as 

discussed earlier, maintaining the integrity of the object's historical context is vital.

(Re)Writing History

Writers of fiction have the advantage over writers of history, because we are able to re-

imagine people and things in their context, as 'the rainbow survivors of some vanished grey 

moment of reality,' in a way that many historians would find unacceptable. 198 Southgate 

traces the professionalisation of history in the nineteenth century, and its practitioners' 

efforts to bestow upon it a 'scientific' status, which allowed historians such as Foustel de 

Coulanges (1830-89) to write: '[it is] not I who speak, but history which speaks through 

me.' 199 However, postmodern thinking has questioned this division between history and 

fiction, leading critics such as Hayden White to claim that: 'Stories are not true or false, but 

rather more or less intelligible, coherent, consistent and persuasive, and so on. And this is 

true of historical, no less than fictional stories.' 200 To write history is to construct a 

coherent narrative, and therefore to employ the techniques of the historical novelist. E.L. 

Doctorow puts this point even more forcefully: 'There is no fiction or nonfiction as we 

commonly understand the distinction: there is only narrative.' 201

Southgate cites Lively as a novelist whose concern for history and its representation 

make her a notable contributor to the debate about the relationship between fiction and 

history. Such novelists 'can themselves be of importance for raising matters of historical 

theory in interesting and accessible ways.' 202 This is something that my text attempts, via a 

structure that seeks to enact and embody concerns relating to constructions of temporality 

197 Lively, Making It Up, 74-75.
198 Penelope Lively, Cleopatra's Sister  (London: Quality Paperbacks Direct, 1993), 17.
199 Beverley Southgate, History Meets Fiction (Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd. 2009), 13.
200 Hayden White, cited by Keith Jenkins in Why History? Ethics and Postmodernity (London: Routledge, 

1999), 120. 
201 E.L. Doctorow, cited by Barbara Foley in Telling the Truth: the Theory and Practice of Documentary  

Fiction (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1986) 9.
202 Southgate, History Meets Fiction, 44.
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and the borderlines between fiction and history. 

However, writing historically presents its own set of technical challenges. Unless, 

like Quentin Tarrantino with Inglourious Basterds, you choose wilfully to deviate from the 

historical record, from what is generally accepted to have happened, then you have a script 

of life events for your characters to which you have, to some extent, to be faithful. 203 As 

Michael Cunningham notes, 'Any writer who sets part or all of a novel in an identifiable 

time and place faces the question of veracity.' 204 It is, of course, in the intriguing gaps 

between the events on record, in what Matthew A. Henry terms the "'dark" areas of history,' 

that the novelist can have some fun. 205As Southgate concedes, 'A novelist, admittedly, is 

permitted freely to “invent within the logic of a situation”'. 206

And to do this with well-known characters is to take another risk: the reader already 

thinks they know Virginia Woolf or John Keats, they may well have some personal 

investment in a particular construct of such a famous figure's identity, and may not much 

care for the writer's interpretation. It's the same kind of risk that you take when you go to 

see the film version of a well-loved book. If it doesn't chime with your own cherished 

imaginings, if it doesn't contribute to how close you feel to a historical figure, then the 

experience will probably not be positive. However, the rewards can be great for those 

writers with the audacity to risk it. Antony Burgess' reconstruction of Keats' last days in 

ABBA ABBA is brilliantly executed and genuinely moving. 207 Michael Cunningham's 

homage to Woolf in The Hours appears foolhardy – not only does he write in the style of 

Woolf (neither pastiche nor parody, but rather a seamless continuation of where she left 

off), he names his novel after one of hers and pretends that he could see inside her head 

when she was writing Mrs Dalloway, and, more disturbingly, as she dies. 208 It is done with 

such skill and delicacy that the effect is one of wonder rather than horror. As one of my 

students commented: 'Even though I knew she was fictional, being given the chance to just 

203 Inglourious Basterds, dir. Quentin Tarrantino (Universal Pictures, 2009), suggests that Hitler and the Nazi 
high command died in a cinema fire in Paris well before the end of World War II. This may be a 
postmodern critique of the grand narratives of history, or simply an exploration of 'what if?'

204 Michael Cunningham, "Author's Note," Specimen Days, (London: Fourth Estate, 2005), ix.
205 Matthew A. Henry, "Problematized Narratives: History as Fiction in E.L. Doctorow's Billy Bathgate," 

Critique, vol 39, 1997. <http://www.questia.com/googleScholar.qst?docId=96430142> accessed 
08.07.2011.

206 Southgate, History Meets Fiction, 38.
207 Antony Burgess, ABBA ABBA (London: Vintage, 2000). Half of this book, first published in 1977, is a 

collection of poems allegedly translated by a descendent of one of the characters, from the original 
scatological Roman dialect of their author (a ‘real’ person, who may or may not have met Keats). It 
questions the relationship between ‘fact’ and fiction while genre-bending with gusto.

208 Michael Cunningham, The Hours (London: Fourth Estate, 1999). A narrative of multiple threads that 
blurs the boundaries between the lives of people who existed historically and those who exist only in 
fictional works. Looks at cause and effect and questions the place of the individual in history. 

http://www.questia.com/googleScholar.qst?docId=96430142
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imagine what might have been going through her head was exhilarating.' This comment is 

instructive: most readers relish the opportunity to engage with the imaginative 

reconstruction of another life. 

Writing historically about people who are little known poses a different set of 

challenges. Woolf herself, in A Room of One's Own, considers how one could, via the mode 

of fiction, imagine an Elizabethan woman into being: 

The moment, however, that one tries this method..., one branch of 
illumination fails; one is held up by the scarcity of facts. One knows 
nothing detailed, nothing perfectly true and substantial about her. History 
scarcely mentions her. 209

And for the women of Mariam's time, this still holds true. It is no longer the case, however, 

for women of the English Renaissance. We, in the age of Philippa Gregory, sumptuous 

films about Elizabeth I, and Friday nights with The Tudors do not have the same 

problem.210  If anything, we have the opposite. We think we know what it was like. We 

make all sorts of assumptions about provocatively cut corsets and empowered seductresses 

playing and often winning at high stakes political games. No-one has black teeth or 

smallpox scars. A heroine who believed in her own innate inferiority to her husband would 

be unsympathetic, a wimp undeserving of our emotional investment. It is natural, of 

course, that popular representations of the Renaissance (those, like Gregory's, where 

painstaking research supports a fictional world built on historical evidence, as well as 

those, like The Tudors, where anachronism is embraced) will be filtered through our own 

age's sensibilities and gender constructions. 211

Georg Lukàcs identifies novels where history is used as window dressing, and are 

historical 'only as regards their purely external choice of theme and costume. Not only the 

psychology of the characters, but the manners depicted are entirely those of the writer's 

own day.' 212 The Tudors, or perhaps a Mills and Boon romance using corsets and chivalry 

for stage-setting, might be considered historical in this sense. And there is nothing wrong 

209 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (London: Penguin, 1945), 46.
210 Philippa Gregory is one of the most commercially successful and prolific of our contemporary historical 

novelists. Works include: The Other Boleyn Girl (London: HarperCollins 2001), The Queen's Fool  
(London: HarperCollins 2003), and The Virgin's Lover, (London: HarperCollins 2004).
Elizabeth: The Golden Age, dir. Shekhar Kapur (Universal Pictures, 2008). Film.
The Tudors (Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2009). DVD.

211 Selected historical inaccuracies in The Tudors include: tarmac, radiators, boxer shorts, sprung carriages, 
and a violin.

212 Georg Lukàcs, The Historical Novel, trans. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell (London: Merlin Press, 1989), 
19. 



 354
with using history in this way. Did not Shakespeare employ the histories of Rome and 

Denmark to stage debates about contemporary politics in a way that would get around the 

censors? Lukàcs notes that Diderot, for all his inventiveness in other respects, sets Jacques 

the Fatalist 

in a “never and nowhere” which nevertheless faithfully reflects the essential 
characteristics of contemporary England and France. These writers, then, 
grasp the salient features of their world with a bold and penetrating realism. 
But they do not see the specific qualities of their own age historically. 213

What Lukàcs feels is missing in these works, the factor which means they do not qualify as 

'historical novels' in his sense of the term, is that they lack a 'clear understanding of history 

as process, of history as the concrete precondition of the present.' 214 For Lukàcs, the 

defining quality of historical fiction is the 'derivation of the individuality of characters 

from the historical peculiarity of their age'. 215

Thus, I believe that Heartwood does fit Lukac's definition of the historical novel 

because I have attempted, through research and an act of imaginative empathy, to place 

Elizabeth Cary and Mariam in their own contexts, as characters formed by and reacting to 

the political and social realities of the times in which they lived. As a result of this, one of 

my difficulties with gaining reader sympathy for Cary is that for her, arranged marriage 

was expected, a woman's career choices were wife or nun. There was widespread belief in 

a woman's physical and intellectual inferiority, and in her unquestioning obedience to her 

male relatives. 216 My task was to help the reader to understand the 'historical peculiarity' of 

Cary's age, so that they could take her side, see her making choices as they would have 

been available to a woman in that era, without thinking her weak or pathetic for accepting 

things that in our own age would cause an outcry.

This is not the only issue facing the writer of historical fiction. The historical record 

is cryptic. There are gaps, apparently random occurrences, and time lines which resist the 

imposition of a coherent, dramatic narrative. The act of carpentry that Zinsser insists is 

necessary for the construction of engaging memoir is equally necessary for the 

construction of historical fiction. For example, from what we know of Cary's life, it seems 

certain that after her marriage she remained at home with her parents for some time. 

213 Ibid., 20.
214 Ibid., 21.
215 Ibid., 19.
216 Antonia Fraser provides a comprehensive account of the social roles available to women in The Weaker  

Vessel (London: Pheonix Press, 2002).
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Originally, my creative text honoured the historical record and allowed this to happen. But 

reader feedback showed that this caused an anti-climax, where tension was lost and the 

narrative stagnated. Far better to cut this episode and jump straight from the marriage to 

imprisonment at her mother-in-law's, where the record states that she was locked in a room 

and denied books, but which I have exaggerated to put her in mortal danger in the interests 

of building narrative tension. Historical purists may protest at my distortions, but in doing 

as I have, I believe that I have distilled the vulnerability of women as the property of their 

husbands, and their disenfranchisement as consumers and producers of literature, in a way 

that the reader will understand. Intriguingly, one can see Cary doing the same thing with 

the plot of The Tragedy of Mariam: she re-orders and elides events narrated by her source 

material, Josephus, in order to create a more satisfying dramatic construct. Although some 

historians may see such deviation from the historical record as problematic, Shaw finds 

instead that 'a work can become more historical, not less historical, if it rearranges aspects 

of the historical record for the sake of demonstrating a larger pattern.' 217

The difficulty I encountered in conjuring Cary was amplified with Mariam. As 

noted earlier, there is relatively little material on the social and economic conditions of 

women in Old Testament Judea; most documentary evidence consists of accounts of wars 

and public events which were almost exclusively masculine (Cleopatra being a notable 

exception) 218. The Mariam strand is perhaps less historical in Lukàcs' sense of the word 

because I know too little of the 'historical peculiarity' of the time and place where she 

lived. In staging an imaginative construction of Mariam's life and times, I may be 

participating in a process that David Mitchell identifies as the  gradual replacement of 

literal history with fictionalised histories:

Exposition: the workings of the actual past + the virtual past may be  
illustrated by an event well known to collective history such as the sinking  
of the Titanic. The disaster as it actually occurred descends into obscurity  
as its eyewitnesses die off, documents perish + the wreck of the ship 
dissolves in its Atlantic grave. Yet a virtual sinking of the Titanic, created  
from reworked memories, papers, hearsay, fiction – in short, belief –  
grows ever ‘truer’. The actual past is brittle, ever-dimming + more 
problematic to access + reconstruct: in contrast, the virtual past is  
malleable, ever-brightening + ever more difficult to circumvent/expose as  
fraudulent. 219

217 Shaw, Forms of Historical Fiction, 22.
218 See Joann Fletcher, Cleopatra The Great: The Woman Behind The Legend (London: Hodder & 

Stoughton, 2008).
219 Mitchell, Cloud Atlas, 408.
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As such, the historical events dramatised within the confines of my creative text are 

brightly lit virtual realities, based on varying levels of probability, which exist only in the 

words on the page, and in their interaction with the reader's imagination. 

A member of my writers' workshop likened the Mariam strand to 'a 1950s 

Technicolor biblical epic'. 220 I took this as a compliment. Hopefully such fictional 

constructs are unnaturally dramatic, dispensing with the random drudgery of events that 

verisimilitude would demand, allowing the reader to feel as though they have stepped into 

the compelling experience of someone else's existence. They are based on the best 

information available, what I have gleaned from historical documents and contemporary 

critical interpretations, but inevitably shaped by my own subjectivity, and by the 

expectations of contemporary readers. 

And this process, although deviating from what some would see as the 'historical 

truth', can, as Shaw asserts, make certain characteristics of an age more accessible to a 

contemporary audience. The writer of fiction needs to be aware of certain practical things 

that they can do to help readers imagine themselves into times and places that are remote 

from us. For example, Burroway and Stuckey-French list a number of things that should 

not be attempted in dialogue: 'Dialect, regionality, and childhood should be achieved by 

word choice and syntax. Misspellings should be kept to a minimum because they distract 

and slow the reader...' 221 To this list I would add 'historicity'. Thus a piece of authentic 

Elizabethan dialogue would at worst be incomprehensible and at best long-winded. And 

who knows how a person in 29BC would have actually spoken? The author's job is to 

create something that in essence equates to the substance of what might have been said, but 

which applies the principles of well-crafted dialogue, and is well enough informed about 

the historical and social context to sprinkle a dusting of authenticity over what is a 

completely artificial construct.  An excellent example of this technique appears in the HBO 

series Rome, which has legionaries using the kind of language that we would expect a 

soldier of our own time to employ. 222 Given that vernacular is very rarely recorded in 

historical records, attempting to invent something that may get nowhere near how it 

actually happened seems less honest than what the writers did, which was to deal in 

equivalents, rather than attempt to create 'historical' dialogue, which, without great care, 

220 Glyn White, verbal comment, Manchester Metropolitan University, Geoffrey Manton Building, Oxford 
Road, 24 June 2009.

221 Janet Burroway and Elizabeth Stuckey-French, Writing Fiction, A Guide to Narrative Craft, Seventh 
Edition (New York: Pearson Longman. 2007), 96.

222 Rome (Warner Home Video, 2007). DVD.
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can become 'cod-Shakespearean' or approach the farce of Up Pompeii. As one reviewer 

notes: 'This is not a retelling of historic events, but a look at the seedy underbelly that the 

historians missed.' 223

Part VI: Conclusions – What Now?

At the beginning of this project,  I sought to create a novel that would be both informed by, 

but also seek to illuminate through writerly practice, a series of specific questions. Looking 

back on these questions now, many seem naïve, or simplistic, or wrongly framed. As a 

fitting act of circularity to end my linear progress though this Statement of Poetics, I shall 

attempt to summarise my findings for each.

Questions Revisited

Q. Can authors be removed from the texts they produce?

I began by thinking of the author as a coherent entity, a clearly delineated concept. 

However, in our postmodern world-view, ‘personal identity is an unstable quantity 

transmitted by a variety of cultural factors,’224 and thus:

Such quick dismissal [the death of the author and the author’s role] 
overlooks the fact that... we don't fully know what it means to be 'an 
author' -- that is, what creativity really is or where it comes from, and 
whether it is many things or one thing. 225 

It seems somewhat hasty to seek to remove the author from a text, when we still do not 

fully understand that which we are trying to remove. Sean Burke goes so far as to state that 

‘the attempt to abolish the author is fundamentally misguided and philosophically 

untenable.’ 226 

This is not to say that literary theory, including ideas about the death of the author, 

should be ignored. Such theories are useful tools which help us to investigate and 

understand the processes and products of writers. It is more a case of, as Graeme Harper 

suggests, 

223 Jaspal Virdi, "Review of Rome," Amazon <http://www.amazon.co.uk/Rome-Complete-HBO-Seasons-
DVD/dp/B000UOOVDI/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=dvd&qid=1267636735&sr=1-2> accessed 07.08.2011. 

224  Uta Grosenick and Burkhard Riemschneider, eds., Art Now (Koln: Taschen, 2002), 562.
225 John Lye, “The Death Of The Author As An Instance Of Theory,” Brock University, Canada, 

<http://www.brocku.ca/english/courses/4F70/author.html> accessed 11.09.2007.
226 Sean Burke, The Death and Return of the Author: Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and  

Derrida (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), back cover.
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recognizing that the existence of the writer as living individual is 
fundamental to the idea of creation and is reflective of the intentions and 
dispositions, physical environment and behaviour patterns, feelings, 
emotions and reasons, personal and cultural meanings and rules and 
relations. 227

Q. How much influence does the author’s own life experience have on their literary 

productions?

Heartwood was only possible when my own life experiences and personal development 

allowed me the insight required to make it happen. The narrator in The New York Trilogy 

seems to describe a similar experience:

I don't claim to have solved any problems. I am merely suggesting that a 
moment came when it no longer frightened me to look at what had 
happened. If words followed, it was because I had no choice but to accept 
them, to take them upon myself and go where they wanted me to go. 228

It was when I reached a point of self-awareness where it no longer frightened me to look 

with detachment at my own life and its failures that I finally understood how to write the 

novel I had been struggling with for years. As I have demonstrated with my account of the 

making of Heartwood, and indeed in Heartwood itself, the author's life experience is the 

condition of literary production. Indeed, 'The act of composing a novel is basically not 

different from that of composing one's reality.' 229

Q. Is the writer of fiction always, consciously or unconsciously, simultaneously an 

autobiographer?

Autobiography, like so many things in the postmodern era, is often defined as indefinable. 

Indeed, Paul de Man goes so far as to suggest that autobiography is defined as 'any book 

with a readable title page,' because if the author's name appears there, then 'the author 

declares himself the subject of his own understanding.' 230 This brings us back to the old 

cliché that all fiction is also autobiography. It seems more productive, as H. Porter Abbott 

suggests, to stop focusing on the act of writing and concentrate instead on the act of 

reading: 

227 Harper, Wordsmithery, 26.
228 Auster, The New York Trilogy, 294.
229 Sukenick, Surfiction, 41.
230 Paul de Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), 921-922. Cited 

by H. Porter Abbott in “Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual 
Categories,” New Literary History 19, No. 3 (Spring, 1988): 600-601.
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The difference, then, between an autobiography and a novel lies not in the 
factuality of one and the fictiveness of the other but in the different 
orientations toward the text that they elicit in the reader. 231

This may go some way towards explaining the furore surrounding James Frey's A Million 

Little Pieces. What the author, publisher and bookseller choose to label a text seems more 

important than the processes and products of writerly activity in terms of defining its 

genre. I intend that Heartwood will be published as a novel, both to avoid Frey's 

difficulties, but also because I believe that despite its experiments with autobiography and 

structure, my text does still qualify as such, and approaching it as such is likely to offer the 

most possibility of satisfaction and enjoyment to the reader.

Q. Is it possible, or indeed useful, to attempt to distinguish ‘autobiography’ and 

‘biography’ from ‘fiction’? 

One of the platitudes of postmodernity is that truth has become so unstable and 

problematic that everything must now be thought of as fiction. Marjorie Garber describes 

this tendency as follows:

For the biographer and the autobiographer, postmodernity means 
understanding that there is no secure external vantage point from which 
one can see clearly and objectively, can ‘realize’ the subject...That 
biography – and, even more, autobiography – is a species of fiction-
making is a truth so old that only a willed cultural amnesia can make it 
new.232

The experience of James Frey shows that what appears to be self-evident is in fact nothing 

of the sort: labelling a text as autobiography triggers a powerful set of assumptions in 

readers that no amount of postmodern theory can prevent. Had his case gone to court, 

would he have been able to quote Garber in his defence? In my opinion, the things that 

appear most obvious are often those most in need of investigation. Generic distinctions 

between autobiography, biography, and fiction are still deployed by writers, publishers, and 

readers. Even if their definition has now shifted to describe different varieties of fiction, 

those differences still need to be explored in far greater depth than has been possible here. 

However, I will attempt to summarise what I have discovered so far. Biography is a 

special case, and I intend to investigate its particularities in my next project. Here, I will 

231 H. Porter Abbott, “Autobiography, Autography, Fiction,” 603.
232 Marjorie Garber, "Postmodernism and the Possibility of Biography," in The Seductions of Biography, eds. 

Mary Rhiel and David Suchoff (New York: Routledge, 1996), 175.
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confine my remarks to the possibility of distinguishing between autobiography and fiction. 

It seems to me that there is no dividing line which requires a work of prose to be placed on 

one side or the other, to be classified as autobiography, or fiction, or indeed those works 

which self-consciously ask to be called 'a non-fiction novel'. 233 Rather, there is a 

continuum or sliding scale, where the proportions of what is fictional and what is 

autobiographical change, but in which both genres are always present i.e.

 

It seems that Paul de Man's more useful suggestion that autobiography is 'not a genre or 

mode but a figure of reading' is borne out by my own experiences of attempting to produce 

an act of autobiography within the structures of prose fiction. 234 The processes are the 

same; it is the act of labelling that makes the difference. 

This is not to say that we should dismiss genre as irrelevant. There are 

inappropriate ways of using genre, which should be avoided. The most misleading use of 

genre, in my view, is as a mechanism by which texts are put in boxes labelled, for example, 

'true' or 'experimental'. As Culler says, 'this view of genres seems singularly unhelpful. To 

treat them as taxonomic classes is to obscure their function as norms in the process of 

reading.' However, understood as a relative term, subject to the same forces of history and 

society as the texts it is supposed to classify, genre can become a useful tool which helps to 

identify, describe, and understand the processes and products of writing and reading. Seen 

as a fluid, mutable process rather than a fixed taxonomic category, it allows the kind of 

productive activity that John Frow describes: 

what we learn, in 'doing' genre (in performing and transforming it), is the 
values we share or don't share with others and the means with which to 
challenge or defend them. Through the use of genres we learn who we are, 
and encounter the limits of our world. 235

233  Truman Capote's In Cold Blood (London: Penguin, 1967) being an obvious example.
234 Paul de Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism (New York, 1984) pp. 67-81. Cited by H. Porter Abbott 

'Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories'. New Literary  
History, Vol. 19, No. 3, History, Critics, and Criticism: Some Inquiries. (Spring, 1988), pp. 597-615.

235 John Frow, Genre (The New Critical Idiom) (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), 144.

Autobiography

Fiction
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Q. To what extent does gender influence the relationship between life experiences and 

literary production?

Throughout history, a recurrent site of gendered suppression and contest has been the 

attempt by women to write and to be recognised as writers. Elizabeth Cary's act of 

authorship is remarkable and worthy of investigation because it is, as Woolf says,  '... [a] 

perennial puzzle why no woman wrote a word of that [the Renaissance's] extraordinary 

literature when every other man, it seemed, was capable of song or sonnet.' 236 This is the 

same question as the next, really, because gender is socially constructed.

Q. How can external forces such as ‘history’ and ‘society’ be seen to influence the 

relationship between life experiences and literary production?

In all sorts of ways. We have seen that at this moment in popular Western culture, the 

desire for 'true' stories has created various sub-genres such as 'misery lit' and the 'non-

fiction novel'. Perhaps some writers would always have chosen to write within these 

parameters, but the commercial success and willingness of publishers to seek out and 

promote such texts has made them visible, numerous, and widely available. 

Lukàcs goes some way towards addressing this question, distinguishing between 

texts such as Jacques the Fatalist, in which the author seeks to represent and critique their 

own time and society, and texts which show 'a clear understanding of history as a process, 

of history as concrete precondition of the present.' 237 Such historical texts, according to 

Lukàcs, become possible because of the author's sense of themselves as an individual 

experiencing events within a national and international context: 

if experiences such as these are linked with the knowledge that similar 
upheavals are taking place all over the world, this must enormously 
strengthen the feeling first that there is such a thing as history, that it is an 
uninterrupted process of changes, and finally that it has a direct effect upon 
the life of every individual. 238

Obviously, as conceptualised above, every author is an individual affected by history and 

society on micro and macro levels. But those who seek to enact and explore the concept of 

history in their work are identified by Lukàcs as historical novelists, and more recently by 

Hutcheon as writers of historiographic metafiction. I am, I believe, one of those authors. 

236 Woolf, A Room of One's Own, 43.
237 Lukàcs, The Historical Novel, 21.
238 Ibid., 23.
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The Real Question

Rather than those questions, the question that I really posed myself was whether I could 

write a text that would raise 

issues such as those of narrative form, of intertextuality, of strategies of 
representation, of the role of language, of the relation between historical 
fact and experiential event, and, in general the epistemological and 
ontological consequences of the act of rendering problematic that which 
was once taken for granted by historiography – and literature. 239 

What is the novel capable of accommodating? What am I, as a writer, capable of 

discovering? I have discovered the thrilling adaptability, flexibility, and infinite variety of 

the novel as a form. I have discovered that I define my practice as 'experimental 

formalism', and that by seeking to learn from and co-exist peacefully with my precursors I 

can extend and improve the range of tools at my disposal. By the use of conventions such 

as narrative drive and description, I can honour 'the implicit contract between author and 

reader that forms the basis of the novel as a genre,' 240 while using those conventions to 

stage my own inquiry 

into large universal systems which the novelist knows can only hold in a 
precarious suspension of disbelief: as with poems and stories, as with ideal 
definitions of form and formal definitions of ideas, as with statements of 
position, confessions, autobiographies, greater aims, interpretations, 
glimmerings of overall themes. 241 

Summary of Insights Gained

In producing Heartwood and its complementary discourses I have staged a praxical 

enquiry which blurs the traditional distinctions between critical theory and creative 

practice, and which has yielded substantial new insights into the practice, craft, and theory 

of the contemporary novel. In summary, I believe that Heartwood embodies the following: 

1. An original piece of literature, which stands alone, self-contained, as a work of 

historiographic metafiction. 

 
239 Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism, xii.
240 Culler, Surfiction, 262.
241 Christine Brooke-Rose, Stories, Theories and Things (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), ix.
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2. A product of the ongoing praxical process in which I am engaged, yielding insights 

into the craft of writing. 

3. The apparatus by which I have staged part of my critical enquiry into the present 

and future of the contemporary novel.

I shall justify each of these claims in turn.

An Original Piece of Literature 

Heartwood locates itself in a continuum of innovative and experimental novels. It is 

influenced most identifiably by, and is perhaps closest in nature to, Michael Cunningham's 

The Hours, David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas, and Henrique Vila-Matas' Montano. I list these 

influences because they are the texts that I am most aware of having learned from during 

the time that I was writing Heartwood.  Undoubtedly I have been influenced by a great 

many other sources, the majority of which may well be unconscious influences. As I 

continue my own reading, and as I benefit from the feedback of those who have read 

Heartwood, more resonances with texts of which I may not have been aware are brought to 

my attention. However, in order to make a claim for Heartwood's original synthesis of 

elements found in its 'parent' texts, The Hours, Cloud Atlas, and Montano, I will compare 

briefly the presence of five key features in both Heartwood and its precursors:  

i. Historiography

The Hours, Cloud Atlas and Heartwood (but not Montano) may be described as 

historiographic. 

ii. Gender

The Hours and Heartwood (but not Cloud Atlas or Montano) stage an interrogation 

of historically-situated gender constructs. 

iii. Structure

All five texts are structurally innovative: The Hours is complexly episodic, 

eventually resolved as the strands conclude. Cloud Atlas is perhaps the most 

structurally ambitious of these texts, comprising five strands which work 

symphonically via the organic theme of cloud patterns to create an 'echo chamber'. 
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Montano begins several threads which are interrupted without conclusion. 

Heartwood comprises three strands, and, like Cloud Atlas, uses an organic theme, 

but achieves a different effect in that the structure enacts and supports the enquiry 

into gender constructs as well as historical processes. 

iv. Genre

Not all these texts can be seen explicitly to question genre. The Hours does invoke 

ethical questions by presenting Woolf's actual suicide note as part of Cunningham's 

fictional evocation of her consciousness, but never pushes at the boundaries of what 

a novel might do. Cloud Atlas includes strands written in different genre fictions, 

including fictional diary and epistolary forms, but they are not interrogated as 

concepts. Montano does appear to stage an enquiry into the nature of fiction and its 

relationship with autobiography, including essays, and diary/memoir which, it is 

later suggested, may be yet more layers in a fictional hall of mirrors. Heartwood, I 

believe, stages an enquiry into the purpose and possibilities of the novel.

v. Autobiography

Montano, unlike The Hours and Cloud Atlas, appears to 'show its hand' via what 

seems to be autobiography, but this is revealed as yet another piece of trickery. 

Heartwood, in contrast, stages a sincere attempt to question the author's role in the 

text.

Thus Heartwood's claim for originality is assisted by the above comparison, which, 

although subjective and no by means exhaustive, shows where I believe it sits among its 

conscious precursor texts. Heartwood is the only one of the texts cited above to synthesise 

all five of these experimental qualities into one literary product: structurally innovative 

historiographic metafiction that explicitly questions genre and interrogates gender 

constructs while showing its hand via the inclusion of a sincerely autobiographical strand. 

Although I can talk only of my own finite experience as a reader and writer, in my 

wanderings to date over the deep shale of my literary ancestors, I am not aware of any 

other texts that attempt such a project.
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2. The Writer's Craft

The complementary discourses could not have been written without me first producing 

Heartwood. The insights gained into the novelist's craft are exemplified in Heartwood and 

elucidated in the complementary discourses. It is hoped that other writers may gain from 

the following insights:

• That narrative gravity will pull everything towards it: the demands of a satisfying 

story will distort any attempt to experiment that does not respect its requirements. 

Thus my attempt to write autobiographically did not work until I conceded that a 

good story takes priority over the 'truth' of any self-scrutiny. Once I edited myself 

into a fictional character, the larger truth about what it was like to live in a certain 

place at a certain time was allowed to emerge.

• That most readers will stand a large amount of experimental or innovative practice, 

as long as the fundamental tenets of the unspoken contract between novelist and 

reader remain intact: that a compelling narrative is established and maintained, and 

that characters with whom the reader can engage emotionally are provided.  For 

example, fractured narrative and composite texts are well tolerated, as long as the 

reader is rewarded with enjoyable drama, and as long as the extra effort is seen to 

pay off in the form of a satisfying resolution.

• That in upholding this contract, the balance between description and narrative drive 

must be maintained. Description is a multi-tasking tool that is of especial benefit to 

historical novelists, but which must be employed with skill and judgement to allow 

the reader's imagination room to breathe: we are activating infinitely complex 

circuitry over which we have limited control, and therefore the lightest of touches 

should be used.

3. Critical Enquiry

Contrary to laments that the novel is a dead or stagnating form, I have demonstrated via 

my own practice and via my survey of the practices of others that it continues to evolve. It 

is a form that offers almost infinite potential in terms of its variety and its ability to reflect 

upon and respond to the postmodern sensibility. In particular, the following points should 

be emphasised: 
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• Above all, the novel is a narrative form that allows essays, autobiographies, 

biographies and other hybrid incarnations within its bounds, so long as the demands 

of narrative are upheld.

• In this sense the novel defines itself not as fiction or non-fiction, but as a narrative 

that, via the signals it gives, creates a particular horizon of expectation in the 

reader. Some writers and publishers have learned to their cost that giving 

inappropriate or conflicting signals to their readers can result in negative, or even 

litigious responses.

• In producing Heartwood and tracing its influences, I have identified and 

exemplified a sub-genre of the contemporary novel that I term 'accessible literary 

fiction'. Many such novels are also examples of historiographic metafiction, and, 

like Heartwood, employ the device that I have termed 'experimental formalism' 

whereby the conventions of story-telling are upheld, while simultaneously the 

nature of the novel is questioned and explored.

Where Next?

Knowing that I have found my medium, that I am a novelist who is learning to use the 

form to  accommodate my obsessions, passions, questions and experiments, 

… I can continue a little as before, attempting to transform the art of the 
novel, which is no mean feat. I realise that there are a thousand ways of 
doing this and I have to find mine, which is in fact what I'm doing. 242

And what I shall continue to do.

242 Vila-Matas, Montano, 205.
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APPENDIX 1

Writing fiction: innovation and experiment

Collective agreement on scope and parameters of the module

We acknowledge that the terms ‘innovation’ and ‘experiment’ present certain difficulties of 
definition. Definitions or interpretations of these terms may include:

• Challenges norms (but norms change, are fluid, dependent on context, perhaps best 
defined in contrast to other factors).

• Packaging, branding, presentation, may not look like a conventional ‘book’.
• Presents the reader with choices, demands effort on their part. May assume a level 

of sophistication/cultural knowledge in the reader. Elitist?
• Takes risks, particularly the risk of alienating the reader – it acknowledges that not 

all readers will respond to the challenges, but it offers something in exchange (e.g. 
narrative drive compensates for visual interruption).

• Questions the reading process; may offer the reader some help and instruction, or 
may trust them to work it out for themselves.

• May employ restriction (e.g. following a pattern, not using a particular letter or 
verb).

• The content may be taboo or push boundaries.
• The label ‘innovative’ may deter readers, and therefore has commercial 

implications.
• Innovative or experimental texts take many different guises. They may be 

conventional in some ways, and experimental in just one respect. Alternatively, 
they may be experimental in many ways at once. 

Manifestations of innovative or experimental activity include: 

• Narrative structure (could be fractured, or temporally complex)
• Use of perspective to question morality (e.g. manipulating the reader into 

sympathising with a morally repugnant character)
• Mechanisms which promote a physical awareness of the reading process

We acknowledge that the words ‘innovation and experiment’ have specific implications 
within the structures of this module. It is hoped that the space provided by this module will 
be used as a place for experiment, unfettered by commercial implications. 

We are wary of innovation for its own sake, which can result in cynical or pretentious 
work. Therefore we expect that each student on this module will engage with innovation as 
‘a by-product of a writerly challenge’. Such engagement could be demonstrated by:

• Attempting a technique or genre that is new to the individual writer, even if it 
would not be identified as ‘innovative’ by other people.
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• Using different mechanisms of composition/working practice (e.g. writing in a 

particular location, using music as a stimulus, etc.)
• Experimenting with how text is presented (e.g. presenting work on CD-ROM)
• Experimenting with language (e.g. writing in dialect)
• Setting restrictive parameters within which to work (e.g. not using the letter ‘e’)

We acknowledge that the process of engagement with innovative or experimental practices 
should be just as important as the end result. We also acknowledge the implications that 
this statement has for the assessment of work. The following scenarios illustrate these 
implications: 

• A student does not engage seriously with the personal challenge of innovation, but 
submits a superficially shocking/bizarre/inaccessible piece of work. 

• A student grapples with innovation on their own personal terms, and produces a 
work that is not obviously ‘innovative’.

• A student does not attempt to innovate at all, but stays within their comfort zone to 
produce a successful piece of conventional fiction.

• A student attempts to innovate and produces a work that ultimately fails as a piece 
of fiction, although its intentions are clear. 

We agree that the tutor should seek to reward a genuine engagement with innovation. The 
tutor may, however, have difficulty in distinguishing between the situations outlined above. 
Therefore, group members’ engagement with innovation can be measured in the following 
ways:

• Contribution to workshop sessions
• The sharing of intentions and the sharing of work in progress (Blackboard would be 

a good mechanism for recording evidence of such activity)
• In your creative assessment, the three pieces of evidence documenting your 

engagement with innovation (e.g. annotated extracts from drafts, an excerpt from 
your journal, notes/exercises done in class, a review of a reading, or an account of a 
field trip)

• The writer’s reflection

In addition, the group understands that the tutor will adopt a positive marking attitude, 
whereby marks will not be deducted for ‘conventional’ writing, but students will be 
rewarded for demonstrating their engagement with innovation. Innovative failure will be 
treated sympathetically. If a student makes use of the workshop sessions, individual 
discussions with the tutor, and peer feedback, a safety net is in place to support risk-taking.

This is a collective document, which may be reviewed at any time at the request of any 
group member.

Ursula Hurley
30.09.2009
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APPENDIX 2

The unsuccessful autobiographical attempting

A combination of journal entries and narrative episodes. The journal entry will be followed 
by a longer narrative episode which illuminates or works ironically against the preceding 
text. In this way, the authentic ‘I’ of the journal (it is original text from 1993) is enmeshed 
within a narrative construct, which although autobiographical in essence, will use all the 
fictional strategies at my disposal to engineer resonance and congruence with the other two 
strands. This strategy hopes to call attention to the tension between authenticity and artifice 
in autobiographical prose. 

The journal entries are so serious – the narrative episodes must be funny and dramatic to 

make up. Narrative drive comes from the quest for Lizzie. Question: is this strategy too 

complex given that we have two other narrative threads to deal with?

Original text from my journal in 1993

(The only word I have changed is ‘piano’ to ‘harpsichord’)

12.08.93

I feel as though I walk down the vast ornate gallery of some stately house. No longer lived  

in, merely an object of curiosity to passing tourists, it becomes a discarded shell, echoing  

with the life that once filled it. I am like a tourist, who may hear the echoes, and imagine  

the life of the building, yet never experience it. The ceiling is vaulted and lofty. Sunlight  

falling from high windows causes the tiny, airborne fragments of life to congeal;  

illuminated sparkling dust. I pass a rosewood harpsichord, its lid opened invitingly, and  

yet forbidden from playing the piece which I have learned – because it tugs at my heart –  

by the reproach which would inevitably follow from the well-bred woman in tweeds who 

stands as a volunteer each Sunday; on the lookout for people such as I.

And so I must walk on, until one day I will reach the door at the far end, and 

perhaps I will enter another room, or leave the house altogether. I would like to see the  

garden, but now it rains incessantly.

I long for life and passion. I wonder – could one who loves me make life real? Is it  

possible? Or will the mechanism of the harpsichord be ruined from years of neglect?
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I must hope that one day I will be drawn into life, and cease to constantly stand 

away, observing and finding fault. Perhaps one day I will accept that the sunset and the  

individual and the leaf falling on to the water mean nothing, but carry on regardless. 

Does anyone comprehend what I feel? Does anyone care? Those around me seem 

totally consumed by the trivia of life – the notepaper and fudge in the gift shop.

If love cannot transform this pointless charade, then I must find some other way 

because I grow tired of this vast, empty expanse of _ _ _ _ I do not know what to call it, but  

this wilderness – no, it is too featureless for a wilderness – is the present sum of my  

existence.

Newly created autobiografictional strand

Urs wore a short skirt, thick black tights and doc martens. She stood in front of the bay 

window acting out the Rocky Horror Show, using a red-striped college scarf in place of a 

feather boa. Sebastian was trying to jab her in the ribs with a long white mooli radish (his 

birthday gift to her, accompanied by two of Sainsbury’s most succulent plums) but kept 

getting knocked off balance by the insanely drunk Razz, who was intent on kicking 

Sebastian in his own produce aisle.

Mark was slumped in an armchair, a slight glaze across his eyes. He smiled 

beatifically as the ash from his spliff burned tiny holes in the tie-died throw which covered 

the chair. He didn’t know quite what to do with this pint-drinking Northern chanteuse 

whom he now suspected of being his girlfriend. Well, last night she’d sat on his knee 

drinking numerous hot chocolates while they listened to the Red Hot Chilli Peppers’ Blood 

Sugar Sex Magik on repeat. The boiling of the kettle, the over-zealous stirring, the careful 

cradling of the mug as the scalding liquid cooled all became a welcome distraction from 

what was supposed to happen next. She was delighted to conclude that he respected her 

enough not to leap into bed on their first night together; he relieved to have escaped 

without his virginity being discovered. And here they were at a party together. ‘Together’.

Mark had never been north of the Watford Gap, let alone spoken to a person from 

Lancashire. This would take some getting used to.



372
APPENDIX 3

Summary of Proposed Text

The work will consist of three separate narrative strands.

Strand 1 ‘Mariam’
Character: Mariam, Queen of Jewry
Context: Wife of Herod the Great, lived in Judea approximately 50 years B.C.
Circumstance: Herod killed members of Mariam’s family to claim the throne. Once king, 
he discarded his first wife and took the beautiful Mariam as his queen. Mariam registered 
her protest by refusing to behave in a ‘wifely’ manner and withdrawing her affections. This 
led Herod to accuse her of adultery. Rather than submit to Herod and use her beauty to 
beguile him, Mariam chose to remain silent and face execution instead. A brief account of 
Mariam’s life and death can be found in the works of the Jewish historian Josephus. 
(Josephus, The Complete Works trans William Whiston, A.M., Thomas Neslon, 
Nashville 1998) 

Strand 2 ‘Elizabeth’
Character: Elizabeth Cary, Viscountess Falkland
Context: Wife of Henry Cary, Viscount Falkland, she lived from 1580 to 1640 in 
Elizabethan/Stuart England.
Circumstance: A precocious scholar, Elizabeth Cary was married at the age of 17 to an 
older man, an ambitious courtier who needed her dowry to progress his career. Shortly 
after the marriage Cary’s husband was called to war in the Netherlands and the marriage 
was not consummated for several years. During this time, Cary translated Josephus’ history 
from the original Hebrew and wrote a closet drama on the subject entitled ‘The Tragedy of 
Mariam, Fair Queen of Jewry’. Some years later the play was published and Elizabeth 
Cary was disgraced. She claimed it had been stolen from her drawer but the circumstances 
of its publication are unknown. Cary was, as far as we know, the first woman in England to 
publish an original piece of literature, and feminist critics seeking subversive subtexts 
within her writing have taken her up as something of a cause célèbre. Cary’s play, and an 
account of her life by one of her daughters can be found in The Tragedy of Mariam The 
Fair Queen of Jewry, eds. Barry Weller and Margaret W. Ferguson, University of 
California Press, Berkeley 1994

Strand 3 ‘present day’
Character: The Author
Context: In England 2003, a woman writer in a situation remarkably similar to my own 
seeks to write a novel based upon the life of Elizabeth Cary. 
Circumstances: Ostensibly this woman has all the advantages that the other two characters 
lack. She has accessed a privileged education, is unfettered by marriage and is financially 
independent. She is in theory free to pursue her literary career. However, her emotional and 
intellectual struggles with becoming a writer and the difficulties inherent in attempting to 
lead a satisfying and productive life in the twenty-first century show that although the 
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sands of time may have shifted, the bedrock remains essentially unaltered: hard and 
unforgiving. 

The three narrative strands will each deal with a critical turning point in these women’s 
lives. The relationship between the three narratives and the three lives they describe, (the 
intertextuality, or perhaps interbiography), will become apparent as the narratives gradually 
reveal their connections. Via this structure, layers of meaning can accrue as the themes 
outlined above are investigated in this fictional space. The intention is to weave the 
narratives together to create a text that resembles a tapestry in structure and texture: only in 
relation to each other can the individual threads signify. 
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APPENDIX 4

The redundant preface

So. You are here. You have turned the page. And what is it exactly that you expect? To be 

drawn into a different world, perhaps? But not so completely that you miss your stop on 

the bus. No, of course not. Moved, but just a little? Tears are so unseemly. Intrigue and 

suspense might be more your kind of thing, although you would not care to be transfixed to 

the point where you read through the night and are bleary-eyed all the next day. You seek a 

pretty distraction. Or do we misjudge? We do not know your reason for turning the page. 

You may read listlessly, having wandered into the airport newsagents while you pace 

impatiently for your flight call. Perchance you have received this book as a Christmas gift, 

and feel duty-bound to give it a try. Possibly this page is well-thumbed, and you are one of 

a line of readers waiting their turn for this life-changing experience. But we presume. 

Maybe this is how you earn your living, wading through the slush-pile of a major 

publishing house. Even now you are reaching for the photocopied rejection slip. It is yet 

conceivable that you are a friend of the authors, and having asked politely to see their 

unpublished masterpiece, you read with trepidation, eager that the dog-eared manuscript 

will not be too embarrassingly awful.

We cannot know your reasons for reading, but perhaps we can tell you a little about 

our reasons for writing. Having read this far, it is our earnest hope that you will read a little 

farther. For in coming thus far, your story is already entwined with ours. Once it was called 

fate, or God; a little later Newton’s second law described it quite well; now you may find 

Chaos theory does much the same job. For we are bound together, you and us. Our stories 

have interlocked, and none of them will ever be the same. A grand claim, you think. But 

even if you decide to stop reading right now, you have already spent time doing this that 

you could have spent doing something else. Were you reading when you should have been 

thinking about what to make for dinner? Perhaps you became flustered and rushed out to 

the supermarket, weighing the advantages of ready-made pasta against those of pre-packed 

stir-fry. Driving distractedly you skidded on a patch of ice and knocked down a child. And 

yet, alternatively, that five-minute delay kept you safely out of harm’s way and you 

avoided entirely the three-car pile-up on the dual carriageway, which would have been a 
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four-car pile-up had you left the house on time. Perhaps you decided to settle down for the 

evening with this book and forget the shopping altogether (yes, we flatter ourselves), 

making do with a sandwich and a glass of wine, when you were actually scheduled to meet 

the love of your life while lingering at the deli counter. It is equally a blessing and a curse 

that we can never know what might have been. Is the nebulous twinge of uncertainty 

preferable to the cold dead weight of a knowingly missed opportunity? Those of us who 

have already measured our slender span of human years would say so, for while the blood 

beats in your veins, you breathe the sweet air of possibility. Once mortality consigns you to 

the past tense, possibility is no longer possible, and all that remains are the parlour-tricks of 

re-interpretation (assuming that some grand historian thinks you worthy of his attention). 

But we mire you in metaphysical sludge. Let us press on!

These words have already changed your life, and by extension, the lives of 

everyone you know and everyone they know, and so on ad infinitum. (Sorry about the 

Latin – one of us writes it fluently and rarely gets the chance to show-off these days.) But 

we digress. What about your story? What about the myriad events of your daily existence 

that are given shape and meaning by the story of yourself? Our stories are now part of your 

story. Are you not intrigued? Do you not have a thirst to know our stories, to discover who 

we are and how we might have lived and whether indeed we still live and what we might 

have done or what we might go on to achieve? Do you not want to see how our lives could 

have touched yours in ways you cannot yet imagine? Then come with us, through these 

pages, through these black symbols that conjure other realities inside your own, come into 

our lives, and together we will weave our story. Yours and ours. 

But how ill-mannered we are! Already you have forged your way through the titles and the 

dedications, already you have made the brave decision to commit your story to ours, to 

spend some of your priceless time learning about us. A distinctly one-sided bargain, when 

our time is marked by the gentle yellowing of paper whereas yours races away to the 

rhythm of ticking clocks. So, dear, tolerant reader, allow us to introduce ourselves. There 

are three of us: Mariam, Elizabeth and Ursula. Mariam was here first. Her life was played 

out before ticking clocks were invented. Next came Elizabeth, when the very rich began to 

acquire pocket watches in preference to sundials. And finally there is Ursula whose time 
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blinks away to the flashing of digital displays rather than the rising of the sun. Beyond 

these covers, a version of her breathes still, at least for a little while.

And what is our purpose in collaborating thus? We want to understand. In writing 

these words, we hope to delineate something of the subtle web that connects us. And we 

hope, patient reader, that you may see causes and effects that we poor narrative moles have 

blundered through without noticing. Imagine, if you will, walking around a mid-winter 

English garden on a bright frosty morning. It is a formal garden, filled with tightly clipped 

evergreens. Very similar to one that Elizabeth used to own, in fact. Thick snow lies bluish 

in the long shadows cast by the yew hedges. All is albumen white or frost-blackened green. 

Shapes are large and stark. The relationship between earth and sky is crude. But as the 

mechanism of the heavens turns the sky tilts a fraction of a degree, sunlight floods the 

garden. Gossamer threads light up, a vast capillary network filled with golden blood. You 

see that everything, every tiny leaf, every glinting grain of quartz in the gravel beneath 

your feet, is connected to everything else. You feel both awe-struck and reassured. Here is 

purpose, here is harmony. 

Here, then, is our attempt to tilt the sky until the secret threads are illuminated.
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APPENDIX 5

The metaphysical scaffold

Prologue

Hello. Yes, sign here please... Good morning, Madam, Sir. That’s right, this way please. 

Excuse me. Oops! There we are…ladies and gentlemen, Meta Tours welcomes you to this 

whirlwind ride through history, fiction and myth, where you will see kings and queens, 

passion and adultery… what’s that, Madam? No, Morality’s next door, to the left. Thank 

you, Madam… passion and adultery, life and death, and… no Madam, you can look away 

if you want to…

Now, ladies and gentlemen, before we start, we have some ‘housekeeping’ to attend 

to. Once this tour commences, you can’t get off, so please be sure that you wish to join us 

for the duration, as it were. Anyway, no boring talk about the emergency exits! Ha ha! Eh? 

How long is it? A good question Sir, and one that is rather difficult to answer. You’ll be 

gone only a few hours, but it may feel like you have lived through several lifetimes. Yes, 

Madam, there are restroom facilities, although possibly a little more basic than what you 

are used to.

Now, time is pressing, so let’s press on, as it were! We strongly recommend the 

omniscient commentary, which can be purchased for a small extra fee. The commentary is 

delivered via these deluxe headphones, from which a narrator will explain what’s going on. 

Particularly useful if you didn’t pay attention to history lessons at school. I know I didn’t! 

Ha ha! Please see my assistant here if you wish to take advantage. No Sir, the deposit’s on 

top of that. Yes, I know, Sir, but it’s the few who spoil it for the many. Isn’t that so often 

the case? And you will get your deposit back, Sir, if your headphones are returned 

undamaged. What’s that? These are cracked? Oh, for goodness’ sake, get the gentleman a 

new pair!

May we also recommend these commemorative rain ponchos? Very good value, 

and very stylish too. Usually it wouldn’t be wet at this time of year in Jerusalem, but the 

rains come early in 29BC. Yes Madam, before the birth of Christ. Before he was even a 

twinkle in his daddy’s eye. What’s that? Virgin birth? Yes, well. A figure of speech. Poetic 

licence, if you will… 

Ladies and gentlemen, if I could try your patience a few moments more… Please be 
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aware that what you are about to see is ancient history, it has already happened and there is 

nothing you can do about it. Some of the ladies get rather upset, but there’s really no need. 

Think of yourselves as ghosts from the future. No Madam! No, it’s not like a haunting, you 

won’t distress them in the least. They won’t even know you’re there. Perhaps the idea of an 

historical safari suits you better? 

Please also remember that you cannot eat their food, and you can no more drink 

their water than you could drink words from a book. And you’d have to be very thirsty to 

try that! Ha ha! What’s that Sir? If you can’t drink their water, how can their rain wet you? 

My goodness, Sir, that’s a metaphysical poser, if ever I heard one. Best not risk it though, 

eh? We do offer a wide selection of reasonably priced beverages and snacks, so please 

stock up before we leave. And may I also urge you not to drop litter? No Madam, I’m quite 

sure you’re not the sort to litter historically. You know how it is, the few spoiling it for the 

many. Oh indeed Madam, you’ll see quite a bit of corporal punishment where we’re going.

Ladies and gentlemen! Please! The tour is about to begin. We may experience some 

static as the time-lines reset. Do not be alarmed. When the interference clears, we will find 

ourselves watching King Herod – the baby-killer, that’s right – and his beautiful second 

wife Mariam. A ‘trophy wife’ I believe she might be called today. No, Sir. She gets barely a 

mention in the Bible. Intriguing, mmm? Anyway, we will observe Herod and Mariam 

experiencing a little, how shall I put it, marital difficulty? Indeed, you could say that this 

was where it all started to go wrong for poor old Herod. You see, he wasn’t always a mad 

old tyrant…
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Chapter 1 

Herod’s Palace, Jerusalem, 29 B.C.

‘No!’ Mariam flails at Herod’s chest. 

He catches her wrists and pulls her towards him. She struggles. He will not let go. 

Her spit lands on his cheek. 

A shiny green beetle has been feeling its way across a half-eaten fig on the platter 

by the bed. Now it stops, poised on the glistening flesh as if it too can feel the approaching 

storm. 

Herod inhales deeply, his chest swelling with menace. He closes his eyes and opens 

them slowly as though expecting to wake from a dream. He exhales a roaring djin, the air 

quaking with the violence of his rage. His hands close around Mariam’s neck and he 

pushes her down into the pillows. For a moment it appears that he means to take his 

pleasure by force, but her loathing is incandescent and his ardour wilts visibly in its 

ferocious glow. He pauses, eyes barren as the desert beyond his window. Then he turns and 

sits heavily on the edge of the bed. She leaps free and skulks behind the carved ebon 

bedpost. 

‘Get out,’ says Herod. 

Mariam runs to the door, bare feet slapping the marble tiles. As she reaches the 

doorway Herod cries out and flings a wine jug at her. It hits the frescoed wall, and pieces 

of earthenware rain upon the floor. She runs on, oblivious. 

Herod throws himself face down on the bed, his body wrenched by sobs. He seems 

not to hear the scuffle in the corridor, nor the approach of slippered feet. 

A man with a gold chain about his shoulders pads into the room. He stands for a 

moment and contemplates the smashed pottery. He retrieves Herod’s crown and wipes it 

with a corner of his robe.  As he opens his mouth to speak, one of the town flocks is driven 

beneath the window on its way to the watering hole. A chorus of bleating accompanies the 

percussion of hooves, rising to a crescendo and ebbing into the distance. 

In the silence that follows the man says, ‘My Lord?’

Herod mumbles incoherently. Wine drips down the wall and clots in dark red pools.

‘My Lord, are you well?’
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Herod sits up and rubs his eyes. ‘Do I look well?’

‘No.’

‘Sohemus, your ability to ask stupid questions is really most impressive.’

‘Thank you, my Lord,’ replies Sohemus as Herod motions for him to sit on the bed. 

‘Tell me,’ asks Herod, ‘what is so urgent that you must disturb my rest? Has the 

High Priest lost his headdress again? Or the prize ram fallen down a well?’ 

‘Your sister…She claims it will not wait.’

Herod slaps his steward’s knee. ‘My friend, we both know that Salome243 waits for 

no man. Show her in.’ 

243 Commentary: There are many Salomes around at this time. This is not the Salome who did the 
dance of the seven veils for John the Baptist’s Head (she comes in a bit later). This Salome is 
Herod’s sister, no longer in the first bloom of youth, and unhappily married to her second husband, 
Costabar. For more information, please refer to the glossy full-colour guide, available from the gift  
shop at the end of the tour.
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APPENDIX 6

The attempt to tell it all retrospectively from Lizzie's point of view (before I realised 

that she couldn't show the reader what I wanted them to see).

‘Look Mama, the wind breathes old-father-time seeds!’ Victoria pushed a fat finger against 

the leaded window. How pink and vital her childish flesh seemed against the cold blue 

twilight.

‘No my sweet, the wind breathes snow, not dandelion heads. Can you see his 

cheeks puff out?’ Elizabeth pointed to a round mullion in the glass.

‘Butter-pat face!’ giggled Victoria. ‘Look, he has snow in his beard!’

‘No he doesn’t, you fool.’ Elizabeth’s son x stalked past, a volume of Plato under 

his arm.

‘Shame on you, x,’ chided Elizabeth. ‘If you had actually read that Plato, you would 

be quite sympathetic to your sister’s thesis.’ She slipped her small chilblained feet out of 

her cork-soled chopines and wriggled her toes in the firelight. She wished he wouldn’t 

crush Victoria’s fancies so cruelly. An out-and-out rationalist. Too much like his blasted 

father.

‘Here Mother, rest your slip-shod feet properly.’ X pulled up a stool and arranged 

his mother’s feet upon it, chaffing them briskly. ‘You are a dangerous idealist,’ he 

continued, poking the fire. ‘Drink your beer, it’ll keep you quiet.’ He handed a pewter 

tankard to his mother and she stuck out her tongue at him as she accepted. ‘Such bad 

grace,’ he said, kissing the top of her head.

‘You’ve forgotten Plato!’ shouted Elizabeth.

‘Keep him,’ came the retort, ‘kindling is all he’s good for.’ 

A young man’s heavy tread pounded up the stairs.

Victoria was drawing daisies in the droplets that condensed on the inside of the 

window. ‘A garden in the night, Mama!’

‘Ah, my little Persephone with her mid-winter flowers.’ 

‘Who was Persephelly?’

‘Come and sit on my lap and I shall tell you.’ 

Victoria settled herself. ‘Am I squashing him?’
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‘No, no, the baby’s quite safe, as long as you don’t poke your elbows.’

Victoria hugged her elbows tightly. Elizabeth took a sip of her beer. She grimaced. 

Watered twice, at least. Tilly did her best, Lord bless her, but there was no use at all in 

serving the undrinkable. Better to be thirsty and savour what little there was.

‘Per-seph-one lived long ago, before our Lord Jesus was born.’

‘Was that before Grandsire was born?’

‘Yes, even before Grandsire.
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