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[Outside the city gates] are dogs, and sorcerers, and whoremongers, and murderers, and idolators and whosoever loveth and maketh a lie.

Revelation 22:15
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Parchment Halo

I remembered it once said, when I was small, that I would go far. Whoever had spoken over my head had been right, I thought, because just twenty or so years later here I was, arriving to work at the palace, and no servant gets further than this.

Fresh off the wherry-boat, foot in the washroom door, I was all smiles for the pair introducing themselves as my fellow laundresses: Mrs Fox – more ox-like than fox-like – and her sourpuss sidekick, Kay. I was only too aware I was no choice of theirs, but a recommendation taken up by whoever at Whitehall did the hiring and firing. And, worse, three’s a crowd. So busy was I with the smiling that I didn’t spare a second glance for a young woman, small and neat in periwinkle mockado, who passed us on her way to what I would later learn was the drying room.

Introductions over, I was directed to my lodgings – the Wiltons’ house on Kings Street – and when I returned to the laundry a half-hour later, there was no sign of the laundresses. Instead a ruddy-faced royal-liveried man came bounding across the deserted washroom towards me: ‘Mistress Twist?’

Well, there was no denying it.

He said he was Mr Hobbes, Yeoman of the Robes, and would like to borrow me to cast my gaze over the queen’s wardrobe: he’d value an expert eye, he said, and I had to stop myself from looking over my shoulder, because any eye I had was for linen, not the silks and wools of gowns. Mistress Fox had been so kind, he said, as to lend me for the day. Neither she nor the sharp-faced sidekick were in evidence to confirm or deny it, and who was I to argue with a man in uniform? So, out of my depth before I’d even started, I did my best to look competent, snatching up my pouch of fuller’s earth and a couple of my flasks of flower waters: wood sorrel and celandine, if only because those had the tightest stoppers. I took no soap – gowns can’t be soaped – and followed him from the laundry back to the riverside steps, which was when I queried: ‘Wardrobe?’

‘Baynard’s.’ He inclined his head downriver. ‘Castle. In the city. Sorry, should have said. Queen’s Wardrobe. Department of.’

That glorious mid-October morning could have been the finished article, with every previous day a mere stab at it, a muddling-through, a haphazard, half-hearted ensemble of cloud and sky, and I felt tenderly for the girl I had been, who had sometimes found life hard: if only she could have known that this was waiting for her.

A river trip in any weather, though, would beat slaving in the laundry under the sceptical eye of that Mrs Fox. ‘Lend’ was how Mr Hobbes had put it, but I doubted Mrs Fox felt too deprived. She had been careful to smile, but her narrowed eyes had held me at a distance, as if between finger and thumb. Done with a semblance of good humour, as if I were a joke that we were sharing rather than one of which I was the butt.

The river was crammed with luxurious barges, their flags portraying lions, bears and unicorns mid-prance among portcullises and towers: silken proclamations of the time-honoured place of each noble family at the heart of an age-old, rock-solid England. In truth, those families had been at each other’s throats just a couple of months back, if only for the few chaotic days after the boy-king’s death.

I could have pinched myself, not just to see this glittering new world but to be slap bang in the middle of it: me, little orphan girl, got up in glad rags. Over the years, I had laundered in ever-larger households – countesses, duchesses – but never imagined I would work for royalty. Yet here I was, laundress to the new queen, who was the first ever to rule in her own right, and if that was extraordinary to her subjects then it must be at least as marvellous to the queen herself, I thought: her day come, after a lifetime of being shunned, denied, vilified.

It took our wherry some doing to leave the palace behind; Whitehall’s wall extended for miles, but I savoured the intricate brickwork, running my gaze over it as a fingertip over a weave, a welcome distraction from the pair of oarsmen to whom Mr Hobbes and I had to sit improperly close. Oar stroke by oar stroke, I urged myself to look around and breathe it in, to believe in it: mine for the taking, I told myself. I’d worked for it, I’d earned it. I’d arrived at my happy ending.

By water was from now on how I would travel, I decided, the river unspooling beneath me as if its sole purpose were to spirit me along. But at the same time, being new to it, I hardly dared breathe, sitting stock still as if trying to escape the river’s notice, hoping that for it to drown me would be more trouble than it was worth. If a river could smile, this one was doing so from ear to ear, but I knew not to trust it. My mother had been a washerwoman – that much I knew – and I had been taken in by those she had worked alongside. None is as wise to water’s slippery ways as a washerwoman, so my younger years were full of warnings to keep off the bank, don’t go onto those rocks, keep away from that well. Water lay in wait for me and I would be lost to it in the blink of an eye. Drowned in a thumb’s depth. Looks pretty, someone had once said to me beside a silvery stream, but never trust pretty.

What would oh-so-jolly Mr Hobbes say, I wondered, if he knew how scared I was? Have faith? Pray to St Christopher? Surely we’d be some way down the pecking order for St Chris; he would have more pressing priorities, such as men on the high seas. We two, on a wherry from Whitehall to Wardrobe, wouldn’t rank. Mr Hobbes was burbling on about the Wardrobe having only just been reopened after the six years of the boy-king and no queen even of the wifely kind. Then he indicated the stretch of wall that at long last wasn’t Whitehall: ‘That’s the Strand, behind there. New houses like palaces. Built themselves up as little kings, they did.’ The noblemen, he meant: the boy-king’s minders or, as most people would have it, manipulators. ‘Thank God that’s all over now, and Our Gracious Lady has been favoured.’

Not everyone was convinced, though: the day before, I had overheard a man saying that pious and saintly though the queen undoubtedly was, a monarch was God’s representative on earth and when was God last in a skirt?

Mr Hobbes was saying that he had been making the queen’s clothes for years but his eyes were no longer so good and this was the opportunity for him to step back and settle to different duties. He was now on the royal staff, salaried. ‘And I can leave the tailoring to Eddie Jones. Him and his apprentices. And his girl.’

Girl? There were no female apprentices.

He clarified: ‘Daughter. And I say “girl”, but she’s all grown up now. Your age, I suppose. She’ll be married soon enough, I imagine, but Ed had better hope it’s to one of those lads of his because I’m not sure he could do without her. Tremendous help to him, she is. Head on her shoulders. Turn her hand to anything. Lucky enough to learn at the master’s knee. But still, you have to have a knack, don’t you.’ He grinned. ‘Doesn’t lack for knack, that one.’

London Bridge came into view ahead of us: a span of twenty arches topped with houses, shops and inns, a city within a city. Seeing my awe, Mr Hobbes said, ‘I’ve travelled all over the Continent in my line of work and there are bigger cities than London, but better? And that’s why we get all sorts coming here. Parts of London, these days, you don’t hear a word of English. Chappie who makes our needles: from Barbary.’ He spoke fondly. ‘Ever seen that? A black face?’

I hadn’t. I wondered what colour Mr Hobbes’s face could be said to be. Mine too, for that matter, wind-chafed out on the water.

Pleasantly, he said, ‘I always say to him: Don’t they need needles where you come from? Cocky so-and-so, charges us the earth. Says to me: No one here makes needles like I do. True, but then what about when he goes, leaving us in the lurch, no apprentices to come?’

To be fair, I thought, that was hardly his fault: the guilds forbade foreigners having apprentices. And as for all sorts coming, I had heard rumour in recent weeks of a fair few leaving. The queen was of the old religion, and those of the new who could afford to were heading to the Low Countries. To me, though, religion was all the same: priests of every persuasion calling people sinners; and surely it didn’t matter to God if prayers were in Latin or English, because he must be fluent in both.

We drew alongside yet another riverside wall, of which Mr Hobbes pronounced, ‘Whitefriars. Or Whitefriars as was: the old priory. Back in the day.’ Back when England had priories, nunneries, monasteries. All I could see above the wall were trees. ‘Blackfriars coming up and I wonder if we’ll see them back now – the friars. Not if the lords have anything to do with it – it’s all yes-your-Majesty and no-your-Majesty, but I can’t see them voting themselves out of house and home. These old friaries have made for some very nice riverside living and there’s a lot of lords sitting pretty in there.’

Still nothing but treetops.

‘Lining up for Mass, though? No problem, because that doesn’t cost them a penny. In fact, they’d save her Majesty a few if they attached brushes to their boots: they’re in and out of chapel so much these days they could work that floor to a shine.’

Between Whitefriars and Blackfriars was the old Bridewell palace: ‘The little king in his wisdom kept that one for wayward women and orphans.’ A raised eyebrow – What’s the world coming to? – but cheerfully. Wayward women and orphans were, it seemed, permissible. The uncomfortable truth was I could have been inside that building as either. I turned my back on the windows from which I might be seen gliding past on royal business as if born to it, dressed in the fine cast-offs for which every laundress by dint of her trade is first in line. I doubted anyone watching me from those windows would be fooled. Takes one to know one, and they would know me as an orphaned child, an estranged wife.

Mr Hobbes went on: ‘And here comes Blackfriars, where our queen’s own dear mother, God rest her soul, faced them down, and with such dignity. What a disgrace that trial was, what a pitiful injustice. Just a quarter-century ago yet you wonder how such things could ever have happened. But what could anyone do?’ Against the will of the old king, he meant, who had wanted rid of an ageing wife. ‘But that was probably before you were born.’ A quarter of a century, give or take, and a lot of queens under the bridge: queens not of the ruling kind but the set-aside kind. Mr Hobbes said, ‘First-class needlewoman, that Spanish queen. Well, first-class everything. Brilliant with the book-learning, so they say, but I wouldn’t know about that. A crying shame she could never teach her own daughter. That was brutal.’ Their separation, he meant. I wondered if it would have been worse to have had a mother until the age of twelve than never to have known one. Mr Hobbes pointed: ‘I stood there – see? – and you should have heard the rumpus when the great lady turned up; it didn’t occur to any of us that she wouldn’t win her case. No one thought that Anne Boleyn could ever be queen.’ He sighed. ‘But wait long enough and what goes around comes around.’

The cast-aside queen’s daughter was now on the throne. Anne Boleyn had had a daughter, too, but I never heard much of her.

The solid ground of Puddle Wharf came as a surprise to my new-found river-legs, and I didn’t help myself by craning up at the stunning frontage of Baynard’s Castle and, behind, the spire of St Paul’s Cathedral. Mr Hobbes was spry up the steps, agile from all the years of sitting cross-legged: tailoring is hard on the eyes but good for the hips.

As we set off up St Andrew’s Hill, I broached the subject of what might be required of me at the Wardrobe: ‘The queen’s clothes are kept here?’

He was amused. ‘Queens’. Centuries’ worth of queens,’ glancing heavenwards as if they were all up there, which in a couple of cases the old king would have disputed. ‘We’ve been told they’ve been keeping them aired but I can’t say we’re finding much evidence of that. What we’re finding, buried in those skirts, are sweet bags dried up like dead mice.’

At the top of the hill we cut across a churchyard. As a parish church, St Andrew’s had been spared – unlike the private chapels, I imagined, of those grand residences we had passed. In the lee of the church was a smart square dominated by a single house: someone had done all right for himself. ‘Master of the Wardrobe,’ explained Mr Hobbes. ‘This,’ his gesture took in the square as a whole, ‘is us.’ A lot of closed doors. ‘Quiet since Michaelmas,’ he admitted. ‘Most of the men off for winter.’ The same here, then, in the royal offices, as everywhere else: workers gone until Lady’s Day to save on wick expense. He gestured across the square: ‘Stable Supplies, whereas that’ – the neighbouring building – ‘is Removing Beds, which means everything that follows the court around: hangings and carpets and so on.’ He spoke without enthusiasm, as if those items got in the way, which they probably did. ‘And that, there’ – a door to one side – ‘is Revels, which won’t be much put upon, Our Sovereign Lady not being one for diversions, but should you find yourself in need of a parchment halo then you know where to come. And that, there, is Liveries.’

Another door on which I wouldn’t be knocking: as a lady servant of the royal household, I wasn’t eligible for livery.

‘And last but not least, over there, our depot. And my goodness, there are some riches in there, and you’d think they know their stuff but you can still have some idiot cutting in Flemish ells when you’ve asked for sterling.’ He sighed. ‘And all this under the beady eyes of the pigeons.’

I glanced at the roof.

‘Mister,’ he said. ‘Pigeon, and son: our bookkeepers. And aren’t they just. Spend a lifetime working for yourself, as I have, and you’re not used to someone looking over your shoulder and counting every hook and eye.’ He added, ‘Dare say I’ll get used to it.’

He took me across the courtyard, saying he’d return for me at the strike of three in time for tide-turn, and his knock was answered by the self-possessed periwinkle-wearing young woman who had passed me earlier, back in the laundry: the one at whom I hadn’t glanced twice. You, I thought, with some relief. I know you. She was sleek in that pale-blue damask, whereas my own sugar-tawny worsted was bulkily layered and river-damp-wrinkled. She had brought a candle with her to the door where it wasn’t needed and it dazzled her, but otherwise her sky-grey gaze was steady. If she didn’t quite stint with her smile, it was no more than due a stranger on her threshold.

Mr Hobbes was chuntering introductions – ‘Mistress Twist, Mistress Jones’ – then gone, leaving us alone together, shy as brides.

Indoors, my eyes adjusted to the gloom: shutters open but windows high and small. It was warm in there and I was aware of a give in my shoulders, of how on the river and in the streets I must have been holding myself against the October chill. On the far wall, a fireplace housed an established low-burning fire. Coal smoke caught in my throat, and the scent of cypress wood hummed in the back of my nose. The walls were shelved from floor to ceiling, those shelves crammed with chests: some cypress, others oak, all bound with straps and hung with locks. This serene, tidy room couldn’t have been more different from a laundry, with its heaps and racks, its tubs and their thuggish paddles, and the rasp of lye in the air.

‘I’m Alys,’ I said, tired of all the ‘Mistress Twist’; I would take a chance on her being happy with first-name terms.

‘Bel,’ she offered in response.

‘I’m new.’ I got it in quick, apologetic, a plea for her to cut me some slack.

‘Me too,’ she said, and although I understood that she was trying to make me feel better – every royal employee was new – it had been clear to me from the way she had strolled through the laundry that she had known where she was going and what she was doing.

‘My first day,’ I said lightly, but insisting on it, my heart in my mouth.

‘Since August,’ she said of herself. Since the beginning of this queen’s reign, then: she was an old hand, compared to me. Was she a silkwoman? Presumably there were treasures locked in the chests.

She said she was having a look at what was stored to see what could be used.

‘And some of it needs cleaning?’ I hadn’t meant to sound dubious, but if clothing had been folded away then it should already be clean. If it had been stuffed dirty into those chests, then I wasn’t sure what could be done about it. I wasn’t someone to let loose around finery. She didn’t answer that. Instead, animated and purposeful, she proposed, ‘Let me show you something,’ and reached behind me to a row of hooks – dozens of them, each holding several key rings and each ring holding a handful of keys, none labelled. Peering down the room, she recited under her breath: a complicated reckoning, I guessed; no direct correspondence between chests and keys. With a deft swipe at a particular ring, she approached a chest on a bottom shelf, long enough to hold a body. Kneeling, she handed me the candle, indicating that I should put it up on one of the shelves. ‘Careful of that,’ she said, needlessly. ‘Imagine this place going up.’

I stood by as she busied herself with three locks in turn before rising and hefting the lid. ‘This one, in here, is new,’ she said with obvious satisfaction. Unlike so much else in the room, I took her to mean: gowns left in the wake of centuries’ worth of queens, theirs for the time they were queen then put aside for successors.

Whatever was inside the chest was dark and viscous. She began hauling at it while I stood awkwardly by, keen to pitch in but not knowing how and sensing that it wasn’t quite my place. But then she stepped aside, made room, and from then on it was a joint endeavour.

It was leather, although I had never before touched leather so soft; it seemed as if it might still melt back into life. The smell was unmistakable, though – earthy, musty – and then I saw it for what it was: a bag, the neck of which we were dragging onto the rim of the chest, and laces that Bel set about untying. Inside it was another bag – this one mushroom-coloured and grainy, made of buckram – and she worked both back to unsheathe the contents. She said something about ermine being with the skinners – a collar, perhaps, or a lining of whatever this was – and then swimming up into her hands came velvet of the deepest, darkest blue. ‘Coronation robe,’ she announced, matter-of-fact.

It took me a moment. The queen, crowned at Westminster Abbey a week ago as if she were a king. Crowned as a king, but one who just happened to be a woman. But surely this couldn’t be the queen’s coronation robe, here like this for a couple of girls to be dragging from its bag.

Stroking one of the whorls of gold that rose in the velvet like welts, she said, ‘Less than a month, we had, to get this made. The Master Embroiderer had a whole hallful of assistants. You should’ve seen the size of the frame.’

To me, it didn’t look as if anyone could ever have had a hand in it; it looked as if it had come intact into being. I had heard so much about the coronation, but those were stories, and now right here in front of me was something real, at my fingertips. I didn’t know what to make of it: I stared, but had the oddest sensation that it was looking at me, interrogating me for a response. Cowed, I shrank from it, fell back on a jokey ‘Yes, well, don’t ask me to clean that.’

She took me at my word. ‘Oh, all we’ll ever do to this is replace the lining. And that’s if it’s ever reused, which I don’t suppose it will be. Wedding gown next, then christening gown, and then we’ll be back to kings.’

What goes around comes around, and what will come around is another king. It was what everyone said: England’s crowning a queen had topped a quarter of a century of trouble, but now would come the turning of a tide, and in the nick of time. The queen was thirty-seven: time, just, for her to marry and have an heir. And God would make sure of it, people said: He hadn’t brought her this far to deny her. It was what everyone said, but I, for one, was glad to have been trained as a laundress rather than a nursemaid.

When we had packed the robe away again, I braved raising the subject of how I could help. ‘Mr Hobbes says I’m here to clean.’ I didn’t say that a laundress subjects their linens to dunking and steeping, rubbing and scrubbing with deceptively milky lye, rinsing and hanging in sunshine. Silks and wools should be treated with as light a touch as possible, preferably just brushed: a mere making good and getting away with it.

‘There will be things here we can use,’ she said, ‘which will help, because there’s no money,’ but seeing my look, she reassured me, ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get paid as soon as your quarter’s up, and in the new money, too.’ Which was worth more, although everything also cost more. ‘Queen’s order,’ she said, which, she explained, was the problem: everyone being paid, all of a sudden. ‘The Pigeons have been sitting on wages and bills some of them going back years.’ The queen had ordered that everything should be settled, in a new start.

Of the garments and fabrics uncovered in the Wardrobe so far, though, she said, not much was of any use. Tinsel and taffeta. Stuff for kings’ wives. Fortunately, though, the Michaelmas warrant over at the depot was for the purchase of a great deal of crimson velvet. Proper stuff for a ruler.

Egg-white, I recalled, was best for spot-washing crimson velvet.

We set to work of a kind because it was more or less as Mr Hobbes had said: what the clothes needed was airing. Where we came across small repairs to be done, we did them then and there. Or she did. I could manage the odd hook and eye, and reattach braiding, but anything requiring any visible stitches, I passed to her. I watched her feeling for loose threads, frayings, detachments and unravellings. Hers was a gentle, ameliorative touch whereas in my daily work in the laundry I had a fight on my hands.

She said little, kept herself to herself, and asked me nothing about myself, but I didn’t take her reticence as a lack of interest: on the contrary, I had a peculiar but not unpleasant sense of somehow getting known, as if she were absorbing me through her skin.

Late morning we took a break outside on the steps in the hazy sunshine, when she kindly shared her bread and cheese and beer, and then we did talk. She wasn’t a silkwoman: she dismissed the suggestion with a rueful laugh: Chance would be a fine thing. No, she was the tailor’s daughter. The one with the knack, then, according to Mr Hobbes, and I had seen plenty of it even in the small tasks of the morning. Unlike me, she had no official post at the palace and, as such, lived at home, which was a couple of streets away, with her father and his apprentices.
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