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C H A P T E R  O N E

All my life I have been burdened with a good reputation. I
do not deserve it. I will be ripped on the racks of Purgatory
until the Day of Judgement for what I have done.

Do you know what that would be like? I’m not afraid of
wounds and I have had plenty of them. In battle the pain
arrives later and always passes in time. A man can stand that.
To be burnt and torn and stabbed for a thousand ages is
another thing entirely. The fear of it stalks in the animal form
of my sin. It scratches at my door and leaps on me when I
wake and I cannot keep it away. My three sins came one
after the other, a year between the first two and then two
years to the third. I have confessed the first of them and been
given inadequate penance. I have tried to confess the second,
but the priests will not see it my way. I have kept the third
and greatest entirely to myself, saving it for my deathbed.

The worst of it is that my wife Elizabeth shared that first
sin and in the long and lonely years since she died, I have
feared for her even more than for myself. Time crawls by in
Purgatory and the punishment there is dreadful.

Now, in this year of 1372, on the day of the consecration
of my Chantry, I was given hope because I saw Elizabeth
again. I looked up from where I was doing my stiff best to
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kneel in prayer and I saw her standing up there in the new
stained glass blazing with sunlight. She was young again and
she spoke with that angelic voice which always plucked
directly at my heart and she used it to bring me a gift.

I have been trying to make up for my second sin, you see.
It took place in war and was a sin of omission. There was
an act I failed to prevent. War has battered into me the slow
realisation that it is man’s most natural state, a base business
painted with glory only for disguise, but this act was the
basest of its parts. I will speak out now as I should have
spoken then. Our war with France has lasted all my adult
life and now at last I know the shape of what I want to say.
For an entire year I have been struggling for the right words.
Now she came to me and flamed up there in the December
sun. Elizabeth, a creature of pure light, gave me my opening
line.

‘Old men who stay behind,’ she said, ‘old men who stay
behind, do not inflame the young with words of war.’

Perhaps it came from inside me and not from her at all,
but I don’t think so.

There are days which lie in ambush for you from the moment
you are born. I had thought it was a day of endings, the
dedication of my chapel, the setting in stone of the knowl-
edge that came too late, my plea for forgiveness. Instead it
was the very opposite, and before this winter day was finished
I was to meet a man who would make me look at it all
afresh.

As I stared up above the altar, Elizabeth slipped away from
where she had stood smiling in the window and there was
the Madonna Maria Virgine in her place, no less fine than
she ought to be, but a picture on flat glass and no more than
that. I fought down my keen regret because one should never
feel regret at the sight of the Madonna, and there was some
comfort to be taken. Elizabeth had seemed serene and the
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Madonna had let her share her space. She could be saved.
When Elizabeth died thirteen years ago, I had Hugh’s tomb

in the Abbey opened and laid her next to him and there they
lie, the two Despensers, just as if she had never been Elizabeth
de Bryan, just as if two of my sins had never taken place.
As if I had never been. It was not because I thought she
loved him more than me. Indeed, I knew that could not
possibly be the case. We had our years together, Elizabeth
and I, and though they started later than they should have
done, they were as sweet a time as I could ever have hoped
for. Together, we had a natural harmony in everything we
did, and our marriage felt to me like a long-delayed arrival
home. It was just that in the Abbey, in the immediate sight
of God, there was sin to consider and it seemed more proper
that she should lie there with Hugh. When death comes for
me they will put me close by, just across the aisle, in a tomb
to match hers so that I will be but a hand-clasp away.

Hugh Despenser, you see, was the bravest and most
admirable of men and he had to steel himself, against his
natural inclination, to act that way, which makes my sins all
the greater because two of them were against him. We first
fought side by side a quarter of a century ago at the crossing
of the Somme. He won the day for us at Blanchetaque, strug-
gling through the water to beat the enemy off the far bank.
He saved an entire English army that day with heroism that
took your breath away and should have taken his.

Bad memories are the hardest rock and stand out more
and more as the softer stuff gets washed away. What happened
two days later in that August of 1346 ranks among the worst.
We were across that bloody valley and they were coming up
at us in numbers you could not believe. It was a typical late
summer evening and, with the low sun behind us, they stood
out so clearly, every detail of their equipment and their
weapons, the straps and the steel, as fine and precise as a
painting. In the glare they could not see how thin we were
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in our tired lines. We were dark reapers against the sun and
we scythed them down until we were astonished by the
slaughter and unsure if they would ever stop.

My post was by the King up on the hill, behind in his final
reserve, and my duty was to watch, which is the hardest
thing. They came in ranks a hundred soldiers wide, pushed
forward by the weight of thousands more behind. Those
behind had no clear view until those before them fell. Only
then could they see that they were already as good as dead,
invincible certainty draining into despair in the very last
yards of their advance.

My second sin is coming with the smell of sulphur on its
breath.

This tale will not allow the absence of its villain for a line
longer, and there’s a pity. He has to come into it now. Sir
John Molyns. Molyns the robber, Molyns the murderer. The
King had hunted Molyns for his destructive violence. Now
he was valued for that same quality. Now he was restored
and there he was just ahead of me, down there in our line,
about to commit a terrible act, and I should have prevented
him from doing it. The King gave me the power to stop
him and I chose not to use it. That was my second great
sin.

My hands and my arms were shaking with exhaustion,
holding the butt of the pole, and the wind got up again,
whipping the King’s long standard, the Dragon banner of
Wessex, as it billowed over my head. I was groaning from
the concentrated effort it took to hold that standard upright
and immobile and I knew how much it mattered. The flag,
tugging at me in the gusts, was the weathercock of the battle,
the final symbol. You could see the men snatch glances
behind for the evidence that the Royal Will did not waver,
that the Royal Person was resolute, sharing their own danger.
The upright immobility of that standard was the proof. All
very fine, but chivalry died that day.
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There, in the torn and bloody earth of Crécy, chivalry died
and perhaps I could have saved it.

A drizzle of holy water across my cheek pulled me back from
that past, back to my new Chantry. In this other folded valley,
a mile inland from the marching waves of Start Bay, I was
pretending to kneel down. I was the sole member of the
congregation in my own brand-new chapel, and there was
nobody else here bar the priest to spot that my backside was
still supported by the edge of the pew and my knees were a
hand-span short of resting on the hassock. If the priest had
noticed, he would have said nothing. William Batokewaye
knew what a beating those knees had taken in the service
of the King, after all, he’d been there for much of it.

A fine mist of sawdust still filtered down from the roof’s
new-cut beams, filling the air with a spray of stained-glass
sunlight. The pews smelt of sap and the stone itself showed
the fresh face of sliced cheese. It was the forty-fifth year of
the reign of his Royal Majesty, King Edward the Third and
it should have been a red-letter day.

I watched William stumping up the aisle towards the altar
as if he were attacking in the front rank of God’s army. He
had always been a good man in a tight corner. Within a year
of losing his sword-arm to a Frenchman’s axe, the stump
barely healed, he had learnt a left-handed flick of the wrist
which reaped soldiers like barley. These days, his only weapon
was the holy water, but that same left wrist flicked back and
forth to spread eternal life just as he had once spread death.

I was still in my reverie, half nightmare, half myth, embel-
lished over years of remembering until it shone with the
untrustworthy precision of a jewel from the devil’s diadem.
I was remembering that moment in August of 1346 when
three horses, lashed together, thundered at us through the
piles of the dead. Then that rain of water arced across my
face and shocked me out of my trance.
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‘Wake up,’ rasped the priest, glancing back at me. ‘This is
all for you, so you might at least pay attention.’

For a moment, I wasn’t quite sure which was then and
which was now because that voice belonged to both times,
but in those days the priest had all his limbs and I had a
clear conscience.

He stopped his chanting and his spraying, stared around
him at all the gilt and the fresh paint and the no-expense-
spared glory of the place. He pulled an oddly irreligious face.

‘It’s done,’ he said, swivelling to stare at me. ‘Blessed and
dedicated. Are you happy now? You should be.’

I could only look at him, and perhaps he saw something
in my eyes because he put his thurible down, reached out
to take me by the arm and helped me clamber to my feet.

‘Come on. Outside,’ he said.
There was complete and unexpected peace in the court-

yard. It was warm for December. I had expected the usual
scraping and hammering of the masons working on the rest
of my buildings, forgetting I had sent them all off to work in
the quarry to guarantee silence for the consecration. There
was no sign of human life or so I thought for a moment. Then
a tiny movement up above caught my eye. They are as keen
as they ever were, my eyes, and I depend on them all the
more now that my body is no longer quite so agile. It has
always been second nature to watch for that betraying move-
ment in the undergrowth that might save you from an ambush.

There was a man up there on the high ground, the hill
which overlooks my village and my Chantry, and I saw him
stand up. He didn’t look familiar.

‘Tell me what’s going on,’ William demanded and distracted
me. We sat down side by side on a bench, the priest folding
his robe under him. He looked at the mud drying on the
back of it.

‘I wish you’d put drains down the street,’ he said. ‘I went
right over on my arse.’
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‘They like it the way it is, the villagers.’ I replied. ‘It’s
always been like that. You know that better than me. This
was your place before you ever brought me here. I didn’t
even know about it until you told me.’

‘Slapton, eh?’ said the priest, looking around him, ‘It’s
thirty years since I lived here last. There’s no kin of mine left
here now and I feel almost a stranger. I went away to see
the wider world and I’ve learnt to like a drier path to walk
on. My grandfather used to call it Slipton because of that
slippery old street. If I’m really going to live here again, I
might have to do something about that.’ He looked around
him and sniffed the air. ‘Now, shall we take stock? What
have we got here exactly? One brand-new chapel, for the
ease of souls and your soul in particular. One chapel, not
staffed by one priest, oh no. Not even staffed by two priests.
Your chapel will be staffed by one chaplain, which is to be
me, plus five priests and four clerks, am I right? At a cost, I
am told, of forty pounds a year. Forty pounds a year for ever.
Not to mention a stone-built college for us all to live out the
fullness of our lives in prayer, study and, if I know anything
about my fellow priests, in dice and wine and maybe even
the odd woman.’

I frowned.
‘Oh yes,’ he went on. ‘It won’t all be holy and they may

be very odd women.’
That wasn’t why I frowned. I knew William Batokewaye

well enough to overlook the licence he had just allowed
himself. I’d often heard he had a wife tucked out of sight
though if so, that was one of the few things he had ever
tried to keep from me. My reputation again, you see. That
sort of thing was allowed for lower orders but not for a
mendicant friar as he was, or at least had been. Would he
presume to bring her here to Slapton? That might test our
friendship. I frowned because since that moment in the
chapel the echoes of sweet Elizabeth’s forgotten voice, waking
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all my love, had been gradually fading in my head and now,
knowing I had lost the sound of her, I was bereft.

‘My question is this,’ he said. ‘Forgive me, I’m not
complaining. I look forward to a comfortable retirement from
the rigours of the last thirty years. It is generous of you in
the extreme to provide it, but, quite apart from the fact that
I would have been prepared to mumble masses for you all
day and most of the night for half that sum all by myself,
what’s it all for?’ The priest was a year older than me and
had been asking me that sort of question for as long as I
could remember. Having no arm for defence, he only ever
knew how to attack.

‘It’s a Chantry. You know what it’s for.’ I opened my arms
to indicate the courtyard in which we sat, the church we
had just left and its new stone tower which soared into the
air, dominating the little village, overpowering the spire of
the village church below.

‘I know what a Chantry’s for. What I’m asking is why do
you need one?’

I looked at him, suspecting a trap. He had always been a
plain speaker and not one to follow slavishly along dogmatic
lines, but this was going too far.

‘You can’t disapprove, William. You and I usually agree on
what’s right and what’s wrong. I’ve built it so you and your
priests will sing masses for my soul and for Elizabeth’s.’

‘And if we didn’t? If your soul had to stand up for itself
without a lot of people, most of whom don’t know it very
well, all singing flat on its behalf?’

I stared at him. I was deeply disturbed by his tone. This
was dangerous ground. ‘You know the story? The story of
de Mowbray?’ I sometimes felt it was all I had thought about
for years now.

‘I might. Tell me anyway.’
‘He begged his chaplain to sing a mass for his soul the

moment he died. Do you know what happened?’
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Batokewaye sometimes looked as if he had been hewn
from the huge trunk of an old elm tree and that look came
upon him now, dense, unchangeable, so I went on. ‘The
chaplain ran straight from the deathbed. He was racing to
the chapel but something stopped him. De Mowbray’s spectre,
twisted and tortured. “You’ve broken your promise,” said the
spectre. “No, I came straight here,” said the chaplain, “you
died only a moment ago.” “In that time, twenty years have
passed in Purgatory,” the ghost replied, “I have suffered twenty
years of torment for your neglect. It is worse than Hell.”’

He just went on looking at me. I thought perhaps he hadn’t
been listening.

‘Worse than Hell, William’ I said again. ‘If a few moments
here is twenty years there, imagine how it will be. Your soul
stays there, paying the price of your sins, until Judgement
Day itself.’ It turned my guts around to think of it, to think
I had that coming, hurtling at me.

He sighed. ‘Wherever I’ve been in the country, I’ve heard
that story,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard it said about Montague, Mauny,
Beauchamp, Scrope, every single knight who has given up
the ghost.’

‘Are you saying you don’t believe it?’
‘I’m saying that Purgatory is a very good idea from the

clergy’s point of view. I’m delighted at the chance to live in
luxury off a terrified Lord.’

‘Should we not be terrified of Purgatory? If we die in
mortal sin aren’t we bound to suffer there? Isn’t that what
the Bible says?’

The priest stared back at me, unblinking. ‘I know you,
Guy. I’ve known you since long before you were a knight.
I’ve heard everything you have to confess and I must say it’s
been mild stuff. If you came to me to confess a real mortal
sin, I’d know you were lying. All right, lying might be a sin
but you’d have to try a lot harder to get committed to the
eternal flames than by a grammatical paradox.’
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He thought he knew me. He didn’t. I had told him nothing
of the last and greatest of my three sins.

‘There’s Heaven and there’s Hell,’ he went on, ‘and each
of us is bound for one or the other. You have to earn your
way into both of them and all we can do is pray to Saint
Peter that he’ll be kind if we’re somewhere in between,
which is where most of us are. And by the way, no it’s not
what the Bible says at all. The Bible is fairly silent on the
precise question of Purgatory. It’s a modern invention.’ The
priest stood up, turned to face me, looming over me.

‘Look at you. Sir Guy de Bryan, noble Knight of the very
choice Order of the Garter,’ he growled, ‘King’s companion,
steward, holder of the Great Seal, ambassador, royal envoy.
Thought of throughout the length and breadth of the land
for years past as the finest knight there ever was, so clearly
honest that you cast no shadow in the sunlight. It passes
straight through you. So fair, you’ve been called in twenty
times a year since you were old enough to wear a sword to
sort out every brawling squabble the greedy nobility gets
itself into. Trusted equally by the King and the Commons
and that’s rare enough. Not a spot on your soul and yet
you’re so afraid you’ve hired a phalanx of priests. You’re
getting much too pious. You need to ease up on the piety.
Do you understand anything about our Lord?’ He wheeled
round and thrust his hand, finger outstretched to the top of
the tower.

‘What’s that up there?’ he demanded.
I looked up, squinting against the sun. ‘The crucifix?’
‘That’s it. Don’t we take it for granted? Wasn’t it lucky

Christ died on a cross?’
Unsure where this could be leading, I frowned at him. ‘It

was surely more than lucky, it was blessed,’
‘That wasn’t what I meant. Supposing Pilate had given him

the option,’ rasped the priest, bending down to put his enor-
mous face right in front of mine. ‘Supposing he’d said, all
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right Jesus, it’s up to you. Your choice. You can either be
crucified or you can be stung to death by bees.’

More heresy was in the wind. I stared at him.
‘Well, imagine,’ said the priest impatiently. ‘If he’d chosen

the bees, what an inconvenient sign we’d have to make
then.’ The priest waggled his hand around his face, fingers
jabbing back and forth and let out a hoot of laughter.

I crossed myself quickly as the rooks took off from the
trees around the tower adding their shrieks to the echoes of
the laugh. Remembering the figure up on the hill, I looked
up there to see if there had been a witness to this blasphemy.
There was nobody there now.

‘Oh come on, man,’ said the priest. ‘I suppose you think
that’s another hundred years of Purgatory added to your
sentence. If God hasn’t got a sense of humour, what hope is
there for the world? Indeed, what hope is there for any of
us if someone like you has to spend half your fortune on a
place like this?’

‘Have you lost your faith?’ I asked. ‘It’s a few years since
I’ve seen you, old friend. You don’t sound like a believer any
more.’

‘Oh, don’t you dare doubt my belief,’ retorted the priest.
‘I may be old-fashioned, but I believe all right.’

‘Do you believe in good and evil?’
‘In their place,’ said the priest, ‘I am not sure I have ever

met a truly evil man. Have you?’
‘Oh yes. One. Just one.’
The priest looked at me. ‘Molyns?’ he asked.
I nodded.
‘All right, I’ll grant you that,’ the priest went on. ‘One.

But good and evil notwithstanding, what I don’t believe in
is all this modern blackmail.’

‘You know what I did.’
‘I know what you think you did. Seems to me other people

had a big hand in it.’
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He didn’t know about my third sin. That was the problem
and somehow I wasn’t yet ready to tell him. I had tucked it
so far out of sight that I no longer quite knew its shape.

The wicket gate creaked open and a face looked round. It
was the man from up on the hill. I didn’t want to be inter-
rupted and certainly not by a stranger.

‘Not now,’ I called, perhaps a little impatiently, and the
face disappeared abruptly.

‘Ah,’ said the priest, ‘sorry, he’s with me. I was just about
to mention him.’

‘Who is he?’
‘He’s a squire in the King’s household. Well connected.

Trusted. In with the people who matter. They send him to
sort out things, very like you were at that age, I’d say. Oh
and he’s married to the beautiful Philippa Roet, so that puts
him in with Lancaster.’

‘Really? Why’s he here?’
‘You’re off travelling again. He’s going with you.’
‘Who says he is? Come to that, who says I’m going

anywhere?’
William looked at me with a smug expression. ‘I am trusted

with certain information, you know. He came down with me.
I was asked to bring him to you. Up at court they thought he’d
never find Slapton by himself. I know where you’re going.’

He’d tried that sort of trick a few times before. ‘I don’t
think you do,’ I said.

‘You’re journeying overland, avoiding France and all its
friends. Your final destination is Genoa by way of the Rhine
valley and the Alpine passes. Your purpose there is to nego-
tiate an agreement whereby the Genoese will trade freely
with us, using one port specially nominated for that purpose
and hopefully granting free use of Genoa by English ships in
return. Am I right?’

That removed any chance that he was guessing. ‘It’s
supposed to be a secret. Who told you?’
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‘Calm down. It is a secret. Lancaster told me. Is that high
enough authority for you? This young man has been sent to
give you a hand on the grounds that, many qualities though
you undoubtedly have, fluency in Italian is not known to be
one of them.’

‘I speak some Italian,’ I said, a little stung.
‘Enough to order food. Not enough to conduct high level

negotiations.’
‘But why is he here now? We’re not leaving until the

beginning of April.’
‘You mean nobody told you?’
‘Told me what?’
‘The King sent word last week. There’s a rush on. It’s all

been brought forward. You really didn’t know?’
I shook my head.
‘You’re leaving in three days time from Dartmouth on the

afternoon tide, on board your ship, Le Michel, captained by
John Hawley, although why you should trust yourself to that
rogue is a mystery to me. You are sailing up channel to
Dordrecht in Flanders where you will join Sir James di Provan
and John di Mari, two of the most irritating and self-regarding
clots it has ever been my misfortune to meet, and with them
you head south as soon as you possibly can.’

‘William, you know as well as I do nobody travels across
the Alps in winter. Even the Brenner Pass is tough going
now.’

He looked uncomfortable. ‘It seems the King believes in
your ability to do it. Someone apparently has to and he
thought sending you would give the best chance.’

I knew him well enough to make an accurate guess. ‘Come
on, you know more about this than you’re saying. What’s it
really all about?’

He squirmed. At least he gave a tiny involuntary wriggle
which is as close to a squirm as a man of William’s size and
experience is ever likely to get.
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‘I’ve heard a few things,’ he said eventually and I just
waited.

‘It’s his bankers,’ he said in the end. ‘You know he still
owes those Florentines a huge fortune?’

‘The Bardi family? Yes, I have heard.’
‘They’re pressing him hard. The Genoa deal is something

to do with it. He has promised them agreement by the end
of February, otherwise he is in default.’

I knew all too well what default would mean. Humiliation
for the English crown. We all remembered the last time he’d
had to pawn the crown and the shame that brought, and I
wouldn’t have been surprised to learn he’d done the same
again. I loved my king, but sometimes he behaved like a
complete idiot.

I rubbed my brow, suddenly aware of the enormous prac-
tical difficulties of this whole enterprise.

‘Three days to get all this ready? I don’t even know if
Hawley’s in Dartmouth and the Michel hasn’t left his mooring
since October.’

‘Hawley’s ready. I saw him on the way. The King’s
messenger got that far, at least.’

‘Well, he didn’t get here. Oh, wait a minute. They found
a man on the rocks below Strete. He’d been thrown off the
cliffs, stripped of everything but his jerkin.’

‘That was him. Someone’s killed a King’s messenger in
your lands. There’ll be a big fuss about that.’

‘There’s no time to lose. Is Hawley provisioning the ship?’
‘Yes. I told him to do it well. I can’t eat that vile stuff you

usually serve on board.’
I stared at him in astonishment. ‘You’re coming to

Dordrecht?’
‘No, no. What would be the point of that? I’m coming all

the way to Genoa.’
‘Why?’ The thought of getting William’s great bulk over

the Alps in the snow was appalling.
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‘It sounded like fun,’ was all he would say, then before I
had a chance to argue, the priest played his trump card.

‘I also hear, if the masons are to be believed, you’re going
to leave your message on the walls here for all to see, and
as far as the future of your soul and come to that, your neck,
is concerned that seems to me to be the more pressing concern
right now.’

That made me blink. ‘You know about that?’ I had thought
the Declaration was a secret. There was nothing of it yet to
be seen. It was all still forming in my head and the words
had to be right before I would let the carver pick up his
chisel. Second thoughts are best avoided when you set your
words in stone.

‘I get to hear most things. Is that something to do with
the clerks? I keep wondering why a Chantry needs all those
clerks.’

He was a perceptive man and he knew me better than any
now alive, perhaps better than anyone bar Elizabeth ever
had done.

‘To a point. I have a great work in mind. The message, as
you call it, is a small part of it. The clerks will work to draw
together the thoughts that lie behind it.’

‘Has it struck you that the only ones likely to have learning
enough to read your message are also the ones most likely
to disapprove?’

‘I don’t care.’
‘And if the King reads it?’
‘Does the King know about it?’
‘Not yet, but when he does . . .’
‘All the better.’
‘Where’s it going to go?’ he asked. ‘If it’s going to be

displayed on my church for all the world to see and disap-
prove, then I’d better know.’

‘I’ll show you.’
The plaque lay ready on the stonecutter’s bench. Its surface

15

146htext.qxd  7/17/04  12:54 PM  Page 15



was smooth to the touch and the border had been chased
out in folds to frame it.

‘Either you’ve got a lot to say or it’s going to be carved in
big letters,’ said the priest. ‘What exactly is it going to say?’

‘You can read it when it’s finished. It’s too close to me,
too raw. I can’t tell you yet.’

‘You don’t trust me?’
How could I not trust him, the man who came closest to

understanding, the man who had risked the King’s fury to
back me up in the days when we were all young, when he
was a mere deacon, without the age and reputation to keep
the royal wrath at bay?

‘I’ll tell you the first line,’ I said.
‘I’m listening.’
Elizabeth’s words came to me fresh. ‘Senes qui domi manent,

nolite juvenes verbis belli accendere.’
‘Oh dear,’ said the priest. ‘I was afraid it would be some-

thing like that. Where exactly is it going?’
I turned around and gasped as the old wound in my knee

caught at me. I pointed at the chapel porch. ‘Right above the
door,’ I told him, ‘for all to see.’

The priest looked where I pointed and then cocked his
head up to follow the height of the tower as it soared high
into the air.

‘I predict trouble,’ he said. ‘If you want to enjoy a quiet
old age, you should put it higher up.’

‘How much higher?’
The priest looked at the rooks wheeling around the summit

of the tower, a dizzy height above us.
‘What about up there,’ he suggested, ‘right at the top. That

might just save your neck.’
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