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‘Playfully elegant and effortlessly seductive’ Telegraph

‘Clio Gray is a master of atmosphere and sensuousness. She combines historical realism with the bizarre, whimsy with the macabre. Reading her is like being at a sumptuous feast in a palace, just before it is stormed’ Alan Bissett

‘Weird and truly wonderful, Envoy of the Black Pine excites, terrifies and amuses. A fantastically different read by a fantastically different writer’ Barbara Nadel

‘Gray has an exceptional eye for detail, and her characterisation is superb … Fantastic’ Historical Novels Review

‘Just as bloody as The Da Vinci Code … however, much better written’ Scotsman

‘This fresh, original, beautifully written collection of short stories from the winner of the 2006 Scotsman/Orange short story competition is nothing less than a celebration of the form itself’
Alan Warner Scottish Review of Books 2007

‘… (with) an eye for the quietly surreal, Gray is a writer you can rely on not to write quite like anyone else.’
Gallimaufrey, Scottish Review of Books 2008
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Mr Izod and the Unknown Pilgrim

UP ON THE spire the jugglers were throwing fruit in the air and dropping sugared nuts to the crowd of children below. The tiles were mossed and dashed with pigeon droppings, muffling the thuds of acrobats missing their beat and tumbling from their holds. The wire slung between St Anthony’s and the Hall of the Innocent Martyrs swung and hummed in the wind, stung by the rain which intermittently fell. The drums got louder and louder as the crowd watched a dwarf being strapped to a crossbar mounted on a wheel. With a terrifying scream he was pitched from one end of the wire to the other, his arms scrabbling at the air, and the onlookers gasped and stepped aside every time he screeched overhead, expecting him to plummet the twenty-five feet below him to his death, smashed to smithereens on the cobbles at their feet.

Two boys, Thomas and Toby, took advantage of the distraction to slip sardine-like amongst the stalls, pocketing a few eggs or apples, a handful of beans, a bag of meat-scraps, chicken necks, a broken biscuit or pie discarded beneath the rag-bag of carts and trolleys, amongst a maze of legs. If the earth were flat and the air were clear, Thomas knew he could have seen the Mountains of Tibet, but today it was just boots and stockinged calves and trousers pinched at the knee, taffeta catching the weak light of the sun and flouncing over mud and spilt cockles, squashed pasties, horse-dung steaming in between the showers.

The boys skipped across the alley, round the back of the church, choking on a bag of lemon drops they’d found dissolving in a puddle, and half a tub of sherbet fizzing up their noses, courtesy of the sherbet-seller into whom they’d accidentally run. It was dark in the shadows, distant, though they were only a few yards from the crowd. The noise dropped away when you moved from the square, the stones of St Anthony’s holding back the noise like a harbour holds its arms against the sea. Over on the green, the geese had gone to sleep behind their wattle and the sheep had settled into eating neeps, nudging noses, scraping dirty wool against the rough wooden fences, scratching, somnolent, unalarmed.

Thomas rolled up a cigarette but it fell to bits as soon as the spittle hit the sog-line of the newspaper. Toby grabbed the doings from him with a superior sniff, packed it into perfect shape. The boys sat and puffed in turn, because one apiece was too much even for eleven-year-old smoke-hands like them.

One day, dreamed Toby, I’ll have a room and all I’ll do in it is smoke cigars from India and eat lemon sherbet and pickled crab.

It was Thomas’s turn, and all he saw was a road, grey in the rain, and muddy; it was all he ever saw and it seemed to go on for ever.

Inside St Anthony’s, Stanley Izod ignored the Advent festivities and hammered home the last wooden peg holding the repaired stanchion in place. It was England, 1805, and Stanley believed such medieval pageants should have long ago been abandoned to the past where they belonged. For a moment, the coloured glass of the window shivered rainbows across the flagged floor before settling back into its frame. He huffed and slapped the dust from his thighs, began to collect up the scatter of chisels and hammers he had been using to shape the pegs just so.

A chicken pecked its way up the aisle, finding oat husk in the flagstone cracks, barleycorn in the corners of the pews. The bottom of the heck-door must have blown open again. He’d have a word with Father Ignatius, see if he wouldn’t let him fix it the morrow before it got ripped clean off by the gales he could feel in his bones were coming. The oil lamps wavered as a breeze lifted the wall-hanging of St Dunstan pulling the devil by his nose, and rustled the corn dolls still hooked to the wall from this year’s Harvest Thanksgiving. In the eaves there was a flurry of flapping wings as a pigeon detached itself from its perch and headed into the outside afternoon.

Glancing up, Stanley missed his bag, the chisel striking the stone with a clang, which died in echoes and sent the hen, pluffed and indignant, cock-o-laying back up the aisle. It reached the door just as the top half was pulled open and it had to duck through the pair of boots that appeared on the threshold.

A man, his tunic so ripped and dirty he might have been playing pig-in-the-punch, took a slow step in, blocking the light for a moment. He was lame in one leg and wore the badge of a pilgrim. Taking the north aisle, the man walked down the nave and into the chantry chapel of St Clare, where he took one of the crossed daggers of Gerald de Montrey, who had fought in the Crusades, off the wall above the small altar. He spat on the flat of the blade, gave it a quick sharpen with the soapstone he had taken from his pocket, then without a word he raised his head to the sky, closed his mouth to tighten the skin, gripped hard on the knife and slit his throat.

He stood for a few seconds gazing at the blue gesso and stars of the chantry ceiling, the knife-point still on his skin, then his arm dropped and the blood began to bubble over his collar, down his shirt. He sank to his knees, his head dropped. He swayed on to his side, the knife clattering across the flagging.

Izod heard the crack of the man’s head hitting the floor, a gentle gurgle of life leaving, springlike, tumbling through a lazy day of leaves and moss and small, sun-warmed pools. He smelt the spilling blood, a slight steam rising. When he reached the chantry, the crash and clatter of his tools behind him where he had kicked over his bag as he rose, he leaned hard against the outer pillar, turned his head, retched up his dinner of pickles and cheese, retched again as he watched in disbelief the warm blood gathering momentum through the paving cracks, touching his boots, staining the wisps of straw being gently breathed on by the breeze, which seemed of a sudden as cold as ice.


2

The Wheels Begin to Spin

ACROSS THE SQUARE from St Anthony’s Church, Mabel Flinchurst poured some more tea into a china cup, glancing the gilt edge with the spout, setting off a wave of tuts and rolling eyes. She was distracted. She wanted to sit by the window and watch the children playing, see the acrobats atop the roof, clap with the crowds, laugh at the man on stilts as he wobbled up and down between the stalls. She loved the smell that drifted up from the animals’ pens: the damp straw, the warm, wet fleece, the oily odours of leather and sweat, the underlying stench of stable waste. It reminded her of Labour’s End, her father’s farm out at Stonebury, where she’d helped milk the cows and goats with the rest of the girls, prepared the cream, patted the butter, forked the hay into the byres.

‘Mabel, for heaven’s sake, child! You’re dribbling my finest Indian on to the gingernuts!’

For a few more precious moments, Mabel lingered in her daydream, remembering the scents of the oaks at Epping, the nuzzle of a lamb in her lap, the delicious aroma of bread baking in the vast open range of the kitchen. Then it was back to London and her great-aunt’s living room, and the interminable twitter of ladies-of-station chattering about embroidery motifs, hat-beadings, whether button-up boots were better than laced, the latest in gloves, a new face cream, how Lady This or That was doing her hair and which eligible captains would be at the upcoming Christmas ball, on leave from the fields of Europe. Lady Haviscombe’s ball was the primary subject of this meeting, the reason why Mabel was prevented from flinging on a cape, grabbing a maid and escaping into the carnival going on in the streets below to celebrate the coming of Advent.

‘Pass that plate of curates to Mrs Witheridge, dear, or perhaps you’d prefer some shortbread?’

Mrs Flora Midweather-Etherington looked questioningly at Penelope Witheridge, her oldest friend. Seventy years ago they had attended each other’s christening parties, played with each other’s toys in the nursery, learned to speak and stand as one is required to do, practised the gavotte together, gone to their first dance on each other’s arm and left on the arms of prospective husbands. Twice they had been courted by the same men and twice they had swapped beaux before deciding which one should have which and who should marry whom. The only difference between them now was that Mrs Flora Midweather-Etherington had outlived all her ten children and her husband, whilst Penelope Witheridge still had two sons extant and, unfortunately, Mr Witheridge, who was getting more senile by the day. Still, Penelope had the joy of grandchildren to pamper and daughters-in-law to dominate or advise as she liked. It had been she who suggested to Flora Midweather-Etherington that if she no longer had immediate family, then her best plan was to find some members more far-flung. Hence the scouring of the countryside for distant relatives in whom to take an interest, and ergo the presence of Mabel.

She was the daughter of Flora’s husband’s sister’s brother-in-law and it had been quite a struggle to wrest the child into her care. Her first missive to Mr Flinchurst, Labour’s End Farm, Stonebury by Epping Forest, had been met with silence. She followed it two weeks later with a further letter stating her intent to visit ‘the relatives of whom I have only recently become cognisant, and with whom I wish to make a tentative step towards introduction’. It hadn’t occurred to her that such flowery language might not be immediately understood by the Flinchurst farmer and that it had taken the man a week to pin down the vicar in order to get the first letter translated into understandable English. By the time the second letter had been similarly translated, the visit was almost upon them, which was as well, as it gave neither Mabel nor her father nor any of the rest of the household much time to worry about the meaning of it all.

Flora Midweather-Etherington arrived on a dismal winter afternoon in a sable hat and cape, long silk gloves, shoes designed for a salon rather than a farmyard and a dress of watered silk which muttered every time she moved. Sidney Flinchurst was aghast at seeing this fine aristocratic lady arriving, the wheels of her hansom getting stuck in the slurry of the courtyard as soon as it had drawn past the gate. To his credit, he also immediately grasped the import of this visit: rich elderly relation seeking out countryside cousins with a view to patronising those who presented themselves well. Mabel and her two brothers, Ezra and Henry, were told to change immediately into Sunday best and give themselves a quick brush-up, whilst he and his men set to laying planks across the courtyard so Mrs Midweather-Etherington could approach the farmhouse with the minimum of dirt attaching to her fine attire.

Mrs Harley, the housekeeper, with the help of Betsy and Heather, the two scullery maids, whirled into the kitchen and whipped up an extra batch of honey biscuits and put fresh cream on the tea tray, hoiked the sugar lumps out of the pantry, spread a table with a cloth and gave the old silver teapot a quick polish. Up until the actual point of her arrival, Mrs Midweather-Etherington’s visit had been treated with a mixture of suspicion and apprehension, with the general notion that ‘no good would come of it’. A seedcake had been grudgingly prepared, along with some cherry buns, but it was quickly realised now that more would have to be provided and in a hurry. Mrs Harley, ever up to a challenge, was quick and efficient. She could whip up a vanilla sponge in ten minutes and have it served with warm custard in under half an hour. Brandy was put to mull on the stove with some spices, and the best packet of tea was retrieved and the pot put to warm.

By the time Mrs Midweather-Etherington had negotiated the makeshift pontoon across the muddy lake of farmyard cobbles, much that had not been done within the house had now been achieved. The fire had been stacked into a roaring blaze, the best chair quickly covered with a clean blanket, the coat rack roughly emptied so as not to sully her cape and hat. The house was filling with the scent of cakes and cooking, Mabel and her brothers were scrubbed to a nicety and Mr Flinchurst had even managed to throw on a waistcoat and thread his watch across it. The watch didn’t work, but it looked good. And then, once comfortably settled and replete with tea, Mrs Midweather-Etherington laid forth her plan.

And so it was that Mabel was sitting in a fine dress in a fine drawing room, drinking fine tea and wishing all the while that she wasn’t. It had seemed a grand adventure two years ago when she was fourteen. The village had held a farewell dance and she had been crowned queen. She’d said goodbye to her brothers and her father, tears in all their eyes. She’d hugged Mrs Harley and Betsy and Heather, and every single one of the animals out in the pens and further abroad in the field. She’d even hugged the chickens.

How stupid of me, she thought now, gazing at a piece of shortbread: not that she had hugged everything she could lay her hands on, but that she had let them all go. It wasn’t that her great-aunt, as she had been instructed to call Mrs Midweather-Etherington, was unkind to her. Quite the opposite. She’d been taught to write well, to sing, to dance, to draw, to embroider pictures in hoops, to walk in ridiculously tight bodices and shoes. She’d had her pronunciation brushed up, her hair brushed down and curled, her nails polished and buffed. The calluses on her hands had softened, her skin grown pale for lack of sun and overuse of parasols. She had the promise of being introduced to Society at next week’s grand dance and yet she was discontented. She knew she shouldn’t be. She knew her father was proud to have a daughter who might marry a lord and not a farmhand, she knew she was being selfish and ridiculous, but she couldn’t help it. Mabel was miserable.

She was broken out of these thoughts by a commotion down in the square below. Not just the sounds of the fair and people having fun and bartering at the market stalls. This was a different kind of noise, more alarming. Police whistles were involved and there were feet running in all directions. Even her aunt and her stuffy old friend craned their necks towards the window, and eventually called a maid to find out what was going on.

‘There’s a man murdered himself in the church, ma’am,’ said Elsa, the general maid, when she was asked.

‘What do you mean “murdered himself”, Elsa? Make yourself understood. Plain speaking is a virtue.’

Elsa blushed and hid her hands below her apron. ‘Just that, ma’am. Everyone’s saying he’s killed himself in St Anthony’s.’

‘Killed himself?’ repeated Mrs Midweather-Etherington. ‘In the church? Don’t be preposterous!’

She and her friend exchanged weary glances and decided to go back to more important topics, such as deciding Mabel’s attire for the ball next week. Elsa withdrew, and Mabel begged to follow. She pleaded a headache, having learnt that ladies had headaches rather a lot, particularly when needing to leave a situation quickly, and cornered Elsa as she was ducking into the kitchen.

‘Tell me all,’ Mabel begged as the two girls sat conspiratorially huddled around the kitchen fire, and Elsa did.
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In a race against time and treachery
a young woman must survive, a lost legacy
must be found and a city must be saved
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