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			Dedication

			For Tom, a rather better husband than

			any I depict in my fiction

		

		
			Epigraph

			‘Remember thee!

			Ay, thou poor ghost, while memory holds a seat

			In this distracted globe.’

			William Shakespeare, Hamlet

		

		
			Prologue

			Moonlight seeps through the workshop window, seawater-grey. Along with the candles either side of his work, there is enough light for the craftsman’s apprentice to do what he must, what he has been asked – no, coerced – to do in secret, when his master is long abed. But it is a stark light, unwavering and hard, the kind of light that makes him feel he is being watched. And beneath it, the colours of his paints are warped and dulled. Verdigris becomes the hue of stagnant water, saffron the shade of autumn leaves mulched underfoot, so the voice that is always lurking inside his head constantly chides not good enough, not good enough.

			Though this piece is not about artistry so much as impact. It has been commissioned not to impress, or thrill, or astonish with its beauty and intricacy; no, it has been commissioned to harm.

			And he has agreed to make it. He is as guilty as his customer.

			‘Is it done?’

			The words hit him like scalding oil, and he recoils, jolting his brush, his inks. He just manages to wrench the pot of red (scabbing wounds) away from his work, but the black (gangrenous flesh) slops as he shoves it, spattering the desk’s surface. He curses under his breath, swiping at it with his sleeve, but the damage is done: iron gall stains, and he will have to sand and oil the wood before Molyneux sees, for not only would he be scolded for clumsiness and waste, but his night-time exploits would be exposed. He dare not contemplate that disaster.

			‘Well?’

			The word is a tap of tongue and foot, impatient, imperious, and ever so slightly amused: his customer is toying with him. The apprentice would be angry, were anyone else to treat him this way. But he knows he must not let his resentment show.

			‘Not – not yet,’ he stammers, fumbling for cloth and sandpaper. ‘I need more time. Perhaps a week –’

			‘You do not have a week.’ The customer steps forwards; rich black velvet gleams like eyes in the moonlight. ‘Not only is the ship expected, but I have learned the other specimens are to be presented at court in four days’ time.’

			He knows this: his master has bellowed it at them every day for the past month since the invitation to court was extended – ‘We must be prepared! The queen will never buy a dream, only something truly spectacular!’ How is it that his customer has only just discovered this? Or is this announcement yet another way of toying with him? They have all been working on these commissions for far longer than a month, of course, over a year, some promised, others in hope. And he has been working on this secret commission for as long as his master has been bellowing, in snatches of stolen time, pilfering an hour there, light-fingering a vigil here. Always alone, always in half-light, always twitching at every noise and shifting shade.

			‘Four?’ he echoes numbly. ‘I cannot – I thought perhaps this one could be set aside from those to be presented …’ So they do not risk his master discovering what he has done – discovering it in front of the queen, her courtiers, men who hold the keys to the Tower and all the sharp metal instruments within. The craftsmen cannot cart them all to Whitehall, and he had hoped, prayed this one might be overlooked in favour of those to be gifted to the queen, to earls.

			‘Have I not already warned you? The consequences of failing to meet the terms of our bargain would be … painful.’

			He swallows. ‘I understand.’

			‘What a relief.’ The customer’s tone is dry, mocking as only the rich can mock the poor. ‘Still, let me inspect your progress.’

			There is no letting about it; the apprentice has no power here. Even the skill he has with pen and ink is not his own: it is bartered and bought, hired and sold, like everything else in London. And he almost never sees a profit, let alone a reward.

			The customer steps forwards again and the air in the workshop shifts. Overhead, the drying gores beat almost silently, like the wings of hunting owls. The apprentice smells parchment, the vinegary tang of ink – and then the customer’s own scent snakes through the familiar ones: frankincense and cardamom, the sharp kiss of foreignness, of far-off lands he will only ever paint with as much knowledge as he might paint Eden.

			The customer peers over his shoulder; it is all he can do not to flinch away, to prevent his homespun workman’s smock from brushing that thrice-clipped velvet, that perfumed skin. What is he afraid of? Violence? No. He is afraid that the customer’s cruelty will stain him, irrevocable as the iron-gall ink. That it will corrupt him, until he is as ruthless and manipulative as the customer.

			‘Hmm,’ the customer says, and for a moment the prospect of disapproval feels as grim as ice. ‘I like the bear. That expression of abject terror – yes. Just right.’

			The apprentice never knows how to respond to compliments, least of all now – he is certain there is something he cannot hear in those words, something coiled, lurking, waiting for the perfect opportunity to lash out. ‘I am glad it meets your approval.’

			‘This woman, though,’ the customer sighs. ‘I told you. Dark, not fair. In fact – not dark, but dull. Workaday brown.’

			Every other woman he has painted on the drying gores, the ones his master knows about, is golden-haired; it looks far better against the blue-green of the sea. But he knows better than to argue, even as he winces at the wasted paint: every grain of saffron is ruinously expensive. ‘I will paint her again.’

			‘Good,’ the customer says. ‘For this will only work if you paint to my exact specifications.’

			There is a question he does not want to ask: fear twists like a claw in his belly, raking entrails out. But he cannot stop himself. ‘Forgive me, but … what is it you mean, precisely, by work?’

			The customer smiles, mouth curved like a scythe that gleams even as the victim bleeds. ‘I mean, precisely, to gain my revenge.’

			‘But …’ He swallows. ‘What we do, is it … godly?’

			He knows what taints he has mixed into his inks, what papers were used to shape this creation. He knows the answer already: he is not looking for the truth, but the kindest of lies.

			But his customer is not kind. The moonlight shivers: tomorrow’s rain stalks across the sky in wolf-grey clouds. The customer’s smile widens, and the craftsman’s apprentice has never felt so cold.

		

		
			1

			Beatrice thrashed awake, fingers scrabbling at the blankets, the pillows, hauling in air, sweet, blessed air –

			Lavender-scented air.

			She froze. It couldn’t be. She’d banned lavender from her chambers, was even slowly crowding it out of the gardens with silver artemisia and dense-leaved box. Only rosemary in her rushes, she’d ordered, and sachets of rose petals or sandalwood to keep her gowns and linen fresh. No lavender.

			And yet. Was it just the tendrils of her dream, writhing about her still? Because in that dream there was always lavender – and with lavender came the struggle to breathe, her muscles howling while her lips could not. Because his grip was so strong, unnaturally strong. For a moment she was there again, with the blood on his hands – on hers, no longer able to tell whose nails were torn ragged, whose skin scraped and split.

			No. The smell was real.

			Rage was far cooler than fear. A steady tightening, clenching into fists ready to strike.

			Beatrice lifted the pillows one by one and sniffed, slowly, carefully. Pillows that in her dream had muffled any screams, so that all she could hear was a desperate, animal keening – and then that faint whisper: ‘Beatrice.’

			But there was no lavender on the pillows – they smelled only of rosemary and her own panicked sweat. Yet the scent was somewhere here, worming its way into her nostrils, grey and sickly. She yanked the bed-hangings wide. And there it was. Rising out of the blue-glazed vase on the mantelpiece, like a plague of bruise-coloured insects, clustered and reeking.

			Her eyes watered. Lavender, feathers and sweat. The smell of death.

			‘Maria!’

			Sudden pain stabbed her and Beatrice gasped, dropping the pillow. The third finger on her left hand throbbed: she’d gripped the pillow so tightly one of the feathers had pierced the linen, her clutching hands driving the tip underneath her fingernail.

			She had to stop this. Her aversion to lavender was already shameful enough, without adding feathers to the list of items to ban from her chambers. No doubt the servants already gossiped about her silliness behind closed doors. One step away from Bedlam. If Master Hugh were here year-round he’d have had her locked up long ago.

			But Hugh wouldn’t do that to her. Surely.

			The door opened and Maria backed in, turning round to reveal a tray bearing beef pottage and a fresh manchet roll. The butter dish was askew, Beatrice noted, and Maria’s black corkscrew curls were escaping her lace cap: she must have started running at Beatrice’s imperious summons, at the fear only she would have detected. Maria had known Beatrice all her life. She’d been maid to Beatrice’s mother, and when Jane died, she’d become a far better replacement than Blanche, Beatrice’s eventual stepmother.

			‘What on earth’s the matter?’

			‘The vase,’ Beatrice said, gesturing weakly. ‘Someone’s put lavender in it.’ And then, embarrassed at her own feebleness, she adopted a regal tone. ‘I trust there is an explanation?’

			No doubt the wives of Sir Walter Raleigh and Sir George Clifford never felt flustered before their servants. Of course, those women were nobly born.

			Maria glanced over at the mantelpiece and swallowed. A retort, Beatrice suspected – I’m no gardener, madam. ‘It’s been ten years, madam. Perhaps it’s time …’

			‘It’s unacceptable,’ Beatrice stated flatly. ‘Who’s been into my chamber this morning? Hannah? Alice?’

			‘They must have forgotten,’ Maria said, diplomatically avoiding the question. ‘I imagine it was intended as a kindness. To make the house pretty for Sir Hugh’s return.’

			Beatrice kept her face still. No twitching eyebrow, no flaring nostril. Nothing to show Maria how those words made her feel. ‘You know this was no kindness. Not to me.’

			Maria’s lips tightened, as they had when Beatrice was a child, silencing a deserved scolding. ‘Would you have Master Ridley dismiss a perfectly good servant for not understanding something she was never told?’

			Beatrice could already imagine Ridley’s expression. How gently pitying his dark eyes would be. How his mouth would quirk in a way that was somehow both deferent and yet mildly teasing. And how she would be reminded of the terrible mistake she’d made.

			‘No,’ she sighed, hoping it came across as losing interest rather than still edged with fear. ‘Just … just put it in Ursula’s room.’

			‘Very good, madam.’ Maria set down the tray beside Beatrice’s bed. ‘What gown shall I lay out?’

			‘Oh – the russet velvet will do.’

			‘Not the blue sarcenet, madam?’

			Her finest gown? Beatrice paused, her roll half-spread with butter. ‘Has … has word reached us?’

			‘The rumour came at dawn. Spotted off Gravesend. Sir Hugh’s nearly home.’

			Beatrice finished buttering her roll, calculating; like anyone who not only lived by the river but made their living from the ships that sailed up and down it, she knew the tides as well as her prayers. ‘The blue sarcenet, then. And my pearls.’

			As Maria disappeared into the garderobe, Beatrice set her roll down and flattened her palms against the blankets. It wasn’t enough to still their trembling.

			Hugh was coming home. Any wife ought to have been overjoyed: expeditions to the New World were hazardous, often fatally. She was supposed to be delighted, eager, excited.

			Not frightened.

			Every year she grew used to being in command. Hugh sailed away in spring, taking his nephew William with him, leaving Beatrice in Chelsea with their two children, Walter and Ursula. Hugh would captain the Silver Swan on her voyages to the New World, trading, discovering, occasionally doing battle with Spaniards, and Beatrice would resume control of the spice and silks trade she’d inherited from her father. She was sole custodian of the accounts ledgers; the one who decided which merchants to sell to and for how much, whether to purchase more saffron or indigo, whether to make overtures to a new silk merchant in Venice or remain loyal to the usual one despite the flaws in the last shipment’s weave. And at the end of her working day, she decided whether she wanted a peaceful evening, or the company of her half-sister Florence and her rather buffoonish husband Robert. No one else expected to be consulted about her plans, whether for dinner, or the layout of the orchard, or purchasing a new tapestry, or replacing Ossulstone Manor’s lintels and gables and whatever else was demanding her attention and coin.

			Until late autumn. When Hugh returned.

			Now, as she descended the stairs, pulling on her riding gloves, Beatrice couldn’t help noticing all the things she would no longer hold sovereign sway over. That painting of the Dorset coast, where Hugh’s family hailed from: just yesterday she’d decided it would look far better in the gallery, where the sunlight could make the waves glow sapphire, rather than here on the oak panels lining the stairwell – and then the portrait of her father could be moved somewhere she didn’t have to see it every day.

			Beatrice looked away from her father’s dark sneer, and caught sight of the carved swan finials on the banister; they’d been damaged by Walter jumping the last five stairs and stumbling at the bottom. And there was another choice: did she want to replace them with identical swans, or something with a less breakable neck? For the next few months, she would have to discuss, debate, evaluate every decision, rather than simply making one, acting and moving on to the next problem.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t love her husband, or long for his company when he was away. It was more that she forgot, in the long months and seasons of his absence, how to be his wife. How to be obedient.

			And sometimes, when he was away, she failed him.

			‘Walter!’ she called. ‘Ursula! Hurry up!’

			There was a clatter and chatter above: her children were bickering and barging their way down the stairs. They overtook her in the hallway, Ursula’s cloak still flapping loose, Walter patting every bust and carving with his hat as if crowning each one the king of beasts, and both charged out into the October sunshine. Beatrice followed them, distractedly answering questions about which would be fastest, unicorns or centaurs, and whether King Arthur was braver than Achilles, all the while thinking about the stable roof that needed fixing, the rose bushes that had to be cut back now the first frost had come, the fountain whose stone rim was cracked: all issues she’d planned to resolve today. But instead, they would be sailing downriver to greet her husband, Sir Hugh Radclyffe, and she would have to begin lying to him.

			‘The oarsmen are ready, madam.’

			Ridley.

			Tall, soberly dressed, with the ever-present roll of small tools tucked into his doublet, Ridley bowed a greeting and fell into step just behind Beatrice as they crossed the gardens. She felt the skin on the nape of her neck prickle.

			Any other woman would have sacked him immediately. But here was her steward, the man she’d trusted for almost a decade since he came glowing with recommendation from her brother-in-law Robert. And now still in Beatrice’s employ. Even though he’d kissed her in the stables only three days ago.

			She’d been ignoring it. Easy enough to do, here in Chelsea where her world was bracketed by beeches and yews, with the river a silver veil between them and Battersea, the willow-shaded eyot mid-stream allowing the horizon to feel closer, cosier. Fifty years ago Chelsea was called the Village of Palaces; Thomas More, the old king’s chancellor before he’d fallen foul of Anne Boleyn, had started the fashion for retreating upriver, and queens, dukes, and earls had all dwelled in Chelsea mansions over the decades. Beatrice’s merchant grandfather had been eager to follow suit, building Ossulstone Manor when Katherine Parr had been in residence on Cheyne Walk; his hope of a queenly neighbour had been disappointed when the dowager had died in childbed only a year after the final stone was laid. Nevertheless, Chelsea remained an escape from the city of London and the queen’s court at Whitehall, somewhere the rich came to hide, to rest, to misbehave, and only the dark-winged cormorants and sinewy herons soaring over the garden walls could see what the wealthy inhabitants were really up to.

			But now Hugh was coming home.

			She’d reached the wharf; Walter and Ursula were already scampering down the steps, eager to board the waiting barge. Beatrice hauled in a breath. The Thames was no longer a veil, protecting Ossulstone’s gardens from prying eyes. It was a leash, tethering her to the world, and it was pulling her back to truths she could no longer avoid.

			‘Is all well, madam?’

			No, Beatrice wanted to say, no it isn’t. But she’d spent a decade hiding secrets, and she knew exactly how to straighten her shoulders, tilt her chin and set her gaze. And so she dismissed Ridley’s query with a mere raised eyebrow, and stepped on board her barge as if she had never, not once in her life, doubted herself.

			Walter was dashing from port to starboard, his long-since tumbled hat safe on Beatrice’s lap as she watched from beneath the canopy. ‘Sea monster off the port bow! Man the cannon!’

			‘Aye aye, Captain!’ Ursula called, trotting after her older brother, both of them wielding the spyglasses Hugh had given them four years ago, after that failed attempt to find a northeast passage. Ursula’s had now transformed into a cannon, while Walter’s veered gleefully from east to west.

			‘Watch out for the white bear! There, on the ice floe!’

			At Beatrice’s shoulder, Ridley chuckled. ‘Probably the first time a white bear’s been sighted in the Palace of Whitehall. Might Queen Elizabeth be flattered or enraged by the comparison?’

			‘To the bear or the ice floe?’

			Their eyes met as they shared a wry smile. As always, Beatrice was first to look away.

			‘Beatrice –’

			‘Did you order quinces, as I asked? They are Sir Hugh’s favourite.’

			She didn’t look at him, but she sensed Ridley’s eyes linger on her neck, on the pearls Hugh had acquired from a captured Spanish galleon.

			‘Of course, my lady.’

			‘And no fish, at least for the first fortnight. He’ll be thoroughly sick of it by now. Rabbit, capon, venison – make sure we are well-supplied with those.’

			Ridley shifted his body slightly. Straightening up, turning forwards, no longer curving towards her. ‘I have already made the arrangements, my lady.’

			‘Good.’

			This was better – curt, brusque. She’d never known how to strike the balance between authority and kindness, firmness and civility, but if Ridley thought her abrasive today, what harm could that do? Certainly less than if he thought she might want anything improper from him. A well-stocked cellar, a reliably run malthouse and a good eye for horses. Not a gentle touch after months of loneliness.

			They were passing the riverside mansions now – Bedford, Somerset, Arundel, Essex and Durham, the former bishop’s palace, where two of old King Henry’s wives had lived, where poor Lady Jane Grey was married, where Queen Elizabeth herself had dwelled for a time, and where Sir Walter Raleigh now lived – provided, of course, he was neither on an expedition himself, nor imprisoned in the Tower for offending his royal mistress. These houses, and Sir Walter’s in particular, were, Beatrice suspected, the real reason why Hugh insisted on sailing home in the barge – on keeping the barge at all, in fact, despite its hungry gnaw on their accounts ledgers. So that Hugh could glide past the vast white stone houses, all in the hope that the Countess of Essex or the Earl of Arundel might be strolling past their mulberry trees and say to their equally noble companions, ‘Oh, there goes Sir Hugh Radclyffe, the gallant explorer. We must invite him to supper so he can regale us with tales of his valiant exploits!’

			To date, however, Lady Essex had been content to listen to her own husband’s stories of the Azores, or to be invited to dine at Lady Raleigh’s table – and expense – a mere stroll away.

			They kept their own barges too, these great families in their great mansions. Beatrice remembered one balmy summer evening, when Hugh had suggested the two of them dine on the barge: she’d been blissfully content at first, his arm around her shoulders, sipping rich malmsey as a lutenist plucked a gentle madrigal, and the torches’ golden reflections glimmered in the deep blue current. And then they’d heard the laughter. The Essex circle had been out on their barges too, the earl and his friends daring one another to leap between the boats. As their barge neared the revels, Essex had shouted, ‘A new target, Raleigh – much too far for your game leg, I’ll wager!’

			Hugh had risen, striding to the railings. ‘Do I hear talk of boarding? You know how I treat pirates, Raleigh!’

			‘Prepare to be attacked!’ Raleigh had retorted, springing onto his railings and launching himself across the water. His earrings had glinted as he soared, lit pipe in one hand, goblet in the other, an arc of wine flying behind him like crimson sparks from a firework. He’d barely made it: he’d clattered against their railings, nearly landing face first in a blazing torch. Hugh had helped him scramble over the side, both men laughing.

			‘Might I avail myself of a drop of sack?’ Raleigh had asked. ‘I seem to have spilled my drink.’ His pipe had also gone out, and he relit it on the torch that had almost set his beard alight, before clapping Hugh on the shoulder and saying, ‘Fancy joining my buccaneer crew, Radclyffe?’

			Before Beatrice could protest, Hugh had bounded onto the railing and leapt across to Raleigh’s barge. She’d spent the rest of the evening nursing her cup of malmsey and trying not to shiver; without Hugh’s body beside hers the evening no longer seemed so balmy. At one point, the lutenist had started to play a song about a jilted lover, and she’d contemplated pushing him into the Thames – and concluded that such an act, rather than securing her own invitation onto the other barges, would ensure she remained alone. And alone she often was: in Hugh’s absence, Beatrice had never attempted to extend an invitation to these noble wives, certain they would continue to show no interest in the merchant’s daughter who occasionally lurked in the background of their festivities. Rather than expose herself to confirmation of her own ignominy, Beatrice reverted to spending her evenings with Florence, with Maria, or in solitude she told herself was her choice.

			They were approaching London Bridge: she could hear the waterwheels churning away under the southern arches and the calls of the throngs trying to cross the bridge, or merely live on it. Walter had darted to the bow and was pointing up at the bridge, at the heads rotting on pikes.

			‘Look, Ursula –’

			‘Walter,’ Beatrice called. ‘No. A gentleman does not seek to frighten his sister.’

			‘I’m not frightened!’ Ursula insisted. ‘What is it?’

			Walter met his mother’s eye and changed his mind. ‘Mermaids!’ he crowed. ‘Swimming between the stanchions!’

			‘I see them!’ Ursula cried in delight. ‘They have golden hair, just like mine!’

			Just like Hugh’s. And despite everything, Beatrice was suddenly filled with a desperate yearning to see her husband again. To run her fingers through that grey-shot gold as his lips met hers. She just hoped Ridley wasn’t standing nearby when Hugh kissed her for the first time in eight months.

			Their barge couldn’t go under London Bridge: only the foolhardiest wherrymen ever shot the bridge. Everyone knew the rapids, formed by the stanchions and worsened by the waterwheels, were treacherous, and while many young men, Hugh included in his heyday, had taken an inebriated wager to dare it, not all had lived to tell the tale. As the oarsmen tied up at the wharf, Beatrice wondered how long she could keep Walter from trying it. He was only nine: at present he’d be more likely to terrify Ursula with tales of drowned men’s bodies lurking in the stanchions’ shadows – which was also something she’d prefer to avoid as long as possible.

			Ridley had organised horses to take them to the docks. It wasn’t far, but the crowds trying to get on or off London Bridge were always daunting, and it would be too easy to lose Ursula or Walter in the crush. In any case, Hugh would want horses. The ones Ridley had hired were suitably impressive: glossy coats, new shoes ringing on the cobbles, not bridling once as they rode through the throng along the riverbank. Ursula rode pillion with Ridley so the little girl could gaze to her heart’s content at the goose drovers, the boys hawking hot pies, the girls selling oysters and whelks, the great pale walls of the Tower. Even Walter couldn’t feign nonchalance, and the merchant’s daughter in Beatrice was proud: her children should be fascinated by London, its rich and poor alike. This city was their heritage, after all – and so was its river.

			The quays were heaving, too: when had they ever not been? As children, Beatrice and Florence had played a game, trying to guess what cargo each ship was carrying – furs and seal oil and wax from Russia, silk and spices from Syria, glass from Venice – until their father had ruined the game by pointing out that merely looking at the name of the vessel and her captain rendered guessing redundant. So Beatrice wouldn’t mention that there were far fewer wine casks coming off the ship newly arrived from France than her captain would have hoped, nor that she knew the wool being carted onto the Flanders-bound vessel was far from the finest her brother-in-law had ever sold. She had no intention of ruining Walter and Ursula’s fun.

			‘Children,’ she said, ‘what do you think Papa’s ship might bring back today?’

			‘A dolphin!’ Ursula declared. ‘A tame pink one.’

			‘Sea coal with gold hidden inside!’ Walter ventured.

			‘Not tobacco again,’ Ursula said, frowning. ‘Papa’s breath smells funny afterwards. But I liked the potatoes he brought last time, especially the orange ones.’

			‘The yellow were better.’

			‘No, orange!’

			‘Yellow!’

			‘Look,’ Ridley interrupted. ‘The Silver Swan is sailing into view.’

			And there she was. Beyond the merchant vessels unloading silk and wool, Hugh’s ship was approaching. The Silver Swan towered over the tiny boats towing her up the Thames, her white sails curving proudly. Beatrice couldn’t pick Hugh out from the crew lining the deck yet, but she knew where he’d be: still striding the quarterdeck, reminding sailors to check the knots, coil ropes out of the way, holystone stains. They might be moments away from shore, but a captain’s tasks were never done, even when the men were all on land and the cargo delivered to warehouses. Much like a mother running a household.

			Beatrice tried to suppress the thought. But being in command was a hard habit to shake off, and she’d never mastered Florence’s ability to make her husband believe he was in control while herself never truly relinquishing the reins. Perhaps Hugh would be tired and content to let her continue running things for a while. Just because he never had been before didn’t mean he never would.

			Ridley was watching her again. He’d have to stop that now Hugh was back. They would all have to change – and at the same time not let Hugh realise that his return had altered anything other than the joy of his family.

			‘They’re tying up!’ Walter announced. ‘I could go and help them, Mama, I can do clove hitches and bowlines and reef knots and –’

			‘So can all the dockhands,’ Ursula pointed out. ‘They don’t need silly boys to help –’

			Walter lunged for her hair and she yelped as he seized a blonde curl.

			‘Enough!’ Beatrice snapped. ‘Do not shame your father by brawling in the streets like common peasants!’ She yanked Walter’s reins, pulling his pony close to her mare, and Ridley nudged his horse, moving Ursula and her hair out of reach. Though not before those nearest had seen: a boy selling chestnuts sniggered, while a woman of Beatrice’s age, whose rich wool cloak and gown revealed her as a merchant’s wife, paused her debate about ship berths to give Beatrice a sympathetic smile. Once, Beatrice would have returned it. But Hugh hated her fraternising with mere merchants’ wives now – and hated it even more when she reminded him that her mother had been a merchant’s wife, or that her sister now was too.

			‘There’s Papa!’ Walter cried, knots and squabbles entirely forgotten as the gangplank was lowered and the crowd cheered.

			Londoners cheered any returning ship, Beatrice knew, sometimes sardonically, if the helmsman had bumped their prow against the wharf, and usually only for a moment, briefly acknowledging the ship’s safe return. Another superstition. As if failure to cheer meant someone would tumble overboard, or a sudden leak would spring open in the hold, ruining the cargo and scuttling the ship, drowning all hands within spitting distance of home. But even Beatrice, who’d seen hundreds of returning ships cheered as a child, and dozens as a wife, thought these cheers were a bit louder, a bit longer than usual. They knew where the Silver Swan had been; they knew how much coin lay behind such ventures. Anyone wiser than a gosling would have the sense to cheer money. And fame too? No acclaim would ever be enough for Hugh, but perhaps this voyage might prove the one to establish his eminence, depending on what he’d brought back from Virginia.

			And there he was: no longer imagined, no longer a memory, but the man himself, standing above them. Hugh paused at the top of the gangplank, lifting a hand to acknowledge the crowds, the silver embroidery on his doublet sparkling in the autumn sunlight. He always wore his finest clothes to disembark: polished black leather boots, a suit of green velvet and a tall hat adorned with a spray of curling white feathers. At his shoulder stood his nephew William, a slighter, less gleaming version of Hugh, like a gilt imitation of a golden statue. They descended the gangplank, smiling broadly, and Beatrice smiled too, helplessly proud and relieved that he was hers, just as she had been twelve years ago when he’d asked her to marry him.

			‘Papa!’ two voices squealed in unison, and Hugh spread his arms wide to catch Walter and Ursula as they half-scrambled, half-tumbled into his embrace. Beatrice couldn’t see his face for the tumult of blonde and brown curls, of dislodged hats and tangled green and blue arms. She needed to see his face. Needed to know what the voyage had truly been – what it had done to him this time. What that might mean for her. For them all.

			He was extricating himself from his children now, Ursula still clinging like a limpet to his leg as he straightened up to see Beatrice still seated on her mare. ‘Well, wife? Have the privations of my voyage made me repulsive to you?’

			He always asked this question, and they both knew the answer. Even if his teeth were blackened and his face scarred, even if, God forbid, he came back with fewer limbs or eyes or ears than he started out with, he would never be repulsive, not to her. Even after that terrible expedition north – even when frostbite had blistered his hands and cheeks – he had still been her beautiful Hugh. But there was fear beneath the bravado of his question, anxiety tautened and twisted by months of absence and not knowing, and it had become their own superstition now. If Hugh didn’t ask it, if Beatrice didn’t answer in the same way she always did, then something would be broken beyond repair.

			‘Hideous,’ she said, holding out her hands for his shoulders (still broad) as he set his hands (ten fingers still) to her waist, and she slid from her horse and into her husband’s arms.

			Oh, she had dreamed of this kiss. That one, foolish twilight in the stables with Ridley was nothing, nothing to her husband’s lips on hers. She’d forgive him anything as long as he came back to her and kissed her, not caring who saw – or perhaps caring that everyone saw and carried tales to every tavern of the great Sir Hugh Radclyffe’s bravery being all for the sake of his beloved wife.

			He broke the kiss long after propriety dictated, and long before she was ready – but with that familiar promise in his eyes of more later.

			‘Did you see sharks, Papa? Or whales?’

			‘Or mermaids?’

			Hugh ruffled Walter’s hair. ‘Nothing like that. We only went as far as Gravesend – we’ve just been eating cockles and drawing pictures in the sand for eight months.’

			‘Learning how to walk like crabs,’ William added, making Ursula giggle with his sideways caper, but Walter pulled a face.

			‘Papa!’

			Hugh grinned, chucking him under the chin. ‘I’ll tell you all about my adventures later. First, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

			He turned, extending his arm in both welcome and command. Beatrice arranged her face into warm politeness, ready to greet an exceptionally brave sailor, or a talented navigator.

			But it was neither of those.

			A woman was descending from the ship. Her skin was deep brown, her gown a rich scarlet – an expensive gown, Beatrice noted, as costly as some of her own, if not her finest. But the woman did not move with the confidence such a gown should have inspired; instead, she stepped hesitantly, as if she didn’t trust the gangplank not to tip her into the river, or herself not to slip and fall. Her shoulders were tense and hunched as she edged through the crowd, seemingly not wanting to be touched by anyone. Yet when she reached Hugh and his hand took hers, she didn’t flinch.

			As if she was used to his touch.

			‘This is Catalina,’ Hugh said. ‘She’ll be staying with us now.’

			Catalina – just Catalina. No family name – not Catalina Moore, or Catalina of Seville, or Catalina the seamstress – nothing to reveal who she was or where she’d come from, or why, in God’s name, Beatrice’s husband had brought her back from an eight-month sea voyage to stay with them!

			And what did ‘stay’ even mean, Beatrice wondered as they rode back to the barge, trying not to glower at the sight of Catalina riding pillion with Hugh. They’d only brought one additional horse, assuming William would, as always, deal with unloading the cargo. When Ridley had offered to ask the nearest inn for another, Catalina had looked to Hugh in mute horror, and Hugh had said, ‘Catalina has never ridden a horse before. She’ll ride with me,’ and the woman’s dark brown eyes had briefly closed in what might have been relief. Certainly she was now clinging to Hugh as if he were the only spar in a tumultuous sea, her forehead pressed against his back, bowed as if in prayer. Was she Christian? Some of the Moors in London still practised their own faith, albeit discreetly; until his death, Maria’s grandfather had prayed to his deity at first light before ambling along to church. But would Hugh really have brought a heathen into their household?

			And why was she here? Was she a rich woman, seeking to discuss the silk trade? Or was she to be a servant? Though her gown was expensive, her hair was simply dressed, bound back with a red ribbon – clearly, she’d had no maid of her own on board. But if Hugh meant for her to be Beatrice’s maid, Maria would hardly be best pleased at being supplanted – even if it were only temporary.

			What’s more, how long would this stay be? The longest they’d ever had anyone stay was after Florence’s daughter, Cecily, was born. At first, Beatrice had rather enjoyed adorning her new niece with lace bonnets and mixing honey into almond caudles for her recovering half-sister – but even the company of a beautiful baby and a beloved sister had grown wearisome after six weeks. Though where else would Catalina have to go? Where was her family? Where had she come from, and why on earth was she riding to Beatrice’s barge with her arms wrapped around Beatrice’s husband’s waist?

			Ursula was saying something about the flower sellers, and Beatrice couldn’t remember what her initial question had been: with Ursula, there was no guarantee her current sentence was linked to her last by any logic discernible to other people.

			‘… and the yellow ones are the same colour as the potatoes Papa brought back before, but do you think rabbits would eat both if I put them out?’

			‘Don’t feed the rabbits,’ Beatrice said. ‘Scraps are for the pigs, not wild animals.’

			‘But rabbits are much prettier than pigs.’

			If they fed everyone according to how pretty they were, Catalina’s plate would be piled high for the duration of her stay. Those curling lashes and full lips; her smooth brown cheeks. She was younger than Beatrice, perhaps closer to twenty than thirty years. Not a line around her mouth or eyes, not a crease in her forehead –

			‘Help them!’

			‘They’re drowning!’

			Beatrice jolted alert at the voices from the bridge overhead. Walter was still on his pony; Ursula’s reins still in Ridley’s firm grip. But Hugh was leaping from his horse and running towards the river, leaving Catalina to fling herself flat along the horse’s back.

			‘Hugh, no!’

			Beatrice sprang down from her own horse and ran after her husband. He was heading for the bank, elbowing his way through a gathering group, and she struggled after him, pushing at fustian elbows and baskets of eggs and wool until she could see what was happening.

			The tide had turned. White water churned between the stanchions, flinging salt spray like grapeshot as the rapids grew steeper and more treacherous with every haul of the river. And just below the third stanchion, a wherry had capsized: its stern was being sucked back into the bottom of the rapid, as if a great white bear were toying with a wooden seal pup, letting it escape only to pounce again.

			‘Here! Reach up!’

			The wherryman, still somehow clutching an oar, had been washed out of the rapid. Hugh dropped to his belly, heedless of the mud staining his doublet, and stretched out.

			‘Grab my legs!’ he ordered, inching further out as two men crouched to hold him. He reached for the floundering wherryman, whose eyes were wild with cold and terror. ‘Give me the oar!’

			The wherryman lifted the oar – and immediately sank beneath the water. But Hugh was hauling, and so were more men now, and the wherryman’s head emerged, then his shoulders, and his torso, and others grabbed handfuls of his clothes, heaving him onto the bank.

			‘Thank God,’ Beatrice murmured, as Hugh knelt next to the spluttering wherryman and clapped him on the shoulder.

			‘No harm done, eh?’

			The wherryman shook his head, coughing. ‘The boy – where’s the boy?’

			Beatrice knew what Hugh was going to do before he turned, and she started forwards. ‘Hugh, don’t!’

			But he was already kicking off his boots, tossing his hat and cloak aside, and just as she reached for his arm, he dived into the river.

			‘Papa!’

			Ursula’s cry yanked at Beatrice. Torn between racing to comfort her daughter and remaining in desperation to know Hugh was safe, Beatrice hovered helplessly on the bank, staring at the rushing waters for Hugh’s head to emerge.

			There! He was swimming against the current. But even strong swimmers had been drowned in the Thames, and Beatrice couldn’t crush that thought.

			A thin wail came from the rapids, and Beatrice caught a glimpse of a dark head next to the recirculating boat. As the rapid wrenched the wherry back, the head disappeared. The boy, who couldn’t be more than twelve, was clinging to the inside of the capsized boat, managing to breathe within the curved hull – but being pulled back and back into the wave. Each time the boat was dragged in, the prow reared up and then crashed down as the vessel was spat back out again. Christ’s wounds, it was a miracle the boy’s skull hadn’t been split by the falling boat.

			And now Hugh was swimming for it.

			He had the oar. She hadn’t seen him seize it – but somehow he was thrusting it towards the boy.

			‘Grab this, lad! I’ll do the rest!’

			Tears stung her eyes and she wanted to howl at him to stop being so damned noble, stop trying to be Walter bloody Raleigh! Whoever this boy was, she couldn’t lose Hugh for a stranger who was already half-drowned – Ursula and Walter couldn’t lose the father they’d only just got back. Being a mother made you the most selfish and selfless creature imaginable when it came to your children, and she would not, could not, see them hurt.

			‘Come on! Lad, come on!’

			As if at Hugh’s imploring, the boy reached out for the oar Hugh was extending, one hand still clinging to the upturned boat. He was so close, so close. But the circulating water was about to jerk him back in and the boat under, and how many more times could he survive that? Beatrice found her nails in her mouth and her lips bitten, and she whispered, ‘Please, please.’

			The boy stretched. Hugh stretched. And the boy’s hand closed around the oar just as the boat was yanked back into the wave. Hugh dragged the boy towards him, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him close against his chest.

			‘Here – catch!’

			Ridley had found a rope: one end wrapped around his waist, he hurled the other end to Hugh, who caught it and began to kick. Beatrice ran to help Ridley, but two burly men pushed past her.

			‘We’ll get them in, lovey.’

			And they did. Miraculously, blessedly, the three men pulled Hugh and the boy to safety. At the bank, Hugh insisted – damn him! – on the boy going first, boosting the child up into the sobbing wherryman’s arms before finally letting Ridley and the other men pull him back ashore.

			‘You’re a hero, sir!’

			‘Bravest thing I’ve ever seen!’

			Hugh shook his wet hair out of his eyes. ‘Nonsense. Any man would have done the same to save a child.’

			‘Not any man,’ Ridley said, proffering Hugh’s boots. ‘There’s not many as brave and selfless as you, my lord.’

			As Hugh bent to pull his boots on, Beatrice suddenly became face to face with Ridley, and she had to look away.

			Hugh reached for his hat and grinned at Beatrice. ‘Well, wife? No words to greet your heroic husband?’

			‘You could have drowned,’ she managed, throat tight with tears. ‘I – we – almost lost you.’

			‘You can’t get rid of me that easily,’ he laughed. ‘Besides, how could I leave the lad? He’s the same age as …’

			He didn’t finish. Even Hugh’s jokes faltered at the prospect of imagining their boy in the water. And Walter was even younger than this child – just nine too-short years.

			As if her gaze could protect her son, Beatrice looked back to the horses. Where she saw Catalina standing, one arm around each of Beatrice’s children, holding them close to her. Comforting them, as Beatrice should have been.

			For the first time, Catalina’s eyes met Beatrice’s, and she couldn’t tell if the foreign woman’s gaze held judgement, or accusation – or jealousy.

		

		
			2

			The candles cast a copper glow over the remains of Hugh’s homecoming feast: capon bones scattered with uneaten barberries; a crumbled piecrust spilling red meat and dark juices like a caved-in skull; shreds of rabbit surrounded by congealing brown smears of mutton broth; one of the currants the rabbit had been stuffed with winking like a black eye. Flagons of malmsey and burgundy had been refilled several times, mostly due to Hugh’s younger brother Nicholas, who always overindulged when away from the Heralds’ College and the austere judgement of the ageing King of Arms Nicholas hoped to replace one day. Florence’s husband, Robert, hadn’t been far outdone by Nicholas: he drank much more at Beatrice and Hugh’s table than at his own, complimenting their fine selection of wine far too effusively, gushing about the notes of blackberry and oak. ‘And of someone else’s coin?’ Florence had once offered mischievously, with a wink that inevitably made everyone forgive her.

			‘We were remarkably lucky with the weather,’ William was telling Nicholas at the far end of the table. ‘Clear skies all the way from the Canaries to the Caribbean – astronavigation has never been so easy. Even you could have managed it!’

			Nicholas flushed. ‘Well, genealogical charts are no less complex and fascinating than celestial charts, and I contrive to follow them ably enough. No matter what the weather. Or latitude.’

			As Nicholas’s mumbling became more incoherent, and William’s fond smile more fixed, Beatrice thought, not for the first time, how anyone seeing the three Radclyffe men for the first time would have mistaken Hugh and William for brothers. With their golden hair and golden earrings, their broad shoulders and broad grins, they looked like buccaneers. Helena, William’s late mother, had been lithe and golden too, and although she had been dead for many years, Beatrice would have sworn she had also stood half a head taller than Nicholas, who, conversely, was pale from a life spent indoors, his shoulders growing ever more hunched from sitting at a desk drawing up coats of arms, his white hands soft and unscarred. Perhaps his discomfort at the contrast was another reason why he drank so much wine.

			‘You’re being modest,’ Hugh said lightly, his arched eyebrow warning William to stop goading his uncle. ‘Besides, have you forgotten the storms and riptides off Roanoke? They were far from easy to navigate.’

			‘I wouldn’t know,’ William said dryly. ‘You wrenched compass and charts out of my hands.’

			Robert ventured the beginnings of a laugh before wincing; Florence’s too-placid face revealed she’d kicked him under the table. Robert cleared his throat instead, eyes fidgeting at the recognition that everyone saw through his pretence. ‘But, ah, surely Sir Hugh is the more experienced navigator?’

			‘And will remain thus for eternity,’ William retorted, ‘if he keeps snatching my instruments away.’

			‘They’re the ship’s instruments,’ Hugh pointed out, ‘and the ship is mine, along with the responsibility for all who sail in her.’

			‘I could have plotted the same course you did –’

			‘And if you hadn’t?’ Hugh’s voice was gentle, but his eyes were flinty. ‘I’ve never lost more than five men on any voyage. That’s far better than any other living captain, and I intend to keep it that way. If that means your pride is dented from time to time, so be it.’

			He lifted his glass to his lips, but didn’t drink straight away, and Beatrice knew he was seeing the failed attempt to find the Northeast Passage in the flickering shadows on his malmsey. And the five men who hadn’t returned from that bitterly cold disaster four years ago.

			William’s scowl vanished as soon as it had appeared, and he turned to Robert. ‘Wait until you see the fruit we brought back from the Azores. Peaches the size of …’ He waggled his eyebrows and glanced over at where Beatrice and Catalina were sitting.

			Beatrice narrowed her eyes, itching to upbraid him. There came a point when men ought to outgrow boyish lasciviousness, when it became sinister rather than an eagerness to taste the untasted – but there also came a point when men were too old for their aunt to scold them.

			William didn’t even notice her glare, just carried on jabbering in a jovial tone that was meant to make his rudeness endearing. After the fourth reference to ‘luscious globes’, Beatrice stopped listening.

			Beside her, Catalina remained silent – as she had done throughout the evening. Did she even speak English? Did she understand what William was alluding to? Or was she, like every woman Beatrice knew, so used to hearing their bodies described mockingly by men who wanted them to hear, that she’d perfected the art of arranging her face into calm poise?

			Catalina was wearing another fine gown. Ivory satin this time, a colour that made Beatrice look like spilled milk, but which made Catalina gleam, like mahogany inlaid with pearl. Her hair was still bound back with a ribbon: Maria said she’d refused to let her dress it, and Beatrice thought again of how reluctant Catalina had been to allow anyone on the docks to touch her.

			Anyone except Hugh, of course. And Beatrice’s children.

			Florence ran her spoon around her bowl of strawberries preserved in sugar and red wine. ‘Tell me, Beatrice,’ she said delicately, so the men couldn’t hear, ‘what fruits did Hugh bring back for you this time?’

			Beatrice poked at her own bowl: a tiny bit of ginger and cinnamon-spiced syrup lingered at the bottom. No matter how much Florence cooed over gleaming porcelain and insisted she admired the Azores shrubs now attempting to flourish in the gardens, Beatrice couldn’t help feeling guilty at the jealousy she was certain she was provoking. However happy her sister was with her five bouncing daughters and mild-mannered, affectionate husband, Beatrice couldn’t show Florence the spoils
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