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      This book took me completely by surprise. At first, I thought I would write a short story, perhaps a novella. Instead, it grew into something out of my control. This story began on the island of Texel, where I went to see the newly discovered Palmwood Wreck and its most extraordinary find, a unique seventeenth-century silk dress. I was enthralled, then obsessed. The exhibition at the Kaap Skil Museum was a revelation, and the experts who had worked on the finds were generous with their knowledge and meticulous in their research.

      The Palmwood Wreck and its fabulous treasures have inspired novels, podcasts, documentaries (TV and radio), a children’s book, lectures, a mural, jewellery, scarves, bags of many sizes, coasters, fridge magnets, a ‘Miffy’, and a mountain of theories, each fascinating in its own right, yet none quite satisfied me. It seemed to me that we would never understand where these treasures came from, or why they were together on that ship, unless we looked at them in a different way.

      Recent studies in material culture treat objects as the traces of lives. Instead of seeing things as fixed or separate items, we now ask where objects came from, who made them, who owned them, how they were used and how their meanings changed over time. Inventories are especially useful, because they do more than list possessions; they can show patterns of ownership, trade, display and use in daily life. Looking at these finds as a group and seeing the relationships between the objects and their possible owners can reveal their undiscovered histories.

      Among the experts at the opening of the exhibition, one stood out for me: the scholar who had examined the book covers. I read her paper carefully, and her suggestions as to where the covers had come from were the start of my own voyage. Her work set this book on its course.

      So, for more than a year I have followed that path. I have tried to step into the lives of the people who owned and treasured these extraordinary objects, and to understand what those objects meant to them.

      This book is a reimagining, a historical reconstruction that follows the ship’s cargo back to its origins. The ship has no name in the historical record, only a wreck number. I have chosen to call it the ‘Hollander’, as there is a quite specific mention of a Dutch ship in the official diary of the Ambassador to Constantinople in 1651. Why was this particular ship so important to him?

      I have constructed a narrative which explains how each item may have come into the possession of its owner, either by gift or by purchase; sometimes quite by accident. The people in this story were real, and I have included their biographies, not to prove my case, but to leave a trail for anyone who wants to follow it. There is a complete list of all the books and papers I consulted, so you can see where I got the evidence for my theory.

      Only one character is my own: Mehmet Çelebi. He is the glue that holds together the elements spanning the years 1606 to 1652. Once created, Mehmet took on a life of his own, and his character gave me genuine pleasure to write.

      I cannot prove my theory. I can only offer a narrative that I believe explains the mystery of the Palmwood Wreck. You are free to disagree. If you think I might have opened a small crack and let some light in, I have left a trail of breadcrumbs for you to follow.

      

      If you have enjoyed this book and want to look at the treasures, here is the link to the Kaap Skil Museum: https://kaapskil.nl/en/. Or better still, visit Texel, look at these wonderful objects, and create your own story.
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            The Ambassador’s Bride

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All flesh, saith the Prophet, waxeth old as a garment; a garment whether it be worn or whether it lie folded in a chest, perisheth at length: if it be not worn it will soon be motheaten, if worn, it will soon fall into rags.

      

      

      The carved double doors of Hampton Court’s Great Hall swung open, and Anne Lambe stepped forward into a sea of watching eyes. Her breath caught against the tight laces of her bodice, her ribs pressing against her stays as she forced herself to move with measured grace across the polished floor. Master Nedeham’s hammer-beam roof soared into dense shadows as the carved angels gazed down in judgement upon the glittering assembly below.

      The older women studied her with cold, critical stares. Anne’s fingers found the folds of her skirt, clutching at the heavy silk in a gesture she hoped appeared demure rather than desperate. In the candlelight, her delicate gold rings flickered like tiny flames.

      A gentleman by the door let his gaze linger on her. Anne turned her head slightly, as if acknowledging a familiar face. Her standing collar of crisp white lace imitated the petals of a flower, but felt stiff against her tightening throat. A necklace of pearls and garnets shifted with each nervous swallow she fought to suppress.

      The Great Hall stretched before her, the vast walls hung with scenes from Genesis, the colours muted into something ancient and watchful. The younger women clustered together, already appraising her gown for later gossip. She could feel their scrutiny like fingers plucking at the fabric, testing its weight while calculating its cost.

      Music drifted down from the minstrel’s gallery, but Anne heard only the rustle of her skirts, the click of her heels on the floor. At Court, a woman’s gown spoke before her tongue did; the quality of the fabric, the precision of the lace. Fine taste displayed in every ribbon and tiny pearl proclaimed her station more eloquently than words. As she moved, the carnation-red silk was rich enough to draw the eye, yet modest enough to disarm the tongues that would call it presumption.

      Ten silver buttons ran the length of the fitted bodice, each globe holding a perfume that warmed against her skin. Tiny rosettes at her breast nestled among the pearls and garnets where her family’s crest hung from a fine chain. She pressed her damp palms against the silk, drew one slow breath, and walked on into the glittering, perilous heart of the Court.

      Lady Wentworth, sensing her young cousin’s apprehension, took her elbow and guided her to their seats. Her Ladyship’s presence was a gentle reminder to Anne that at twenty-four, she was still unmarried. There were rows of benches along the length of the hall; the King and his entourage would occupy gilded chairs on a raised dais.

      Lady Cecily Wentworth moved with the confidence of one who had long since learned to interpret the rhythms of the Court. Where Anne felt a hundred staring eyes, Cecily glided through them as naturally as a swan. The older woman wore a dusky grey gown, tightly fitted and rising to a square-cut neck covered with a fine lawn partlet edged in Flemish lace. The severity of the colour only heightened the elegance of its construction and the delicate black-work flowers, each anchored with a single pearl. Below the gown, a forepart of silver tissue peeped through, the hem embroidered with black thistles; a tribute to the Scottish King she served.

      Cecily raised a gloved-hand to a lady near the dais; the gesture unhurried, entirely assured. She had walked this hall a hundred times before and had earned through years of steady service the privilege of belonging. With her fair hair swept up, braided with trailing black ribbons pinned with silver spangles, she carried herself with the quiet authority of a woman who had weathered the uncertainties of court life and emerged unscathed.

      She glanced at Anne, and something softened in her expression. A flicker of encouragement, perhaps, or recognition of the younger woman’s nerves. Cecily remembered what it was to be new, to feel the floor shift beneath uncertain feet. But she also knew that Anne possessed the wit and the will to find her balance.

      Anne Lambe was subdued in comparison, a symbol of innocence beside the stately magnificence of her companion. Together, they presented a tableau of wealth and fine taste rendered in fabric and form. They arranged their copious skirts as the candlewheels descended above the centre of the hall. Once the giant candles were lit, the wheels rose again, as footmen with long snuffers patrolled the perimeter, extinguishing the wall sconces one by one. As the tapestries seemed to retreat into the shadows, the hall was transformed by the light pooled in the centre, drawing every eye to the stage where the play would soon begin.

      Then a flourish of trumpets, as the Master of Ceremonies rapped his staff three times on the oak floor, a signal for the obeisance to begin; the men removing their hats and bowing; the ladies sinking into deep curtseys, all lowering their gaze in deference as the King entered, his small eyes scanning the hall to ensure his favourite, Philip Herbert, had a place close to him.

      Behind him came his Danish Queen on the arm of her brother, King Christian. The assembled company waited as the royal party arranged themselves on the dais and servants brought wine. Then the groups of gossiping gentlemen took their places, the younger men standing, leaning casually against the rail behind the benches.

      The Great Hall erupted in thunderous sounds as the players shook metal plates and twirled rattles, mimicking wind and thunder. Above the roar, three crones entered, shrieking and laughing. Their words rang out above the audience, who feared for an instant that the King might disapprove of the appearance of such diabolical creatures. King James seemed amused and leaned forward to catch their raucous speech. The crones threw off their tattered veils to display hideous plague-masks worn beneath.

      
        
        A sailor’s wife had chestnuts in her lap,

        And munch’d, and munch’d, and munch’d:

        ‘Give me,’ quoth I: ‘Aroint thee, witch!’ the rump-fed ronyon cries

        Her husband’s to Aleppo gone, Master o’ the Tiger.

      

      

      Standing behind Lady Wentworth, a gentleman in a brown velvet doublet moved his arm suddenly, catching that lady’s black ribbons beneath his elbow. Lady Wentworth, now unable to move her head, attracted Anne’s attention. Quickly realising her companion’s plight, Anne firmly lifted the gentleman’s arm, releasing the captive ribbons. The gentleman, sensing his mistake but without embarrassment or fuss, nodded his head and whispered in perfect French.

      ‘Pardonnez-moi, Madame. Le nom d’Alep m’a surpris.’

      He fixed his eyes on Anne as he muttered his apology. With the ribbons rearranged, the women turned their attention to the play. As the three witches left the stage, cackling loudly with hideous mirth, Lady Wentworth whispered discreetly to Anne.

      ‘New Ambassador…Constantinople.’

      Scotland was the setting for this new play, and everyone was waiting anxiously to see the King’s reaction.

      
        
        All hail, Macbeth! hail to thee, thane of Glamis!

        All hail, Macbeth, hail to thee, thane of Cawdor!

        All hail, Macbeth, thou shalt be king hereafter!

      

      

      Banquo boldly stepped forward to question the witches, and when they predicted his fate, the King’s face lit up in a proud smile. This play was about his noble ancestor and his own claim to the throne of Scotland.

      
        
        Lesser than Macbeth, and greater.

        Not so happy, yet much happier.

        Thou shalt get kings, though thou be none:

        So all hail, Macbeth and Banquo!

      

      

      As the principal players mimed in silence, observing the actions of the three crones, the King rubbed his hands together in delight and loudly explained to his brother-in-law that Banquo was his kinsman, and that Banquo’s heirs had been the Kings of Scotland before him. The players, anticipating such a reaction, waited before continuing the scene. Perfectly timed, a messenger entered with news confirming the prophecies, and Macbeth and Banquo swept offstage to their bloody fates.

      Behind the arras, a tapestry across an alcove at one end of the hall, the playwright sank to the floor and shook with relief. It was a risk presenting this drama, but his head was secure on his shoulders for the present.

      Although Banquo was slain, his son escaped, and King James looked pleased with his ancestor’s show of bravery and willingness to die to secure his succession. The playwright might not have agreed with that reading of the text, but he certainly would not have disagreed with his Majesty if consulted.

      During an interlude that allowed the King to praise his ancestor and the players to prepare the stage for the dramatic appearance of his ghost at the banquet, Lady Wentworth rose from the bench, stretched her back, and then ventured towards the Royal dais to speak with the Queen. The two women had become particular friends since Queen Anna had arrived as a young bride from Denmark. Anne Lambe waited before approaching; it was her first time at Court. If the Queen found her agreeable, a place in the royal household might follow. Lady Wentworth had pinned her hopes there as Anne’s marriage prospects did not seem promising.

      As Anne rose, she felt a hand on her arm, slipped under hers. She turned briskly, fearing some intrusion and found that the man in the velvet doublet, who had trapped her friend’s ribbons, was standing beside her.

      ‘Let me help you up, Mistress Lambe. Sitting for so long dulls the circulation, I find.’

      He was not tall, older than she had first thought, but elegantly dressed.

      ‘Your companion, Lady Wentworth, is known to me, so I am sure she will not think me impertinent.’

      He released her arm and removed his soft cap and bowed very low.

      ‘Thomas Glover, Madame. Although my own name now seems strange to me as I am to be raised to a higher estate in a few days.’

      He smiled, and Anne felt she could dispense with the formal introduction.

      ‘You are to be the Ambassador in Turkey, Constantinople, I believe. I wish you success. Is the country known to you?’

      He laughed rather loudly.

      ‘My father was a Muscovy Company agent, and Constantinople is home to me. The naming of Aleppo in the play awoke many memories. It reminded me I must make haste with my preparations to return.’

      Anne blushed.

      ‘Excuse me, so soon. I did not know. How wonderful to see such strange lands. I hear the Sultan’s wives possess exceptional beauty.’

      Thomas laughed again.

      ‘I am told that, too. Some are exceptionally gifted, but I have never seen them without their veils, so I cannot vouch for their faces.’

      They laughed comfortably, and Thomas offered his arm as Anne turned to follow her companion. Approaching the dais, they found Lady Wentworth already presented to King Christian, the Queen’s brother. King James’ high-pitched laughter echoed from the side of the hall, where his current favourite sat. The Queen beckoned them to approach, and Thomas and Anne made their obeisance to Her Majesty.

      ‘Mistress Anne, you are welcome and so are you, Master Thomas. I trust you are enjoying your time in England.’

      Her English was halting but correct, and to her enormous delight, Thomas replied in Danish, her own tongue. Hearing a familiar sound, King Christian rose and shook the Ambassador’s hand vigorously, and the three exchanged pleasantries until Thomas found he no longer knew the exact phrases in Danish and switched to German. There were smiles and peals of laughter from the King and his sister.

      Lady Wentworth and Anne could only look amazed, as neither of them knew a word of either language. Seeing their confusion, Thomas politely switched back to English. King Christian asked where he gained his knowledge and enquired which languages he spoke.

      ‘Your Majesty, an Ambassador needs fluency in many languages. I speak Turkish, Greek, some Arabic, French, and Polish; as that was my mother’s tongue. My French, Dutch, and German reflect a merchant’s, not a courtier’s, upbringing. I speak your tongue just a little and have enough Russian and Armenian to direct those of my household. Excuse me if this seems boastful. Language functions much like tools in my profession.’

      King Christian was delighted.

      ‘Well, sir, if you can also ride and shoot, I hope you will join our hunting party.’

      Thomas bowed low and said the invitation honoured him, and he hoped he would not disgrace himself. Anne listened in awe, marvelling at the man. Her family spoke only one language and enough French to move in polite society. She wished to learn Italian, and her brother had grudgingly taught her some Latin. Encountering a man like Thomas Glover was extraordinary. Then she saw Lady Wentworth was watching her closely, and it was time to take a formal leave of the Queen and return to their places for the rest of the play.
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            A Match is Arranged

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun streamed through the windows of Queen Anna’s private apartments, casting diamonds across the polished oak floors. Cecily Wentworth paused in the doorway, taking in the transformation that had occurred in this room since the Danish Queen’s arrival. Gone were the austere furnishings that had once characterised the old Queen’s court. In their place stood elegant ebony cabinets inlaid with mother-of-pearl, their surfaces gleaming with tortoiseshell and Venetian glass.

      The Queen stood at the window when Cecily was admitted, not the tall ceremonial one but the smaller window overlooking the kitchen garden. She watched two of her Danish ladies tend a bed of herbs and did not turn at once.

      ‘They are growing dill,’ she said in English. ‘My gardener tells me dill will not flourish here. That the English soil is too cold, or too wet, too something. But I think he simply does not know how.’

      She turned then, and her expression was not unfriendly, merely considering.

      ‘Cecily. Come and sit with me.’

      Now thirty-two, Anna of Denmark had grown quickly into her dignity as England’s Queen Consort, her childish uncertainty replaced by a regal bearing that commanded respect.

      The jewellery she wore this morning was considerable: a roped pearl collar, pendants at her ears, rings on four fingers. Yet it did not read as vanity. In the years since she had come to England as James's queen, Anna had learned that magnificence was a language she was expected to speak fluently.

      They were brought cups of spiced wine. Anna took hers in both hands as though warming herself, though the room was not cold. She had a habit of doing that, Cecily remembered; a small, private gesture that broke through the ceremony.

      ‘The Archbishop came yesterday,’ Anna said. ‘About the masque costumes. He considers some of them an affront to Christian modesty.’

      She paused.

      ‘I told him I should consider of it. James uses that phrase when he has no intention of changing his mind, and I find it useful.’

      Cecily smiled. ‘And the costumes?’

      ‘Will remain as they are. It is a masque about the queens of antiquity. Antiquity does not require starched collars.’

      Anna set down her cup.

      ‘Now. You have come with something particular on your mind. I can see it in the way you are sitting.’

      Cecily had been preparing her approach since the day before, had turned the words over on the way from her lodgings, but she found now that the carefully prepared speech felt unnecessary. Anna did not require flattery. She required directness, or at least the appearance of it.

      ‘It concerns my cousin, Anne Lambe. You met her at the play.’

      Anna was quiet for a moment. ‘The young woman from Suffolk. She spoke well of Italian poetry, I recall, which surprised me pleasantly.’

      ‘Her circumstances are modest, and her father grows anxious. She is well educated, capable, possessed of real steadiness, but suitable matches have not come. I fear for her future if nothing is arranged before I... before my household changes.’

      She had not intended to speak of John so plainly, but the Queen heard the omission clearly enough.

      ‘Sir John’s health?’ she said simply.

      ‘Is not good.’

      ‘I am sorry for it,’ the Queen said. ‘He has always been a kind man. But you, you will manage, I think? You are not a woman who does not manage.’

      She said it as though it were a fact established by observation rather than a compliment offered for comfort.

      ‘I hope so. But Anne’s position would be precarious if I could no longer keep her with me.’

      The Queen nodded sympathetically. ‘The eternal challenge for gentlewomen of good birth but modest fortune.’

      The Queen rose and walked to the window again, not the kitchen garden this time but the other, the formal parterre. Below, two courtiers were crossing the gravel. She watched them without expression.

      ‘I had considered whether I might offer her a position here. But the King has his own views about my household appointments. In Denmark, royal women enjoy independence in such matters.’

      Cecily nodded, accepting that the Queen could not help. Disputes between royal couples were ground she did not care to tread on.

      ‘It would require management, and at present I am occupied with the careful management of several other things.’

      ‘I understand entirely.’ Cecily meant it.

      Anna turned back from the window. ‘You have another thought? Tell me what it is.’

      ‘Thomas Glover.’

      Something shifted in the Queen’s expression. It was not surprise, but a quiet reassessment. She returned to her chair and reached for her wine.

      ‘The new Ambassador to the Porte.’ She considered. ‘James finds him useful and irregular in equal measure. His Turkish is apparently remarkable. His correspondence is not always what the Levant Company wishes it to be.’ She tilted her head slightly. ‘You think Anne Lambe might suit him?’

      ‘I think she might do more than suit him. She is intelligent enough to be a genuine asset to the Embassy. Her manners are excellent and her disposition steady, which is perhaps what he lacks.’

      Cecily chose her words carefully.

      ‘He departs for Constantinople within weeks. The circumstances are not ideal, but the timing cannot be helped.’

      The Queen was quiet for a long moment. This was one of her habits, too. She had learnt, Cecily suspected, that silence unnerved people into revealing more than they intended to.

      ‘A modest wedding-portion could be made handsome with a little assistance. My wardrobe is overflowing since Henry’s birth. Several gowns might be altered, and no one need know the origin of them.’

      She said it practically, without ostentation. The gowns were offered as a resource to be deployed, not a gift to be acknowledged with excessive gratitude.

      ‘That is exceedingly generous.’

      'It is practical.' Anna set down her cup with the soft finality of someone weighing up what would come next.

      ‘I would not push her at him against her own inclination. That is not what I mean. But if she is willing, and I suspect the prospect of Constantinople may appeal to her, then Glover would be fortunate, and I think, with the right encouragement, he might understand as much.’

      ‘And the encouragement?’

      ‘James thinks well of Glover, and he will be easier to persuade if he believes the King views this match with favour. An Ambassador arriving at the Porte with a composed and accomplished wife reflects well on England and James cares most about England’s reputation.’

      She rose.

      ‘Write to Anne’s father and I will speak to the King. Do it before the week is out, while Glover is still in London and before he becomes entirely preoccupied with provisioning his ship.’

      She walked with Cecily as far as the door, which was not necessary and therefore meant something. At the threshold, she paused.

      ‘Your Anne, she is genuinely willing, you believe? Not merely obedient?’

      Cecily considered the question honestly.

      ‘She has spirit. She is not easily frightened. I think Constantinople will astonish her, but I do not think it will undo her.’

      ‘Sometimes, my dear Cecily, the most unlikely matches prove the most successful. Let us hope we do not lead our little lamb to the slaughter.’

      Anna nodded, satisfied with this. ‘The dill may surprise my gardener yet.’ She said it without looking back, already moving towards the window to view the kitchen garden below.

      

      Each morning Thomas Glover rode from his lodgings to Hampton Court. There were meetings and discussions with the directors of the Levant Company to be attended before he returned to Constantinople, and conveniently the Court was in residence at Hampton Court that summer.

      First there was the business of Henry Lello, the current Ambassador, who was reluctant to leave. He was less well regarded at the Porte than his predecessors, and it was time to replace him. Lello, who was also a merchant of the Levant Company, was profiting handsomely from trade, and the offer of a knighthood was a way to entice him back to England, paving the way for Glover to take charge and reform the Embassy’s affairs.

      And there was the annoying problem of William Strachey, eldest son of a country family, now in precarious financial circumstances. Strachey kept an expensive residence in London, regularly attended plays and was a shareholder in a troupe of boy actors. Badly in debt, he had used a family connection to secure the position of secretary to Glover, who had no want or need of him.

      After several hours in stuffy rooms, Thomas took a cup of wine and sought refuge in one of the many enclosed spaces, known as the Pond Gardens. The old Queen’s father had kept fish there. Now the ponds were choked with weeds and tadpoles, the air stale with stagnant water. Stone benches squatted beneath ancient fruit trees, their branches spread like arthritic limbs, wrapped up in the honeysuckle that tumbled over the walls.

      Thomas found his favourite spot near the largest pond. It was a mercilessly warm day. He was accustomed to the scorching summers of Constantinople, but found himself uncomfortable in the humid English heat. Indoors, the chambers were stifling and airless, the stone walls seeming to trap the warmth. Outside, a shadow of a breeze mingled with the scent of the flowers and reminded him achingly of the water gardens of Pera.

      He stretched out his legs, finding his riding boots insufferably hot and tight. He had loosened the lacings to allow his feet some small measure of relief, when around the corner of the building came the Queen, flanked by her protective flock of Danish women. Her attendants moved like a school of fish, their pale gowns making a shimmering procession in the sunlight. Thomas groaned to himself; now he must rise and make his obeisance to Her Majesty.

      ‘Don’t move, Thomas,’ Queen Anna commanded. ‘Not a single muscle.’

      Despite her order, Thomas stood and lowered his head.

      Dressed in her customary white gown, but wearing a short waistcoat of some type of fur, the Queen stepped down to the lower level, intending to join him by the pond. The fur seemed an affectation in the oppressive heat, yet Thomas recognised it was a mark of her status. He noticed she wrinkled her nose, just a little, as she approached him. It was her reaction to the slightly rank odour rising from the neglected water.

      ‘Sit, Thomas, and make room for me on your comfortable bench. I want to talk to you. Something particular, a special command.’

      She arranged herself next to him, a suitable space between them as he was a mere subject. Her ladies fanned out, providing a protective circle, and studied the ponds with feigned interest, their fans moving lazily in the oppressive heat.

      ‘When do you return to Constantinople, Master Thomas?’

      ‘September, Your Majesty, when my business is complete, and we are provisioned and equipped for the journey.’

      ‘How long do you travel?’

      ‘It may take four or five months if the weather proves troublesome. Longer if local pirates take an interest in our cargo.’

      ‘But you are well armed, sir, a large company of soldiers?’

      ‘As many as can travel without delay. Once we reach Gibraltar, our company is reduced, and we travel in a convoy with an escort.’

      ‘Now I must ask a favour of you. For the King, you understand. It is his particular wish that you should take a wife with you to Constantinople, to be your hostess and your companion. A lady of breeding and intelligence who might visit the Royal Ladies of the Sultan’s Court. I believe that they are well-schooled and important to Ottoman diplomacy. A wife could call on them and speak of England’s new King and his good intentions towards the Porte.’

      Thomas took a deep breath. He was being manipulated, and he knew it. She would outwit him, and many women in Pera would feel the loss of his company.

      ‘You are acquainted with Lady Wentworth’s companion, Anne Lambe, I believe?’

      Thomas tried not to look relieved. It could have been worse. Anne Lambe looked pleasing, was intelligent and seemed calm and not without a sense of humour.

      ‘I am, Your Majesty.’

      ‘She is from an excellent family, sadly without fortune, but well educated and, I understand, possessed of good sense. I had hoped she might enter my service. Regrettably, His Majesty prefers for me not to appoint any new ladies at this moment.’

      Thomas understood well. King James usually occupied himself with his favourites. Yet he thought it his right to appoint the Queen’s companions, as the continual prattling in Danish was becoming tiresome to his ears. The Queen had other ideas and certainly intended to get her way. Her brother had spoken to the King and reminded him of the customs of the Danish Court. Anna would choose her own ladies in time, and for now, she was content to wait.

      ‘The King will arrange some additional funds to equip your household, as I believe the Embassy comes under the competence of the Levant Company. The directors will, of course, be most pleased, for a lady who can uphold the wishes of both the King and his Ambassador must prove greatly advantageous to their enterprises.’

      Thomas just nodded. He could not object, and as he considered the idea, he saw no reason to complain. If the lady was willing to marry him, then she might be a useful helpmeet.

      ‘The wedding can take place within the month, and Lady Wentworth and I shall see that all is provided to make the day a cheerful one. The lady shall want for nothing that befits her new station as Lady Glover.’

      She held out a jewelled hand for him to seal the deal, then quickly withdrew it, lest someone be watching from the upstairs windows.

      ‘All you must do, Thomas, is to propose to the lady and present a betrothal gift. I will arranged it for you. It should be ready this week.’

      The Queen smiled, and if Thomas was honest, he saw a hint of mischief in her look.

      ‘I applaud Your Majesty. It is an excellent plan. The lady possesses wisdom, intelligence and an agreeable appearance. I shall be very happy to make her my Ambassadress.’

      Thomas suppressed a smile as the Queen stood, collected her skirts about her and beckoned to her ladies to follow. He bowed low as if to kiss her outstretched hand. He had been manipulated, but having a wife would make little difference to him. As Ambassador, he would often travelled away from the Embassy. His wife, of course, would remain in Constantinople, so she would not bother him overmuch.
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      A few days later, as the sun was sinking over the river, Anne Lambe stood in the withdrawing chamber of Lady Wentworth’s lodgings; her reflection blurred in the glass. She was wearing the carnation silk gown. Her fingers worried at the perfumed buttons, releasing small breaths of scent into the air around her.

      ‘Lift your chin, Anne. You look as though you fear being sent to the gallows,’ Lady Wentworth’s voice was sharp beneath the sweep of music from the next chamber.

      ‘Your Grandmother was a Wentworth, so you are his equal and more.’

      Anne obeyed. The King himself was to dine early, with foreign emissaries mingled with courtiers and merchants. The women were to attend Court later that that evening.

      ‘He is not so young,’ Lady Wentworth said quietly, fixing a pearl pin in Anne’s sleeve. ‘He will be wise. And you, my lamb, need a protector more than you need poetry.’

      Anne turned to her cousin. ‘And what if he does not want a wife?’

      ‘Then you shall make him wish he did.’

      

      The great hall of Whitehall Palace hummed with expectation on that evening in 1606. Courtiers in their finest silks and velvets clustered in small groups, their voices a murmur of anticipation as they awaited His Majesty King James. Among them stood Thomas Glover. At thirty-three, Thomas cut a striking figure, alert and lean, his dark eyes gleaming with the shrewd intelligence that came from navigating the labyrinthine politics of the Ottoman court. His beard was neat and already touched with silver; his nose a little too long, his brows too fierce, but he had presence, a wild charm bred from foreign lands and unspoken scandals.

      Today, he would receive his knighthood and the commission that would make him England’s Ambassador to the Sublime Porte. It was the culmination of years of faithful service, and yet he felt the weight of his achievements. He was neither fully English nor fully foreign; a man caught between worlds. Others were aware of this, and he could see prejudice in their eyes as they weighed up his worth.

      As he straightened his doublet, Thomas caught sight of Anne Lambe across the hall. She stood near the tall windows, the twilight catching the pearls in a delicate net covering her dark hair. Her gown was elegant but not ostentatious, marking her as gentry rather than nobility. What struck him most was her poise, approachable, with intelligence in her brown eyes that seemed to take in everything around her. If she was fearful or ill at ease, she did not show it. Such a woman would be an asset when dealing with the twists and turns of the politics of the Sultan’s court.

      Before Thomas could move in her direction, trumpets sounded, announcing the King’s arrival. The assembly fell silent as James entered, his Scottish accent carrying clearly as he began speaking. Thomas was called forward by the herald, and kneeling before his sovereign, felt the weight of the sword upon his shoulder as he was knighted Sir Thomas Glover, Knight of the Realm and Ambassador Extraordinary to the Sublime Porte.  At last he had his own crown, after all the official doubts, the backbiters and the intrigue. ‘Born at sea’, they whispered, ‘Mother was Polish or some such’. Not a regular alliance, was their sly suggestion.

      But even as he spoke the oath of loyalty, his eyes sought out Anne Lambe in the crowd, and he found her watching him with an expression of quiet admiration. The formal presentations that followed seemed to pass in a blur until Lady Wentworth approached with the young woman at her side.

      ‘Sir Thomas, let me offer my congratulations.’

      Lady Wentworth offered her hand, and Thomas took her fingers and lowered his lips towards them as if to kiss the supple skin of her gloves. Then an acquaintance approached and distracted her for a moment as Anne curtsied gracefully to him, her eyes meeting his as she rose.

      ‘Which language will it be today, Sir Thomas?’

      ‘The King’s own,’ Thomas replied, finding his voice. ‘Though I confess, none sounds so pleasant to my ears as our English spoken by so fair a lady.’

      A slight blush coloured her cheeks, but her smile was steady. ‘You flatter me, sir. That is unnecessary. I am as plain as my speech, and I should like to hear more of your travels in the East. The accounts I’ve read describe a world different from our own.’

      ‘You read of such matters?’ Thomas asked, surprised. Most ladies of his acquaintance showed little interest in foreign affairs, and few could read.

      ‘Indeed. I find myself drawn to accounts of distant lands and different customs. Perhaps it comes from having been in the company of my cousin, who encourages such curiosity.’

      Her eyes sparkled with mirth and the knowledge of her own intelligence. ‘Tell me, is it true that the Sultan’s palace contains more rooms than all of His Majesty’s palaces together?’

      Anne watched him slyly from behind her fan. He laughed, low and unapologetic, as Lady Wentworth turned her gaze on him with the force of a wind.

      ‘Lady Wentworth,’ he said, bowing, ‘I was just speaking of the East?’ His eyes never left Anne. ‘But I see that England has the finest treasures, it seems.’

      ‘Sir Thomas,’ Lady Wentworth replied archly, ‘I trust you remember your manners better than your metaphors.’

      ‘I remember what matters,’ he said, extending a hand to Anne. ‘Will you walk with me, Mistress Lambe?’

      They paced beneath the torch-lit gallery, where tapestries hid the daylight and muffled the sounds of mirth filling the air that was heavy with the scent of lavender and candle wax.

      ‘They say you were born at sea?’ Anne asked.

      ‘I don’t recall the event. My mother cursed a storm into existence, or so I was told.’

      ‘And you were raised in Constantinople?’

      ‘Among the Greeks and Turks, and spies and saints,’ he said. ‘I knew no English but what my father taught me, and even that was peppered with the Slavic tongue.’

      ‘You are returning soon?’

      ‘Indeed. Finally, as the Ambassador.’ He paused and gripped her arm hard.

      ‘And I am in need of a wife.’

      She faltered. ‘That is forward, Sir Thomas.’

      ‘I am thirty-three. I need honesty as well as poetry.’

      She looked into his eyes. ‘Perhaps I have poetry in my bones.’

      ‘Then bring it with you. I will need it.’

      Thomas found himself naturally drawn into conversation as they spoke of Constantinople’s magnificent palaces, of the intricate ceremonies of the Ottoman court, of the challenges of bridging different worlds. Anne listened with genuine interest, asking thoughtful questions that revealed both learning and good sense.

      As the evening wore on and the crowd began to depart, Thomas realised he had been speaking with Anne for nearly two hours, oblivious to all else around them. The discovery came as a shock, as he prided himself on always being aware of his surroundings, yet he had been completely absorbed in her company.

      ‘I fear I have monopolised you,’ he said, though the regret in his voice was clearly feigned.

      ‘On the contrary,’ Anne replied, ‘I cannot remember when I have found conversation so enlightening. Though I suspect Cecily will be wondering what has become of me.’

      ‘You lodge with Lady Wentworth?’

      ‘Yes, mostly. She was kind enough to sponsor my presentation at court.’ Anne glanced around the now nearly empty gallery. ‘I should return to her soon.’

      Thomas felt a curious reluctance to let her go.

      ‘As I plan to marry you, would it be proper for me to call on her Ladyship tomorrow? I leave for Constantinople soon, and I find myself hoping we might continue our conversation and conclude our business before then.’

      Anne’s smile was radiant. ‘You are very presumptuous, Sir Thomas. I have not agreed yet.’

      ‘But you will?’

      ‘I should like that very much,’

      Later, when she explained to Lady Wentworth that she had agreed to marry a man she did not know and would go with him to Constantinople, her friend smiled and sensibly asked.

      ‘You don’t love him, do you?’

      ‘I might in time. And I will travel, so there are advantages. I may never get another offer as good.’

      ‘That is true. In your place, I would accept him.’

      ‘That is what I thought you would say.’

      

      The days that followed were among the happiest of Thomas’s life. He called daily at Lady Wentworth's house, on pretext of settling the arrangements, though the truer business was to sit awhile in Anne's company. Their conversations ranged from poetry to politics, from philosophy to the practical challenges of diplomacy. He discovered she spoke good French and was learning Italian, that she wanted to read Montaigne and Castiglione, and that her mind was more beautiful than her face.

      Anne, for her part, found herself increasingly attracted by this unusual man who moved between different worlds with such ease. Thomas told her stories of midnight negotiations in torch-lit chambers, of the beauty and cruelty of Constantinople. Yet there was nothing boastful in his telling; rather, he spoke as one who had lived these experiences and understood their importance and their dangers.

      ‘You make it sound magical,’ Anne said as they walked in Lady Wentworth’s garden. The evening’s chill was in the air, and she had wrapped a woollen cloak around her shoulders.

      ‘In some ways, it is,’ Thomas replied. ‘But tales and legends have their dangers and their wonders. The East is not always kind, especially to English sensibilities.’

      ‘Yet you love it there.’

      Thomas considered this. ‘I do. It is the only home I have truly known. England is my birthright, but Constantinople made me.’ He paused, studying her face. ‘Are you content to make such a place your home?’

      The question hung between them, heavy with implication. Anne’s heart raced, but she kept her voice steady. ‘I imagine I could grow to love any place, given a proper reason.’
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