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        When I investigate and when I discover that the forces of the heavens and the planets are within ourselves, then truly I seem to be living among the gods.

        ~ Leon Battista Alberti

        

      

      Daylight began to ebb, pulling back like the tidal Thames. María de Eresby put down her unused quill and rose from her seat to light the candles in the tiny room she used for her private study. Returning to her writing desk, she half-twisted in her seat to peer out the window at the oak trees in her garden. The trees, brushed by the falling snow, seemed dream- like through the thick glass, their bare branches darkening to almost black in the dim light of day.

      The fire burned bright and hungry in the nearby hearth, but still she shivered. She shook herself and gathered her old mantle closer. But I’ve been cold for years. Ignoring the hard seat, and the whine and whistle of winter wind, she gazed back at the cream-coloured parchment on her slanted writing desk. The shape of her uncovered head casting its shadow on the vellum, the parchment’s barrenness taunted her, confronted her. It challenged her to begin.

      María sighed, glancing at the matrix seal of the Barony of Willoughby de Eresby beside the full ink well, placed at the top of her desk. She leaned forward, caressing the seal with the tip of her index finger. Her cherished husband, dead these twelve years and more, had given it to her on their wedding day. Now the seal seemed to wait for her to write this letter to their daughter. It would be her truth. In these desolate days, it was the only truth left to her; the only truth which mattered. She picked up the quill and, with practised skill, stroked out the first words, pausing to dip her nib to re-ink it.

      
        
        Written at my London home on Saint Agatha Day, in the twenty-seventh year of the reign of Henry VIII, for my daughter, the Duchess of Suffolk.

        

        Daughter, my Catalina,

        I write this letter to request a boon of you. Death comes for me, and I welcome it. Daughter, do not pen back a letter mocking me, or entreating me to say otherwise. I have studied medicine too long not to know the signs, and I do welcome them. I have seen fifty-three winters, and I do not ever desire to see another. I am weary. Not with age, but with grief. But before I die, I want you to understand – nay, I need you understand why our lives have turned out as they have. I want – no, need to tell you my story. But it is not just my story… from the beginning, the threads of my life have been woven with that of my beloved queen’s…

        

      

      María wiped away tears – hating her weakness. These days saw her cry too easily. She looked again at the letter. What she wrote now would either make her daughter understand at last her life, and the choices she had made, or fail again to breach the wall built between them since Catalina’s marriage to Charles Brandon, the Duke of Suffolk. The girl, well taught, wore a happy face to others, but behind closed doors it was a different story. Her daughter’s bitter words before her wedding rang again in María’s ears, “You promised me I would wed Harry; I never thought you would be so wicked, so unkind as to make me marry a man old enough to be my grandsire.”

      She should have never made that promise. She should have known better than to trust Suffolk to care for her daughter’s welfare. She should have remembered her own life, and its hard lessons.

      On the stool beside her desk, a carefully tied bundle of letters awaited the addition of her own. Returned from the grandchildren of Latina, her long ago teacher, these letters too would need to be sent for her daughter’s eyes. Most of the missives she had written to Latina were in this bundle. Letters written from her sixteenth year to before Latina’s death three years ago.

      Glancing at her unfinished letter, María wondered if it would be her last. Already, it was proving one of her hardest to write. No. I cannot fail again. I refuse to fail. This letter will make my daughter understand the little power women have over their lives. She re-inked her quill and, for a time, scratched her pen with purpose down the parchment.

      Her fingers cramped. María laid her quill down to rest her hand and stared sightlessly out the window. She could no longer hear the voice of the wind. Apart from the occasional crackle and pop of the fire, the room stayed silent. Silent, except for her memories. They flickered and danced in the fire’s flames.
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            PART ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Daughter, I was not yet sixteen when all changed for me. In the royal andas…forgive me, my English daughter, I forget you may not know this word I once used for litter in my homeland. For months we journeyed down roads following the ancient paths of pilgrims to Santiago, every day taking me closer to a life of exile. All of us left behind our families. We knew we would never see them again.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        …We do not wish that our daughter should be the cause of any loss to England, neither in money, nor in any other respect. On the contrary, we desire that she should be the source of all kinds of happiness, as we hope she will be, with the help of God.

        – Isabel of Castile to Henry VII of England, March 23rd, 1501

        

      

      

      
        
        June 1501, Pilgrim road to Santiago de Compostela. Monastery of Guadalupe.

      

      

      Woken by a hard kick to her leg, María bounded up, banging her head against the unfamiliar bedpost of an unfamiliar bed. “By Saint Michael’s Sword!” Her eyes adjusting to the dim light, María rubbed her sore crown.

      Beside her, bedclothes thrown off, Maria’s princess and long-time bedcompanion tossed and turned in her sleep. Catalina panted as if running for her life and cried out a drawn- out, “No.”

      María reached down to shake her friend and cousin. “Wake up. You’re dreaming.”

      Catalina shuddered, rolled in bed, her eyes flickering open. The single candle beside the bed revealed her terror. “You call it a dream?” She trembled, crossing herself. “A nightmare more like...from the devil himself.”

      María crossed, too, and gripped her friend’s hand. “Tell me about the dream. Chase your fear away.”

      Catalina leaned against the bedhead, hugging her pillow to her. “Speaking of it will not help.”

      “How do you know unless you try?” Tired and grumpy, her head still hurting, María peered at Catalina. In the amber candlelight, Catalina’s perspiring face appeared luminous. Had her fever returned? Days ago, they had arrived at the Monastery of Guadalupe with Catalina’s fever making them all fear for her life, thanking God when it broke at last.

      María chewed her thumbnail, staring at the door leading to the antechamber, where their blackamoor servant slept. Fleet of foot, the girl would find and bring Don Alcarz to them in no time. Would that not be the wisest course of action – to send for Catalina’s physician?

      Still chewing a nail, María studied Catalina again. She heard Latina, their beloved teacher, speak in her mind: “I attend to Queen Isabel in her times of illness. I have taught you to do the same for her daughter.” But in times like these, she reeled in self-doubt, and cursed what little skill she had; it left her uncertain and floundering out of her depths. I am months away from my sixteenth year. How I am supposed to know anything?

      María slipped out of the bed, lighting the three tall candles nearby. Light will help me decide whether I should summon Don Alcarz. Her body only covered by a thin shift, she shivered in the cold night, and hurried back to bed. She pulled up the blanket, covering Catalina, too. Leaning against the hard bedhead, she wrapped her arms around her knees, waiting for her friend to speak. Catalina’s large, shining eyes blinked in candlelight. Shifting, María rested her head against Catalina’s. “Tell me,” she prompted again. “Tell me about your dream.”

      “It was terrible,” Catalina said. “A man begged for mercy. Estimado Dios, he wanted to live, not die –but men pushed his head down on the block.” Catalina covered her face with her hands. “The executioner brought down the axe and held up his head, dripping with blood. He still begged for mercy.” She lowered her hands, sputtering a half-born sob.

      The candlelight flickered in a sudden draft, the night’s dark shadows wavering in an odd dance. María got out of bed again, poured a goblet of watered-down wine and held it out to Catalina. “Drink!” She made her high voice as deep as she could, imitating Catalina’s.

      Catalina attempted a smile, but one soon gone. “I’ve dreamt this dream before. But this time...I was there, on the scaffold – watching it happen.” Catalina sipped from the goblet and closed her eyes for a moment before speaking again. “His way of dying, the place he died – I have never seen the like before, but I must have remembered it from Latina’s lessons. She has told me the English behead their noble traitors.” She turned to María. “He died on a straw-strewn scaffold covered with rose petals. Countless white rose petals soaked with blood.” Catalina grabbed María’s arm. “Don’t you see? I dreamt the death of Warwick, the White Rose!”

      María trembled, not with cold, but fear. A cold finger touched her, as if a finger of a ghost. Could it be true? Could the ghost of Warwick be haunting Catalina?

      Less than two years ago, the Earl of Warwick had been executed for trying to escape from his long captivity in the Tower of London. Catalina could not forget, to her unending guilt, the young man who really died to make way for her marriage to Arthur Tudor. Queen Isabel and King Ferdinand made it clear to their ambassador in England that they would not send their daughter until Warwick, considered by many to have greater right to sit on the throne than King Henry, was dead. Well and truly dead.

      She shook her head. I am a fool to think such things. “It is only a dream...” she spoke to reassure herself, as well as Catalina. Briefly clasping Catalina’s hand, she swung out of bed again and lit every candle she could find. Catalina’s dream destroyed any hope of sleep this night.

      
        
        Doña, my dear Latina,

        We reside at the monastery of Guadalupe, the Holy place of the Black Madonna. The princess was ill when we first arrived. Praise be to God, she now gives lie to the sick girl brought hither only days ago. I so missed your wisdom during that time.

        King Fernando’s royal fleet waits for the princess’s arrival in A Coruña. Slow day replaces slow day, days snail crawling into weeks, whiling away into months. Each day takes us closer to leaving our homeland. In truth, I find myself grateful for these slow days. I dread the journey ahead. I share the fear of the sea crossing with many of our party…

        

      

      Her quill dry, María put it down and chewed her fingernail. Should I write of my concerns about Bishop Geraldini? Less than one hour ago, he had come to the chamber and heard their confessions, before departing to hear the confessions of their companions. Catalina had been pleased when her mother appointed him, a man who had been her tutor for years, to be her confessor in England. María was not certain of him. Latina had been her only tutor, and her loyalty was undivided. These long weeks made her relieved she had never been schooled by this proud, pompous, pedantic man. In her eyes, he seemed a tedious, arrogant bore who possessed little of Latina’s gifts.

      Garbed in a loose habito, Catalina sat a short distance away, near the open doors to the garden. Morning sunlight intruded into the secluded chamber like stretched out fingers; within the slants of light, countless motes glittered and danced as if tiny stars spun out of control in a dusty cosmos. Outside, the dawn sky cleared to a cloudless blue.

      Catalina showed all the signs of their sleep-robbed night. Dark rings bruised the skin under her eyes, and her head drooped over the small Book of Hours she held on her lap. The farewell gift of Queen Isabel, jewel-like colours illustrated episodes of the Madonna’s life. In this moment, Catalina seemed oblivious to the book, but it remained open on her favourite page, the scene of the Annunciation.

      “Magnificat anima mea Dominum; my soul hath rejoiced in God, my saviour,” Catalina spoke softly the good Madonna’s reply to Gabriel, when the angel announced God had chosen her as the pure vessel to bear his son. Her words might as well have been a breath, or a sigh. Slowly, Catalina traced the wings of the archangel Gabriel. His sun-alight wings folded behind him, he stood over the kneeling Mary. Mary – a girl not older than Catalina – appeared alarmed, fearful.

      María winced. Was it any wonder the girl in the painting was fearful? She had just been told of her impending, virginal motherhood.

      “Behold, the handmaiden of my parents.” Again, Catalina spoke quietly, her head bowed. From the cradle, Queen Isabel’s daughters learnt to do their duty. It did not mean her friend and princess was not anxious about her fast-approaching marriage. Sighing, María wished she knew what to say to help her friend.

      Catalina closed the book and rose from her seat. Her face tight with thought, she placed her book on a bookstand by the unshuttered window and then walked to the arched, colonnaded entrance to the garden.

      María pushed away from the chamber’s writing desk and stepped over to the door. Sounds from nature chorused together. Babbling water fountains poured into the long, rectangle pool; scolding, thirsty birds dipped into the water for a morning drink before staying to splash and swim. The lace-stoned arches opened to wide pathways of sunlight intermixed with shadows. Gentle breezes wafted into the chamber a bouquet of perfumes from the well-kept remains of a Moorish garden. But it was Moorish no more; the garden belonged to the Catholic Queen of Castile.

      Like so many other gardens María had known and loved during her life, the rose held court as reigning queen, and far outnumbered all the other flowering blooms. The colours of the roses created a living embroidery of every hue imaginable. One rose was so dark it reminded her of black velvet.

      Close to the enclosed garden’s edge, a crimson rose bush, laden with buds, grew in a large ceramic pot. Barefoot, Catalina padded over to it. Taking her small meat dagger from the leather purse hanging from the waist of her gown, she cut off a stem and raised the opening bud to her nose. Pleasure lit up her pretty face, chasing the lines of illness and anxiety away. She closed her eyes, her thick, long eyelashes shadowing half- moons on her cheeks.

      Relieved to see Catalina no longer despondent, María moved towards another ceramic pot and brushed the velvet petals of a full-blown rose. To her dismay, its beauty dissolved, its petals breaking away and dropping, one by one.

      
        
        
        Come to my garden and pluck

        The roses whose perfume is like pure myrrh.

        And by the blossoms and gathering of swallows

        Who sing of the good times, drink ye

        Wine in measures like tears I shed over parting

        With friends and as red as the faces of blushing lovers...

      

        

      

      María heard in her mind the words of her long-ago ancestor, Samuel Ibn Nagrela. Like her mother, María had memorised many of his poems. He had been a prince and mighty warrior, as well as a poet – and it mattered little to her that he was a Jew. She was proud of her lineage. Whilst Catalina had been influenced by the queen, her royal mother, to view Jews with mistrust, María had learnt from her mother, and Latina. Both women respected everyone who deserved respect.

      Her ancestor’s poem brought to mind the poem she had written on her last summer at the Alhambra, on a day when she had sat alone amongst the roses. Like this moment, early morning had spread its magic upon the garden, and a soughing breeze had gathered up rose petals into what seemed an eddy echoing her sorrow for leaving her mother.

      Returning to the entrance of Catalina’s chamber, she picked up her vihuela and sat on the stone bench. Can I turn my poem into song? She strummed a scattering of interrupted notes. Not wishing Catalina to hear, she sang softly:

      
        
        
        Red like blood

        I plucked a rose

        grasped its beauty close to me

        uncaring of its thorns

      

        

      

      The crunch of undergrowth halted her fingers on her vihuela and returned her eyes to the garden. Catalina strolled beside the pool. Wind and sun played a joyous game, speckling shadow-shift and dazzle upon the water, while sunlight dappled its way through the leaves of the tall trees and shadows drifted over tiles paving the ground.

      The breeze lifted long strands of Catalina’s loose hair, and the low, morning sun turned her red-gold hair aflame. Si, the garden is a jewel, and so is Catalina; she is her mother’s jewel. María flinched, not wanting to take the thought a step further. It is not true. The queen does not think of her daughter as a possession to be bought and sold.

      The garden shadows of the trees wavered, then receded. Like countless times since her fifth year, María waited in the shadows. She had been Catalina’s companion long enough to know when to speak or remain silent. Content with her own company and time to read or write, she never minded if Catalina wished for solitude. She was secure in their friendship. She turned her eyes towards the closed door of their chamber. In her mind, she saw on the other side of the door Inés, the pretty, fifteen-year-old daughter of Catalina’s long-ago nurse, María de Roja, the most beautiful of Catalina’s attendants, and the dark-haired, spirited and dimpled Francisca. She knew the three girls resented she was here alone with the princess. María inwardly shrugged. Catalina regarded her as a sister; only time would do the same for the other girls. Catalina approached her, and sat beside her on the bench. “Do you think he will like me?” she asked, holding in her hand a well-creased parchment. Before her friend closed the letter and slipped it into the deep pocket of her gown, María read the first lines, recognising it as the letter Arthur had sent to Catalina three years ago:

      
        
        Most illustrious and most excellent lady, my dearest spouse, I wish you very much health, with my hearty recommendation.

        I have read the most sweet letters of your highness lately given to me, from which I have easily perceived your most entire love to me….

        

      

      María wound her arm around Catalina’s shoulders. “Have I ever told you worry too much?”

      Catalina laughed. “Many times. But would you not be worried too if you were going to marry someone you had never met?”

      María took in a slow, deep breath, and released it. “Of course.” She clasped her hands together. “Did you ever ask Latina why she gave us all those books of philosophy to read?”

      Catalina raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “No. But your question makes me think you did.”

      Shifting a little on the uncomfortable bench, María gazed around the garden, gathering her thoughts. “I had a lot more time with her than you in these past years.” She laughed a little. “I did not envy your lessons with the bishop.”

      “You do him injustice. He is a brilliant teacher.”

      María shrugged. “So is Latina. When poor health compelled my mother to leave the court, Latina became a second mother to me.”

      “She was like that to me, too. But you have not told me why Latina wanted us to read philosophy books.”

      “She thought it important.” María grinned at Catalina. “I thought I would never enjoy gaining knowledge for knowledge sake, but I do now.” She shook her head, thinking about how the years had changed her. “I am not a natural student like you.” She chuckled. “I was always asking Latina why I had to learn this or that.”

      Catalina touched her hand. “I remember. But you have not explained why Latina spent so much time teaching us philosophy.”

      She eyed Catalina. “She told me it would help prepare us for our lives. Life is never easy, she said, but as long as we continue to learn who we are, we live life as it is meant to be lived. She also told me no one can take from us our interior lives. Knowing that helps me not to worry too much. Whatever life brings me, I will face it when it comes.”

      A brisk, sharp knock echoed into the garden followed by the sound of the bedroom door opening. Doña Elvira strode towards them, her heavy footfall warning of her mood.

      She curtseyed to Catalina. “Princess, why are you out of bed? You must rest before we start our journey again. Doña María should know better than let you dress and overtire yourself.” Her eyes swung to María. “And you – you should not be sitting beside the princess. You always forget your place – and take too many liberties.”

      Catalina glanced aside at María, then back at Doña Elvira. “Doña, I sat beside María, not the other way around. In these private quarters, I regard María as my sister. Pray, remember that.” She shifted to the edge of the bench as if ready to stand. “I do thank you for your concern, Doña, but I am no longer ill. Indeed, today I wish to pay my respects to the Virgin.”

      Doña Elvira scowled. “Your highness, I think that most unwise. You must return to bed.”

      Must. Doña Elvira, had used the word twice. María almost rubbed her hands in anticipation of Catalina’s reply.

      “Doña Elvria, you forget yourself,” Catalina said quietly, her eyes hooded.

      The woman did not take the hint, but placed her hands on her ample hips. “My princess, you are in my charge. I cannot see you arriving in England too ill to go forward with your marriage. I will send your servant to remake the bed, and you will return there.”

      María stared at the woman in disbelief. Doña Elvira bullied all of Catalina’s women, but usually avoided doing the same to their princess. Surely, she knew Catalina well enough to know her seemingly gentle appearance hid a stubbornness like a solid rock. She almost felt sorry for the woman. Catalina’s illness must have frightened her so much she could no longer restrain her tongue.

      Catalina lifted her chin. “I will not pass this way again, Doña Elvira. You cannot forbid me to pray at the shrine. You must know this is an important place to my family – to all Christians. My ancestor King Alfonso, one hundred years ago, celebrated his victory over the Moors here. He believed it due to the intercession of the Black Madonna. It is only right I show my respect too. Now, leave me.”

      “But,” sputtered the older woman.

      Catalina stood, her eyes alight with rage. “I said, leave me. And do not return until I command it. I have no wish to see you again today.”

      As if blaming María for Catalina’s anger, the woman turned to her a look of pure viciousness before backing to the door. María inwardly sighed. The woman had disliked her for years, resenting her influence on the princess, influence she was desperate to have as her own.

      Catalina sat again and shook her head. “I wish my mother had listened to me and not decided to send Doña Elvira to England with us. The woman always desires to have the upper hand.” Her eyes widened. Looking beyond María, her face, panic-struck, lost all colour. “You! Why do you plague me?”

      María sucked in her bottom lip. She took Catalina’s arm, gazing around the garden. “What is it? What do you see?”

      Catalina whispered, “Warwick. It must be him. I saw his shade, the man from my dreams.”

      Disturbed, María crossed herself. The weeks of travel had rekindled the undying embers of grief and sorrow. From Catalina’s twelfth year, death had followed death. First Catalina’s grandmother, next her brother, Juan, followed by her older sister, Isabel, and then the death of Isabel’s little son. But it was not only family deaths to cause Catalina deep sorrow. She could not forget Warwick and how he came to his death.

      Brought up with Catalina like a sister, each death tore at María too. Her own father had died not long after the little prince. She blinked, remembering her father riding off to his final battle with the husband of Latina, Francisco Ramirez. They had both wheeled their horses to join the king, and looked back to wave farewell. Then her father rode away, riding away from her life, into the mists of time, and memory. She squeezed the hand of her friend.

      
        
        Doña, my dear Latina,

        Every place on our long journey I have carved into my heart: Cordoba, Merida, Caceres, Palencia; soon I will do the same for Salamanca, and Santiago de Compostela. So many farewells; the last one will be the hardest of all.

        With a dangerous sea journey fast approaching, we all look forward to reaching Santiago de Compostela, where we will pray for Saint James’s protection. You must already know our noble queen gave our party permission to go as pilgrims and take advantage of the papal jubilee year. Bishop Geraldini tells us this means we will spend no time in limbo when we die.

        I am happy to tell you my princess is fully well again. She brooked no arguments and insisted we detour to the Monastery of Saint Thomas, in Avila, even if it meant adding extra days to our journey...

        

      

      The others were not pleased when Catalina told them to stay outside the Cloister of Silence and wait for her return. María followed Catalina into the chapel. She stepped forward with caution, her sight adjusting to the dark interior. She raised her eyes to the high ceiling. Far, far above her, the intricate ribbed vault belonged more to a cathedral than to a monastery, even one richly endowed with the patronage of royalty. The generous quantity of candles all around the building and the light coming in from the high windows did little to change the oppressive, depressing atmosphere.

      The sight of the choir drove an arrow into her heart. Behind the altar, the white alabaster tomb of Prince Juan could just be seen. Memories washed over her, threatening to break through her resolve to not weep. She hugged her arms tight to her body. Control yourself. You asked to come because you didn’t want Catalina to face this moment alone. Picking up her skirts, she hurried down the aisle and joined Catalina at Juan’s tomb. María’s throat closed. The sculptor had done his job well. Juan seemed asleep before her, sleeping like the angel his mother had called him in life. Now he was an angel in death.

      From the time she was a little child, he had captured her heart. He had been a sweet and caring youth who had grown into a beautiful young man with a noble heart and soul. Recognising her gift for music, he took her under his wing and spent hours teaching her to play the vihuela and guiding her to compose her first songs. By twelve, she had started to dream of him in ways leaving her disquieted, confused, and grieving at news of his marriage. For weeks, she had fought a hard battle to surmount her jealousy of Margaret of Austria, his wife. Margaret, though, made Juan happy in the last months of his life; so happy, it soon salved her own unhappiness.

      Looking back, that twelve-year-old María seemed to her a fool to ever dream he would look her way and make her his bride. But not a fool to love Juan. Never that. Everyone who knew him, loved him. When Juan had died, María wished to do the same as his dog, Bruto, and lay down at the foot of his bier and howl with misery. She knelt beside Catalina, wishing to howl again.

      Catalina touched Juan’s tomb. “I know he is with God, and at peace, but I still look for him and desire to hear his voice again,” she murmured.

      María put her hand beside her friend’s. There was nothing she could say. The cold stone cut into her as she reached up to

      his effigy; it was beyond her reach. She sighed. He had always been beyond her reach.

      “We have only one night here and then we journey on. I will never visit Juan’s tomb again,” Catalina said.

      Bowing her head, María had nothing to say to this either. It was only the truth. She clasped her hands before her, and tried to pray. But she could not take her eyes away from Juan’s effigy, unable to stop thinking of death; of farewell; of all the promise turned into dust and worms.

      Tomorrow they would go to Salamanca before going to Zamora where they would re-join the pilgrim road to Santiago de Compostela. María trailed her fingers down one of the carved holy figures on the tomb: so smooth; so polished. She stared at her fingers. It would be more fitting if the stone had cut them into shreds, as Juan’s death had done to her heart.

      Shifting on her knees, she dropped her hands to her lap. Six weeks or more before they reached the church of Saint James. A few days there, and they would begin the final leg of their journey. With every new day, A Coruña came closer.
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        * * *

      

      At last, they arrived at the river of Lavacolla. Making her way down to the riverbank with the other women, María looked behind at the dense scrubs and tall trees. Hidden behind them, the men waited their turn to follow the rituals of centuries. Garbed only in their shifts, the women accompanied Catalina to bathe.

      The young women rushed to the water together, their squeals competing with loud splashes as warm bodies came in contact with cold water. Soon, all the girls seemed like children again as they giggled and chased each other in the almost shoulder deep water.

      Glowering at the girls’ behaviour, Doña Elvira announced her intention to leave after only a short time, clearly expecting Catalina and the other girls to follow suit, but Catalina merely waved a hand at her in dismissal and farewell. María almost burst out laughing at the woman’s furious face.

      Washing the long days of travel off her skin, María sank to her knees, immersing her head in the water, and then sprang up again. Small pebbles surfacing the riverbed dug into her. She held out her arms before her, opening and shutting her hands in the water. The morning sun had seemed miserly when they had made their way down to the river. Now, hot air blew all around them and sunrays reached down through the trees and bushes, filtering an eerie greenish net of light over everything.

      Nearby, Francisca, standing right next to Inés, burst out laughing.

      Rousing as if from a trance, Catalina half twisted towards her. “What is it?”

      Francisca reddened, glancing towards Doña Elvira, now too far away to hear them. “Forgive me, I was thinking of what some call the river.”

      María laughed. “The Lavacolla is a good name for it, and you cannot say we are not doing the same.” She laughed again. “Except we use other Latin words for our woman parts.” She glanced aside at Catalina, knowing she would agree. “When we are alone like this, we should call a fig, a fig.”

      Catalina pulled her thick plait of hair across her shoulder. Sunlight caught loose strands, turning them gold. Taking a wet cloth from the other María, María Rojas, she scrubbed behind her neck. “There is no shame in making ourselves clean before journeying on to the cathedral. Rightfully so; we are only doing what all pilgrims have done since Saint James became a place of pilgrimage.”

      María Rojas squatted deeper in the water, her shift ballooning around her like an opening flower. Lifting her face to the green light, she swirled the water with one hand and then the other. “Pilgrimage or not, I am just thankful for this chance to bathe.” She giggled. “Even the jasmine perfume oil the queen gave to the princess no longer helped to disguise our need for a good wash.”

      María gazed aside at María Rojas. Another close kinswoman to Catalina, she not only shared the same golden colour hair as the princess but also had similar light blue eyes, and pale skin. Her oval face was perfect.

      María glanced down at her own reflection, and bit her bottom lip. The English King had told Queen Isabel to select only women of beauty to serve her daughter in England. Not that Queen Isabel would do this simply because he wanted it so, but there were no ugly young women amongst Catalina’s party. She studied her image in the wavering water. High cheekbones, large dark eyes, full lips, an oval face like the other María, but with hair so dark it shone with blue lights. Am I truly beautiful? I am told so. Fool! Beauty of the body dissolves with the passing of time, and can be taken from you in a breath. She struck the water with her hand, and her reflection vanished. Beauty does not matter. What matters is to serve Catalina loyally for the rest of my life.

      Catalina looked at her in amusement before wading over to María Rojas. She clasped the hand of her other kinswoman. “I have been thinking...”

      María laughed, and splashed water in her direction. “Believe me, the princess is always thinking.”

      Catalina chuckled, the other girls laughed as well. Catalina grinned. “I’m thinking of the problem of two kinswomen with the name of María serving me.” She looked at María Rojas. “The queen, my mother, has always had a liking for nicknames. Did she ever give you one?”

      María Rojas laughed, and blushed a little. “Si. Our beloved Queen, your mother, called me Bella.”

      Catalina grinned. “It suits you. Would you mind us calling you Bella?”

      María Rojas smiled at her, nodding. “If that is what you’d like, I am happy to be so called. It will remind me of Queen Isabel, your dear mother, and my noble queen.”

      Watching on, María swirled the water again, enjoying the coolness of the river as the heat of the day increased. The heady sweetness of her own youth seeped deeply into her heart, and soul. She was content; content to be with Catalina, and the other girls. Catalina also seemed content, all her anxieties about her coming wedding forgotten. She also seemed to desire to befriend her other companions. Can I make Catalina speak openly to the other girls so they know her better? “My princess,” she said, “are you happy to marry Prince Arthur?”

      Catalina rounded on her, her eyes wide with surprise. “Happy?” She inhaled and let out a long sigh. “I am happy that my marriage will strengthen my parents’ hand against the French – and lessen the likelihood of war for Castile and Aragon.”

      “But what of the prince – are you happy to marry him?”

      Catalina blinked, and cocked her head, looking at her inquisitively. “You ask strange questions today, prima hermana.”

      Despite the heat, María felt chilled when Francisca gave her a look of jealousy. The other girls often showed their resentment of her close relationship with Catalina. María forced out a laugh, and scrambled for a conversation that would include the other girls. “I was daydreaming about what it could be like to be married to an Englishman.” She laughed again. “The French say they have tails.”

      All the girls laughed, and the moment of unpleasantness dissolved.

      “And we say the French have tails,” Inés said. Her eyes downcast, she twisted side to side in the water.

      Catalina giggled. “Surely that is more likely than the English. All the English I met have been pleasant.” She glanced around at the girls. “None of you need to feel you must find an English lord to marry. You can go home if England is not to your liking.” Catalina stilled, her face serious. She shrugged. “It is not a choice open to me.”

      Concerned again about their conversation, María steered it to lighter subject. “Whoever I marry, I want a dozen children at least.” She laughed. “My grandmother had twenty who lived to be adults, but she married at fourteen. I am already almost two years older than her, and still unwed.”

      “Twenty? That seems overmuch for any woman,” said Bella. “Can you imagine bearing twenty infants?”

      “I do not want to imagine.” Francisca shrugged. “I am not too certain if I want to have children.”

      Catalina turned to her, her face alight with interest. “You plan to enter a religious order, Francisca?” she teased.

      Francisca giggled. “Not me.” She giggled again. “I like men too much.”

      Bella shifted closer to them, combing her fingers through her long, wet hair. “Are any of you afraid…?”

      “Afraid of what?” asked Catalina.

      “Afraid of what happens between a man and a woman?” She half closed her eyes and visibly shivered. “Mother told me…” She eyed Catalina, and bit her bottom lip.

      Catalina took her hand. “What did your mother tell you?”

      Bella blushed and bent her head. “It is like a knife,” she whispered.

      Catalina let go of Bella. She put her hand over her mouth for a moment before bursting out laughing. “My mother told me differently.” She sank a little deeper into the water. María watched her twirl the water on either side of her into what seemed unending spirals. “My mother said it is one of the sweetest things in a marriage.” She smiled a little. “My brother and his wife thought so too.” She looked up at María. “Do you remember?”

      “Si – I remember,” she said. Her heart bled with other memories – memories of envy every time Juan held and kissed his wife.

      María swallowed, and turned to Bella. “My sister told me it does hurt the first time, but she grew to like it. A lot, she said.” She laughed and caught Catalina’s eyes. “Latina, our teacher, told us it is nothing to fear – not when a woman is willing, and not forced by the man.” She grinned. “She also told me many men believe a woman can only conceive a child if they enjoy the act. Si.” She laughed. “Latina said that was not true, but if men believe it then they are more likely to pleasure their wives. She would not tell me what she meant by that. She told me if I wanted to know more, I had two choices: marriage or to seek out the books which would tell me.”

      Bella blushed again, and lowered her head. “Do we sin to talk of such matters?”

      Catalina shrugged. She lay back in the water to float, blinking against the sunlight. “How else are we to prepare for marriage if we do not talk? Like María said before, when we are alone like this, let’s call a fig, a fig. We have enough to face without making some effort to speak the truth to one another, if only to ease the journey before us.”
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        * * *

      

      After the men had bathed in the river, all the party proceeded to Mount Gozo. Some of them broke away and dashed to the summit. The first man to reach it called out: “Mi alegría.”

      María wanted to run too. But it was another thing forbidden to her. She turned to the other young women. Do they look on with regret too? She let out a long sigh. So many freedoms denied to them, but allowed without question to the men. But for this part of the journey, the women were allowed to act as pilgrims and walk down to the cathedral. For once, they were no longer expected to remain confined in the royal andas.

      She reached the apex of the mountain, joining those already on their knees, and raised her voice in song. The city of Santiago and the distant spires of the cathedral of Saint James shimmered in the sunlight. The basilica of Saint James, the temple of stars… It kept safe in its sanctity the bones of the martyred Saint James, the man Christ had once called brother, and “Son of Thunder.” They would spend five days in Santiago de Compostela – and then make their way to the waiting ships. Si, my days in my homeland are drawing to a close.
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        * * *

      

      María lifted her skirts and hurried up the short flight of steps to reach the cathedral. The Portico de la Gloria rose up as if in greeting: hundreds of holy figures, all them carved in stone and realistically painted. In its centre, the statue of Saint James lifted a hand to bless and welcome them to the cathedral. The beauty of the Portico took her breath away, and paused her in awe.

      Going to the other side of Saint James, the archbishop pointed out a statue half her height to Catalina. “It is Master Mateo,” he said softly, “the stonemason whose work we see all around us, my princess.” He grinned. “They say if you wish to receive some of Master Mateo’s wisdom, you must tap your forehead three times on his head. I have done it many times; alas, I am none the wiser. But I trust in the guidance of God.”

      He had then led the party on, taking them into the dark interior of the cathedral. Before them, at the end of the long aisle, a golden altar glittered with the light of countless candles. They stepped up the stairs behind the altar, the archbishop taking them to a golden statue of Saint James. He wound his arms around it from behind, and turned to the rest of the party. “Before we go down to the holy crypt and visit his relics, we invite all pilgrims to embrace Saint James thus.”

      At last, her turn, María put her arms around Saint James. She closed her eyes, laying her hand in one of the grooves on the saint’s pillar left by pilgrims who had come before her. Lord God, bring us safely to England, she prayed, grant us happiness there.

      María followed the others going down to crypt. The space was so tiny it allowed only a few people to go in at a time. She reached the tomb of Saint James. Within it, the silver casket, revered for centuries, was small enough to be carried by a child – yet the human remains it contained had set in motion the building of this great cathedral. The holiness of this place was tangible.

      In the crypt, the archbishop and Catalina knelt beside each other, their heads bowed in silent prayer. Voices of monks, raised in song in the cathedral, echoed almost eerily. Waiting her turn to enter the crypt, María watched a sliver of light flickering weakly by her side. She closed her eyes, listening to the men sing, imprinting in her mind, heart and memory, every moment spent at the cathedral this morning. She opened her eyes to the light flickering by her side again, and the realisation that it was her turn to go into the crypt. She had been awed when she had entered the cathedral, now, kneeling before the bones of Saint James, she felt overcome. She bent her head. Dear God, help me to keep faith. Help me to be strong, and never regret my vow to share Catalina’s exile. Aware of the others waiting for their turn, she rose and followed after Catalina to the nave of the cathedral.

      Sitting behind Catalina, Francisca frowned, but shuffled closer to Inés to give María space to sit beside her. Taking her place, María smiled at Francisca her thanks. Francisca smiled back. Since their time in the river, the girls gave her moments like this, and increased her hopes that one day they all would be friends.

      María looked around the magnificent cathedral. Eight red- robed men carried out the famous huge incense burner called the Botafumeiro. The monks attached it to ropes as thick as a man’s arms, and took turns to put hot embers into the burner before closing the lid. A dense haze of white smoke escaped and swirled around the burner, its heady fumes becoming almost overwhelming. The eight men worked the rope pulley together, heaving the Botafumeiro up into the main dome. With great effort, and the coordination of the carefully trained, they tugged at the ropes, swinging the burner high, from one side of the church to the other.

      Full of wonder, María could hardly breathe, unable to take her eyes away from the swinging Botafumeiro, a sight of power and might. All was well for several heartbeats, but then it swung towards the high window of the cathedral and broke free from its ropes. A tremendous crash reverberated in the cathedral, followed by shattering glass. The enormous burner sailed out of the building.

      Shocked, her heart in her throat, María fell to her knees, hearing the noise of others doing the same. Dropping to her knees too, Catalina turned. Her eyes huge and frightened, she whispered, “It cannot be an omen. It cannot be that.”

      María shook her head, refusing to voice the words in her head. Wanting to be sick, she glanced at the few remaining shards of the stained-glass window. Madness seemed to reign for a time. Monks scurried around in panic, while the men who had swung the Botafumeiro stood close together. Their faces white, they stared up at the high dome.

      Monks hurried to pick up the broken pieces of glass. Holding the loose robes of their cassocks like scooped aprons before them, they carried away the glass. All around, people buzzed an under-current of dismay. At last, the archbishop took matters in hand. He returned to the pulpit. “Let us pray,” he intoned. He prayed for so long, María shifted from sore knee to sore knee, her body stiff by the time he told them to go in peace.

      Later, back at his palace, the archbishop said nothing to them about what had happened. It seemed he wished to pretend it had never taken place. He was not the only one. Everyone was glum at the evening banquet as Catalina sat with the archbishop on the dais, staring out ahead at nothing, pushing her food around her plate, but not eating it.

      María waited until they returned to the privacy of Catalina’s chamber to speak to her. They undressed and slipped into bed, and she reached for Catalina’s hand. “Pray, do not think any more about today’s mishap. It means nothing.”

      Catalina rolled over, facing the other way. “Be quiet. I want to sleep,” she grumbled.

      María lay awake for a long time before falling asleep. And she dreamed. She dreamed she pulled herself up a mountain, hand over hand, her questing feet seeking out any possible foothold. A cloudless sky beckoned her on to a city of gold glimmering in the overhead sun. Santiago de Compostela – high on the mountain’s apex, yet more real and vivid in her dream than when she first saw the city only days ago. Despite its distance, the city’s brightness blinded her. Her heart ached with yearning to reach it.

      Someone sobbed. Tears changed into an avalanche of blood, and she fell, her chance to reach the citadel gone.

      Waking up, María rubbed her damp eyes. Beside her, Catalina sobbed into her pillow. Her golden city receding farther and farther into the mists and wisps of half-forgotten dreams, she touched Catalina’s wet cheek with a sigh and wound her arms around her. Catalina’s body trembled, her tears soaking through María’s shift.

      Catalina broke away from her and stared up at the ceiling. “Another nightmare.”

      María swung out of bed and relit the night candle. She returned to the bed. “Do you wish to speak of it?”

      Catalina shook her head so hard the bed creaked in protest. “It was just a bad dream, that’s all.”

      María rested her head close to Catalina. “I had one too.” She shivered, remembering the earth changing into congealing blood in her dream.

      Catalina clasped her hand. “It is no wonder – not after what happened today in the cathedral. But I have had this same dream for years. An eagle sits on my chest and dips its beak into my heart, over and over.” Catalina looked aside at her. “When it flies away, I wake up, weeping. What can it mean?”

      María shook her head, staring up at the ceiling too. Candlelight shimmered the gold of the intricate pattern-work. “Like you said, what happened today in the Cathedral disturbed us both.”

      Catalina sighed. “I spoke harshly to you before – before we went to sleep. Forgive me, my sister. Ever since we left the Cathedral, I have been wondering if the broken ropes of the Botafumeiro may be a warning about my marriage.”

      María turned to Catalina. “Why think that?”

      Catalina visibly trembled. “Ever since we received news of the Earl of Warwick’s death, I have believed myself cursed. I do not wish to speak against my parents. I know they demanded it because they wanted to make England safer for me. But his death was wrong.”

      “You cannot blame yourself, Catalina. You did not want him dead.”

      “I hear what you say, my sister, but it makes no difference. He stood in the way of my marriage, and died because of it. Latina taught me enough about England and its people for me to know Warwick had a cursed life. He was only a boy of ten when the English king imprisoned him in the Tower. Latina told me that he was deprived of books and education. Imagine, fourteen-years of deprivation and then to be executed at the end of it. His story breaks my heart. And you’re wrong. I am the reason and cause for his death. The blame is mine.”

      María tightened her hold on her friend, her own fear growing. Was Catalina right? Could what happened in the cathedral be truly a warning about her marriage? Pushing away the thought as ludicrous, she wished for the dawn to come – and quickly. The night seemed full of ghosts, and forebodings.
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        Even in a world that’s being shipwrecked, remain brave and strong.

        ~ Hildegard of Bingen

        

      

      

      
        
        July, 1501

      

      

      
        
        Doña, my dear Latina,

        We have been at A Coruña for weeks, waiting for weather to favour our departure.

        

      

      Maria hurried towards the waiting boats, aware of the darkening sky. Moments before, sunlight shimmered on their wind-plucked robes, but in an instant the dazzle was gone, deadened by the dim light. Even the peacock colours of the grandees’ cloaks became peahen.

      Don Diego de Cordova, Count of Cabra – a loyal servant of Catalina’s parents and a man they had known all their lives – stood close to the Archbishop of Santiago. The two men journeyed with them to England to act in loco parentis for the princess at her wedding. The count was tall, but beginning to lose the litheness and leanness of a lifelong soldier, while the Archbishop was stocky and short, his dark skin made darker by his black robes. Long, mature face and round, aged face, the men wore close to the same serious expression. Sailors helped members of their party into the boats that would take them out to the ships. When they lifted the blackamoor servant into a boat, the girl looked like she was going to her execution.

      María scrutinised the sky again. An enormous purple-black cloud scudded across the sun, edged what seemed like a thin ribbon of cloth of gold. Sea birds flew through retreating slants of sunlight escaping from tiny cloud crevices. Moment by moment, the crevices sealed up, decreasing the light. Beating their wings against wind, the land-bound birds became first Midas-touched and then blended with the mounting darkness. They cawed a never-ending warning.

      The strengthening gale wrapping her gown tight around her body, she paused again, her hand on her anxious stomach, glancing the way they had come. Despite the warmth of her mantle, she trembled, cold of body, cold of spirit, cold of heart. She pushed herself another step towards the boats, and then another step, then another and another – determined not to falter.

      Again, the wind intensified, her ears buzzing with its aeolian whirr. It pushed her back, blowing the fine gossamer silk veil tight around her neck. Struggling to fix her veil, sea spray stung her eyes. She crinkled her nose at the smell of nearby rotting fish and human refuse, a stench overpowering the fresh tang of the sea.

      Her veil at last untangled, she took in again the grey, endless ocean. For years, she had anticipated this day. Now she needed to surmount the reality. She heard in her mind the voice of her mother, “Dear one, I am here. I am here. Always,” the words her mother had said on their last day together. The words no longer comforted her, but spoke of everything she sacrificed. An ocean of grief choked her. I do not want to go. I do not want to leave here. How can I leave and know I will never see Mother once more?

      She looked ahead to Catalina, and her heart ripped apart. I love her. I cannot leave her. I can do this. I can make a life in England as long as I am with my Catalina. I must. I promised.

      A short space away, Doña Elvria trudged purposely alongside her husband, Don Pedro Manuel. Head lowered, scowling as usual, the older woman also fought with the strong wind. She dropped her skirts to hold onto her head covering and tripped over her dragging gown. Her husband grabbed her arm, preventing her from falling to the ground.

      A loud, cut off laugh came from a stone’s throw away. Clumped close together, watching the princess and her party’s departure, twenty or so villagers stood not far from the row boats tied to the quay. Two older men pushed a white-faced youth behind them, protecting him from view. They need not have feared. Nearby, sailors assisted their party into boats. The day brought greater concerns than giving mind to a peasant who mocked his betters.

      Some distance from the shore, three of the king’s galleons – turned into rocking toys by the strong gale – lay ready to catch the morning tide. As soon as they boarded, the ships would sail out to sea. She took a deep breath, and tried to calm her quailing heart, drumming in her ears. Grief swished and churned within her like the currents of the foaming sea.

      María fought anew
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