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‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.’  
William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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Historical note


Prologue 

1761 

At 3.01 a.m., on the sixth day of June, 1761, Nancy Lockaby watched the night sky buckle and the stars above her head slowly start to wheel. As she watched through her telescope, her breath stopped. The stars were dancing. It was happening, just as predicted. Oh, please, let them continue, she thought, transfixed. Against the lens, her eye narrowed. 

As her vision swam with reflections of those tiny white lights, her mind raced. This is what she had waited for, had longed all this time to see. Yet those long hours, years of observation, measurements and calculation had ill-prepared her for this magnificent sight.

Head tilted firmly over the telescope, her left hand scribbled notes. Tonight, her habitually neat script was more of a scrawl, but surely in the circumstances, that was forgivable. At least now the figures were committed to paper. The information she had so needed, now entrusted to pen and ink. She pushed back her bright-red curls, and continued to peer through the instrument, the fingers of her right hand on the brass focus dial. 

Behind her, even at this dark hour, London glowed. Yet up here, on top of the Greenwich Observatory, a whisper of a breeze leavened the night’s sticky heat. This was the spot she loved most in the world. At thirteen, she’d been thrilled to discover the red-bricked building’s balustraded roof and, ten years later, still felt a tingle of excitement every time she climbed the stone steps that led to this secret place above the city. 

Tonight, the studies and libraries beneath her feet were alive with bluster and busy preparation for the evening’s other, long-predicted important astronomical event. But here on the roof, in the still, silent night, she felt as if she were among the dancing stars. 

The points of light were moving a little faster now. They seemed to disappear into the breach in the firmament, only to bob back again, balancing on the edge of the vortex, as if that part of the sky was twisting round on itself. 

‘As if it were truly a Fold,’ she murmured. A Fold. The words seemed to hang, silvering in the air. She had read them countless times, written in her mother’s butterfly script, dotted across the pages of the notebook tucked away safely in the bag at her feet. A notebook bound in buttery emerald leather, outlining mama’s observations, thoughts, calculations and predictions, its delicate, flowing lettering left with gaps ready to be filled on the night of the transit of Venus. Tonight. 

Eye still fixed to the telescope, Nancy’s fingers fumbled across the trestle table next to her, alighting on her sextant. Her hands trembled as she prised it open, glints of moonlight highlighting the words etched in flowing letters on its delicate gold curves: To my dearest daughter, Keep your eyes heaven-bound. Swiftly, she moved her eye from the larger telescope to this smaller instrument mounted on a filigree frame, then expertly adjusted its small mirror, sliding the arm that pivoted from its spindle. She reached for her pen, already dipped in ink and wrote a series of numbers and letters. 

Coordinates safely scribbled down, she allowed herself to let out the breath she’d been holding. She was giddy; the sight of this wrinkle in the sky was, in equal parts, glorious and petrifying, as if everything she had learned about the heavens had both been turned upside-down and confirmed. There was not a description of any astral phenomenon that came close to matching that which shimmered and flowed before her, so this must be the movement in the heavens forecast by her mother. 

The stars continued to whirl and spin. Faster, faster. There was something at the whorl’s centre, a brightness, peeping through what looked like a tear in the sky. She shook her head in bewilderment and adjusted the focus of the telescope, but no matter how hard she willed it to sharpen further, the view was as clear as it could ever get. 

 Without warning, the tear seemed to open, to part like a wound in the instant before blood starts to flow. Then lights, shining. Beams across the sky, almost solid in their brightness. Gold, yellow fingers spilling into the heavens. She tore her gaze from the telescope, her hand over her mouth. The beams were, remarkably, faintly visible to the naked eye. For a brief moment she considered running down to Dr Maskliss, sat below in the Octagon Room. 

However, something kept her from crying out. Out here, under the night sky, in the still, warm summer air, this crystalline moment was hers alone. Perfect. Spots of pink appeared on her pale cheeks, and again, she put her eye to the telescope. It was terrifyingly beautiful. She drank in the sight. 

Then a change. A faltering. She rubbed her eyes as the rays faded, and slowly the hole sealed itself shut. 

Even as her eyes searched more keenly, the spinning-top sky appeared to slow, its brightness fade. Her fingers gripped her telescope harder, willing the spectacle to continue, but the stars’ formerly wild gavotte was now almost imperceptible. She frowned as the sky gave one last shiver, before stopping dead, as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. The constellations were back in place, steady, unblinking. Sagittarius forever drawing back his bow, Taurus frozen mid-leap. Nancy waited, eye to the glass, not breathing, for another few minutes, but the Fold had gone. 

Hands trembling, she glanced at her watch, then laid down the sextant, wide eyes back on the heavens. Beneath her purple-and-yellow-bodiced dress, her heart pounded like a drum. She allowed herself to imagine for one brief moment a stack of papers, neatly bound. A treatise, her name printed – printed! – on the cover. A vision of her standing behind a lectern at the Royal Society, the crowd murmuring in anticipation at her debut talk about this incredible new phenomenon. At a mere twenty-three! A prodigy? Why thank you, sirs! Shaking herself sternly, she steadied her long-fingered hands before swiftly recording the time, date and position of the phenomenon. A glance at the stair that led down to the Octagon Room. She must tell Doctor Maskliss, although she suspected already his likely response. 


*

Another glance at her watch. The transit was almost upon them. Hurriedly, she packed up her things and made her way to the stair. An anticipatory shiver ran through her and she took a last glance at the sky above. 

It felt as if every stargazer across the globe had spent the last 45 years in preparation for the next few precious hours. Even as a small child, her parents had told her the story, until it became as familiar as a nursery rhyme: how, in 1716, Edmond Halley had suggested that man might use the planets as a gigantic calculation machine, and determine, once and for all, how far the Earth lay from the Sun.

Mama had been so excited. ‘Truly, Nancy, we are blessed. This is a golden time to be an astronomer – our time on Earth coinciding with two transits in quick succession. Two! Venus will travel in front of the Sun in 1761 and eight years after that, in 1769. And we shall see them both. Chart them together. It’s a queer pattern, Nancy, but scrutinise the mathematics and it makes perfect sense.’ How she missed her mother’s fervour. Tonight, the absence of her parents had been the cloud on the horizon. They had not witnessed even one of the transits.

It was cooler inside the building, and her face glowed damply in the light of her little lantern. She hurried her way down the flight of stairs and pushed open a heavy wooden door.

A hot, whisky-scented fug hit her. The room was loud with raised voices. Candles cast their orange glow, sending flickering shadows and silhouettes up the wood-panelled walls. She took in the familiar sight. The eight-sided room was easily as tall as four men, clad to half its height in light wood panels. Elaborate cornicing snaked in the gloom of the ceiling edges. Six of the room’s sides were windowed, the huge casements bare, designed that the occupants might look out unhindered into the heavens. Three grand clocks were set into the panelling on the wall behind her, and at the centre of the room sat the long telescope, over which three men in white wigs and brown frock coats fussed.

Dr Maskliss was sitting at a table, charts in front of him, talking earnestly to another man. He glanced at Nancy, and then looked back to his companion. Nancy put down her notes with a bang. ‘Dr Maskliss! My mother was right! I’ve seen it. I’ve seen the Fold!’ 

The grey-ringleted man creased his brow and held up his hands. ‘Miss Lockaby, please. What are you talking about? This is not the time.’ He turned to the man next to him, ‘Dr Ferguson, this is Benjamin and Elizabeth’s daughter, Nancy Lockaby. She is an… an enthusiastic scholar and one of our computers at the observatory.’

Nancy nodded briefly at the beetle-browed man sitting next to Maskliss, but could not hold back. ‘It was the most incredible sight! My mother’s theory was right after all. It happened. The sky, the stars, they were whirling, folding in on themselves, flowing in one area of the sky.’ She pulled the piece of paper from her pocket and smoothed it out on the table in front of him. ‘Here!’

The Doctor peered downwards at the scribbles on the creased paper in front of him, and shook his head, ‘Coordinates. To the north. High in the sky.’ He harumphed. ‘These are no more than numbers on a piece of paper, I’m afraid, Miss Lockaby. They tell us no more. This is not evidence.’ It was a fair observation. Coordinates alone, Nancy knew, proved very little without corroboration. 

‘It… it was unlike anything I’ve seen before. The stars themselves were moving…’ Nancy cursed her scattered mind. Ordinarily, her description would have been clear, her account precise. 

‘Moving?’ he repeated. 

Nancy took a deep breath. ‘I was ready, at the time my mother described – the start of the transit being visible from Earth. And she was correct. The sky, it started moving, like a whirlpool. As if it were liquid. This was unlike anything I’ve seen, unlike anyone has seen.’ She indicated the stern portraits of the previous Astronomers Royal – Flamsteed, Halley – that loomed watchfully above them. ‘I have documented the location precisely.’ She thumped the piece of paper. ‘Please. Take a look at my notes.’ 

 Maskliss eyed her slowly over his spectacles, then turned to Dr Ferguson with a wry expression. ‘Miss Lockaby has been a near-permanent fixture at the observatory since she was a child. The Astronomer Royal, Mr Bradley, has always maintained that she is blessed with extraordinary talent. Yet I–’ He looked rather coldly at the red-haired, damp-faced figure who pointedly remained standing in front of him. ‘I am sorry, Miss Lockaby. This— this Fold in the sky that you insist on searching for, it simply cannot exist. Could you perhaps have mistaken, say, the aurora, for something more?’ 

Here was the response she had expected. ‘No. As you know, I am perfectly familiar with the appearance of the northern lights. This was beyond, deep into the stars.’ 

A trace of contempt entered his stare. As was her habit, Nancy looked away from his gaze. ‘Your eyes then? Perhaps you are tired. I cannot believe you give your mother’s childhood theories the slightest credence. Surely you know that she was persuaded that this Fold was a goose chase. She gave it up! There was, as you must recognise, no evidence. And we are both fully aware that astronomy is all about finding evidence.’ 

Frustratingly, he was right. Nonetheless, Nancy bristled.

Maskliss turned back towards Dr Ferguson, his flow of speech unbroken. ‘There can be no time-wasting on such an important night. We will soon need to have our wits about us.’ He winked at his companion. 

Dr Ferguson turned to look evenly at Nancy, his head tilted to one side. ‘Perhaps we should hear the girl out. At least look at the evidence? Maskliss?’ 

His companion snorted. ‘You are getting soft, Ferguson! The transit is nearly upon us. The girl’s eyes have deceived her.’  

Much as she was tempted to grab Dr Maskliss and proclaim loudly that she knew what she had seen and it must be documented or the astronomical world would be the poorer for it, she resisted. After all, he was right: soon the sun would rise, the transit would be visible, and work must start. 

Dr Maskliss nudged Ferguson and muttered under his breath, ‘I’m yet to be convinced that women and telescopes are the most productive combination.’ The other man half-smiled politely. 

Nancy’s face began to set in fury, but she quickly composed herself. Past experience had taught her not to rise to her superior’s dismissive words, bait that tended to be thrown when there were other fellows to impress. The man often seemed to forget his title was ‘Assistant to the Astronomer Royal’, not ‘Astronomer Royal’. That title still officially belonged to her very dear Mr Bradley, or James, as she knew him. 

Maskliss rose and raised his voice. ‘Five minutes until sunrise! We must focus and prepare ourselves. All ready?’

Nancy bit her lip. The sun was about to rise, and the world of natural philosophy was taking a deep, anticipatory breath. She took out her pen and papers, sighed, then alongside every man in the room, she held her smoked glass to her eye and looked out of the tall windows. Edging its way over an orange horizon was a fiery glow. The transit was about to reveal itself to London. 
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