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13th of June. This daie markes the marriage of oure new kyng Charles with Henrietta, Princesse of France & Navarre; & also the discoverie of the fishing bote Constance off Moushole rocks, all crewe lost & her gear cut lose. None knoe the fate of these men but a Turkiss sword was found stucke in her woode & Rob has made mee sware to say nothynge of Pyrats or Turks lest rumor spred feare. So I wryte my secret here & this Booke & I alone shall share it. I have heared the Turks are blacke men with shaven heades & crewel wayes. Rob sayes they are no better than wyld beasts, but I woulde trewlye love to see one for my selfe . . .
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THE TENTH GIFT



To the Right Honorable Lords of his Majestie's most honorable

Privy Council.

Haste, haste, posthaste.

Plymouth, the eighteenth of april, eight in the eve

—Thomas Ceely, Mayor



May it please yr honors to be advertised that this daie I have heard of certaine Turks, Moores, & Dutchmen of Sallee in Barbary, which lie on our coasts spoiling divers such as they are able to master, as by the examination of one William Knight may appeare, whose report I am induced the rather to believe, because two fisherboats mentioned in hys examination were very lately found flotyng on the seas, having neither man nor tackle in them . . .

I am also credibly informed that there are some thirtie sail of shippes at Sallee now preparing to come for the coasts of England in the begynnyng of the summer, & if there bee not speedy course taken to prevent it, they would do much mischeef. 

Hereof I thought it my dutie to inform yr honors. 



And so I rest,

Yr honors in all dutie bounden,

Thos. Ceely, Mayor

Plymouth, the 18th daie of april 1625



CHAPTER 1 

“THERE ARE ONLY TWO OR THREE HUMAN STORIES, AND
they go on repeating themselves as fiercely as if they have never happened before, like larks that have been singing the same five notes for thousands of years.”

I had scribbled this down in a notebook after reading it in a novel the night before I was due to meet Michael and was looking forward to slipping it into our conversation at dinner, despite knowing his likely reaction (negative; dismissive—he was always skeptical about anything that could even vaguely be termed “romantic”). He was a lecturer in European literature, to which he presented an uncompromising post-structuralist stance, as if books were just meat for the butcher's block, mere muscle and tendon, bone and cartilage, which required flensing and separating and scrutiny. For his part, Michael found my thinking on the subject of fiction both emotional and unrigorous, which meant that at the start of our relationship we had the most furious arguments, which would hurt me so personally as to bring me to the edge of tears, but now, seven years in, we were able to bait each other cheerfully. Anyway, it made a change from discussing, or avoiding, the subject of Anna, or the future.

To begin with, it had been hard to live like this, on snatched moments, the future always in abeyance, but I had gotten used to it little by little so that now my life had a recognizable pattern to it. It was a bit pared down and lacking in what others might consider crucial areas, but it suited me. Or so I told myself, time and time again.

I dressed with particular care for dinner: a devoré silk blouse, a tailored black skirt that skimmed the knees, stockings (Michael was predictably male in his preferences), a pair of suede ankle-strap shoes in which I could just about manage the half-mile to the restaurant and back. And my favorite hand-embroidered shawl: bursts of bright pansies worked on a ground of fine black cashmere.

I've always said you have to be an optimist to be a good embroiderer. A large piece (like the shawl) can take six months to a year of inspired and dedicated work. Determination, too; a dogged spirit like that of a mountaineer, taking one measured step at a time rather than panicking at the thought of the whole immense task, the crevasse field and headwall of ice. You may think I exaggerate the difficulties—a bit of cloth, a needle and thread: How hard can it be? But once you've laid out a small fortune on cashmere and another on the silks, or there's a tight deadline for some nervous girl's wedding, or an exhibition, and you have not only to design and plan but to stitch a million stitches, I can tell you the pressure is palpable.

We were meeting at Enoteca Turi, near the southern end of Putney's bridge, a smart Tuscan restaurant that we usually reserved for celebrations. There were no birthdays looming, no publications or promotions, that I knew of. The latter would, in any case, be hard for me to achieve, since I ran my own business, and since even the word business was something of a stretch for my one-woman enterprise: a tiny crafts shop in the Seven Dials. The crafts shop was more of an indulgence than a moneymaking concern. An aunt had died five years ago, leaving me a decent legacy; my mother had followed two years later, and I was the only child. The lease on the shop had fallen into my lap; it had less than a year to run and I hadn't decided what to do with it at the end of that time. I made more money from commissions than from the so-called business, and even those were more of a way of passing time, stitching away the minutes while awaiting my next tryst with Michael.

I arrived early. They do say relationships are usually weighted in favor of one party, and I reckoned I was carrying seventy percent of ours. This was partly due to circumstances, partly to temperament, both mine and Michael's. He reserved himself from the world most of the time: I was the emotional profligate.

I took my seat with my back to the wall, gazing out at the other diners like a spectator at a zoo. Mostly couples in their thirties, like us: well-off, well-dressed, well-spoken, if a bit loud. Snippets of conversation drifted to me:

“What is fagioli occhiata di Colfiorito,  do you know?”

“So sad about Justin and Alice . . . lovely couple . . . what will they do with the house?”

“What do you think of Marrakech next month, or would you prefer Florence again?”

Nice, normal, happy people with sensible jobs, plenty of money, and solid marriages; with ordered, comfortable, conforming lives. Rather unlike mine. I looked at them all embalmed in the golden light and wondered what they would make of me, sitting here in my best underwear, new stockings and high heels, waiting for my onetime best friend's husband to arrive.

Probably be as envious as hell,  suggested a wicked voice in my head.

Probably not.

Where was Michael? It was twenty past eight and he'd have to be home by eleven, as he was always at pains to point out. A quick dinner, a swift fuck: It was the most I could hope for, and maybe not even that. Feeling the precious moments ticking away, I began to get anxious. I hadn't allowed myself to dwell on the special reason he had suggested Enoteca. It was an expensive place, not somewhere you would choose on a whim; not on the salary of a part-time lecturer, supplemented by desultory book-dealing, not if you were—like Michael—careful with your money. I took my mind off this conundrum by ordering a bottle of Rocca Rubia from the sommelier and sat there with my hands clasped around the vast bowl of the glass as if holding the Grail itself, waiting for my deeply flawed Sir Lancelot to arrive. In the candlelight, the contents sparkled like fresh blood.

At last he burst through the revolving door with his hair in disarray and his cheeks pink, as if he'd run all the way from Putney Station. He shrugged his coat off impatiently, transferring briefcase and black carrier bag from hand to hand as he wrestled his way out of the sleeves, and at last bounded over, grinning manically, though not quite meeting my eye, kissed me swiftly on the cheek, and sat down in the chair the waiter pushed forward for him.

“Sorry I'm late. Let's order, shall we? I have to be home—”

“—by eleven. Yes, I know.” I suppressed a sigh. “Tough day?”

It would be nice to know why we were here, to get to the nub of the evening, but Michael was focused on the menu now, intently considering the specials and which one was likely to offer the most value for the money.

“Not especially,” he said at last. “Usual idiot students, sitting there like empty-headed sheep waiting for me to fill them up with knowledge—except the usual know-it-all big mouth showing off to the girls by picking a fight with the tutor. Soon sorted that one out.”

I could imagine Michael fixing some uppity twenty-year-old with a gimlet stare before cutting him mercilessly down to size in a manner guaranteed to get a laugh from the female students. Women loved Michael. We couldn't help ourselves. Whether it was his saturnine features (and habits, to boot), the louche manner or the look in those glittering black eyes, the cruelly carved mouth, or the restless hands, I didn't know. I had lost perspective on such matters long ago.

The waiter took our order and we were left without further excuse for equivocation. Michael reached across the table and rested his hand on mine, imprisoning it against the white linen. At once the familiar burst of sexual electricity charged up my arm, sending shock waves through me. His gaze was solemn: so solemn that I wanted to laugh. He looked like an impish Puck about to confess to some heinous crime.

“I think,” he said carefully, his gaze resting on a point about two inches to the left of me, “we should stop seeing each other. For a while, at least.”

So much for discussing larks. The laugh that had been building up burst out of me, discordant and crazy-sounding. I was aware of people staring.

“What?”

“You're still young,” he said. “If we stop this now, you can find someone else. Settle down. Have a family.”

Michael hated the very idea of children: That he would wish them on me was confirmation of the distance he wanted to put between us.

“None of us are young anymore,” I retorted. “Least of all you.” His hand went unconsciously to his forehead. He was losing his hair and was vain enough to care about it. For the past few years I'd told him it was unnoticeable; then as that became a bit of a lie, that it made him look distinguished, sexy.

The waiter brought food. We ate it in silence. Or rather, Michael ate in silence: I mainly pushed my crab and linguine around my plate and drank a lot of wine.

At last our plates were cleared away, leaving a looming space between us. Michael stared at the tablecloth as if the space itself posed a threat, then became strangely animated. “Actually, I got you something,” he said. He picked up the carrier bag and peered into it. I glimpsed two brown-paper-wrapped objects of almost identical proportions inside, as if he had bought the same farewell gift twice, for two different women. Perhaps he had.

“It's not properly wrapped, I'm afraid. I didn't have time, all been a bit chaotic today.” He pushed one of these items across the table at me. “But it's the thought that counts. It's a sort of a memento mori; and an apology,” he said with that crooked, sensual smile that had so caught my heart in the first place. “I am sorry, you know. For everything.”

There was a lot that he had to be sorry for, but I wasn't feeling strong enough to say so. Memento mori; a reminder of death. The phrase ricocheted around my mind. I unwrapped the parcel carefully, feeling the crab and chili sauce rising in my throat.

It was a book. An antique book, with a cover of buttery brown calfskin, simple decorative blind lines on the boards, and four raised, rounded ridges at even intervals along the spine. My fingers ran over the textures appreciatively, as if over another skin. Closing myself off from the damaging things Michael was saying, I applied myself to opening the cover, careful not to crack the brittle spine. Inside, the title page was foxed and faded.

The Needle-Woman's Glorie,  it read in bold characters, and then in a fine italic print:



Here followeth certain fyne patternes to be fitly wroghte in Gold, or Silke or Crewell as takes your plesure.

Published here togyther for the first tyme by Henry Ward of Cathedral Square Exeter 1624.




And beneath this, in a round, uncertain hand:



For my cozen Cat, 27th Maie 1625. 




“Oh!” I cried, ambushed by its antiquity and its beauty. An intricate pattern filled the verso page. I tilted it toward the light in a vain attempt to examine it better.

Michael had just said something else, but whatever it was flew harmlessly over my head.

“Oh,” I exclaimed again. “How extraordinary.”

Michael had stopped talking. I was aware of a heavy silence, one that demanded a reaction.

“Have you heard any of what I've been saying?”

I gazed at him wordless, not wanting to answer.

His black eyes were suddenly almost brown. Pity welled in them.

“I'm so sorry, Julia,” he said again. “Anna and I have reached a crucial point in our lives and have had a proper heart-to-heart. We're going to give our marriage another go, a fresh start. I can't see you anymore. It's over.”

[image: image]

I LAY ALONE in my bed that night, curled around the book, the last thing in my life that would carry a connection with Michael, sobbing. At last, sheer exhaustion overtook me, but sleep was almost worse than being awake: The dreams were terrible. I surfaced at two-thirty, at three; at four, retaining fragments of images—blood and shattered bones, someone crying in pain, shouts in a language I could not understand. Most vivid of all was a sequence in which I was stripped naked and paraded before strangers, who laughed and pointed out my shortcomings, which were many. One of these onlookers was Michael. He wore a long robe and a hood, but I knew his voice when he said, “This one has no breasts. Why have you brought me a woman with no breasts?” I awoke, sweating and shamed, a creature of no account who deserved her fate.

Yet even as I loathed myself, I felt disoriented, detached, as if it were not me suffering the indignity, but some other Julia Lovat, far away. I drifted back into sleep, and if I dreamed again, I do not remember it. When I finally woke up, I was lying on the book. It had left a clear impression—four ridges, like scars, on my back.



CHAPTER 2

THE DOORBELL RANG. MICHAEL CROSSED TO THE WINDOW and looked down. In the street below a man stood, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot as if in dire need of a visit to the lavatory. He was dressed too warmly for the weather, in an old wool Crombie and cord trousers. From his bird's-eye vantage point, Michael could see for the first time that the top of Stephen's head was almost bald, save for a thin covering of comb-over which looked almost as if it had been glued down. He looked comically out of place in this part of Soho, where young men paraded up and down in muscle shirts, ripped denim or leather, and knowing smiles, and tourists got vicarious thrills by entering, if only for an hour or so, the cruising scene.

Old Compton Street hadn't been quite so outré or lively when Michael first moved into the flat: He felt now, watching the tide of young life passing by outside, as if he were looking through a window into someone else's party, one to which he was too old and straight to be invited. Especially now that he was back on the narrow path, playing the good husband.

“Stephen!” he called down, and the balding man lifted his head, shading his eyes against the sun. “Here!” He threw his keys out of the window. “Top floor.”

Not just his keys, either, he thought ruefully as they left his hand, but Julia's, too. He supposed he should return them to her now that it was over. But it just seemed so . . . final.

The arrival of Stephen Bywater interrupted his thoughts.

“You could have come down to the shop,” he said accusingly, wiping the sweat off his forehead. Four flights of rickety stairs, and he wasn't a young man. “It's not as if Bloomsbury's more than ten minutes' walk.” He struggled out of his Crombie as if to emphasize his discomfort.

“I didn't want people interrupting us,” Michael said quickly. “You'll see why in a moment. Sit down.”

He pushed a pile of newspapers and textbooks off the threadbare sofa to make space for his visitor. Stephen Bywater looked at the stained canvas dubiously, as if he didn't want to risk his trouser-seat on it, then balanced himself uncomfortably on the edge, his bony knees and elbows sticking out at all angles like a praying mantis.

“It'll be worth your while,” Michael went on excitedly. “Just wait till you see this. It's quite extraordinary, a real gem, unique. Really, there's no point in my wittering on. Take a look and see for yourself.”

From a black carrier bag on the coffee table he extracted a small, brown-paper-wrapped parcel. This he handed to Bywater. His visitor opened it gingerly, removing a little pale, calf-leather-bound book with flecks of gold tooling on the spine. He murmured appreciatively, turning it to examine the back board, the rough paper edges, the binding.

“Very nice. Sixteenth, seventeenth century.” He opened the front cover with infinite care, turned to the title page. “Sixteen twenty-four. Remarkable. The Needle-Woman's Glorie. Heard of it, of course, but never actually laid my hands on a copy. Very pretty. A little light spotting and some old handling marks, but generally very fine condition.” He grinned up at Michael, showing teeth as yellow as a rat's. “Should fetch a few quid from a specialist collector. Where did you say you got it from?”

Michael hadn't. “Oh, a friend. Selling it on behalf of a friend.” This wasn't the entire truth, but it wasn't too shy of it. “Look inside, look properly,” he urged impatiently. “It's a lot more extraordinary than you might think at first glance.”

He watched avidly as the book dealer blew on the pages and separated them gently, making faces as he did so. “Well, it's all there,” he said at last. “The patterns and slips and all.”

Michael looked deflated. “Is that all you can say? Come on, man, it's unique, a . . . a palimpsest! Can't you see the secret text, written in the margins and between the patterns? It's not easy to make out, I'll admit, but you can't have missed it!”

Bywater frowned and reapplied himself to the book. Eventually he closed it and looked at his friend oddly. “Well, there's certainly no palimpsest here, dear boy. This is paper, not vellum: There's no sign of scraping, no scriptio inferior,  nothing that I can see. Marginalia—well, that's quite a different matter, as you should know. Now, marginalia in the author's own hand, that would add some value, possibly double it—”

“It's not in the author's hand, you idiot. It's written by some girl. It's a unique historical document, and it's probably priceless! You must need glasses. . . .”

Michael snatched the book roughly from the dealer's hand, opening it at random, flicked through it frantically as if the writing he had seen the previous day might magically reappear.

After a minute, he put it down again, his face like thunder.

Then he ran to the phone.



CHAPTER 3

I KNEW ANNA, MICHAEL'S WIFE, FROM UNIVERSITY. THERE, we had been the Three Amigos, me, Anna, and my cousin Alison, as unlike from one another as you could imagine. Where Anna was petite and doll-like, Alison and I were of solid Cornish stock, raised on rich dairy products and pasties. When I let it down, I could sit on my blond hair, while Anna's was short and black and model-perfect; and Alison's shoulder-length hair was chestnut brown, then red, then black, then scarlet, and back to brown again, depending on whether she was teaching English or Drama. Together we made the perfect symbiotic unit for getting through the trials of university and our first post-degree jobs—Anna in a bookshop, Alison teaching, me in an endless series of cafés and bars.

Alison and I messed around, took drugs, got drunk, got laid, had fun, but Anna made shapes with her life: She took the threads of her experiences and wove them into something purposeful. She worked hard, and it showed. She was now a successful fashion magazine editor, earning a small fortune, although ironically, she was the only one of us who never really needed the money. Her family was, from what I could gather, though she was quite secretive about her background, and a bit shy around Alison and me and our noisy and frequent financial crises, really rather rich.

After college it was, I suppose, inevitable that we should drift apart. Alison met and married Andrew, for a start. I have to admit I was never that keen on Andrew. He was one of those ruddy, sweaty rugby-playing men, hearty and overconfident, with a tendency to grab your knee, or something else, in the middle of a conversation, depending on how drunk he was. But he had a wicked sense of humor and no facility for embarrassment and he made Alison happy, for a while at least, so I did my best to make friends with him. They took me in time after time when I got my heart broken by one unsuitable man after another, poured drink down me, and Alison would look on indulgently as Andrew flirted clumsily with me while I laughed and wept and choked on my wine. When he cheated on my cousin and caused her to come running to me in tears, feeling that her life had come apart and could never be put back together again, I was livid with him and did not speak to him for the best part of two years.

How ironic. For shortly after that I met Michael.

How well I remember it all. Anna, a little breathless, flushed, embarrassed. “Julia, come and have a drink. There's someone I want you to meet. My fiancé, in fact.”

Well, she'd kept that quiet. I was astonished, and rather hurt by the secrecy and suddenness of it all. She'd never even had boyfriends at college. When the rest of us were making the most of our newfound freedom, Anna was writing essays, researching, revising. While I was cheerfully experimenting with sex, Anna stayed focused and celibate. She took life a lot more seriously than the rest of us. After college she had plowed her energies into her career: She had a plan, she said, and it certainly seemed to be working for her. “I'll marry in my thirties,” I remember her telling me, “once I'm properly established at the magazine and can take time off to have children.” And at the time I'd scoffed and reminded her how John Lennon had said that life was what happened to you while you were making plans. So there she was, at thirty-one, announcing her engagement, the next step in her life scheme.

“Are you pregnant?” I'd teased her.

She was indignant, but went very pink. “Of course not,” she said.

I wondered if she had even slept with him.

There had to be a flaw, since there is no such thing as perfection, in life or art or anything else. Perfection tempts fate. I remember reading that ancient Japanese potters always worked a tiny flaw into each pot they created, for fear of otherwise angering the gods, and Anna must surely have tempted some impish spirit somewhere in the pantheon, to have been punished for her hubris with Michael. And in having me for a friend.

Unfortunately for all of us, the attraction between Michael and me was instant. We made electric eye contact, and at one point during that first evening at a crammed little bar in Covent Garden, he brushed his hand, quite deliberately and with devastating effect, against my bottom. Three weeks later, after a lot of meaningful looks and some furtive touching, we slept together.

“I can't tell Anna,” he said to me that same afternoon, as if it was a foregone conclusion, and I, missing my first and best opportunity to unravel the developing tangle, lay there concussed by sex and guilt, and agreed. After that it became increasingly unthinkable to admit our treachery.

I was maid of honor at the wedding.

As we lay together on snatched Wednesday afternoons in Michael's Soho flat when he wasn't teaching, summer sunlight slipping through the louvered blinds, slicing our bodies into lit and shaded slivers, he would confide to me, “She's not very physical, Anna. I always feel I'm imposing myself on her.” At the time I felt triumph, but my confidence was misplaced. Anna's cool distance intrigued and challenged him: She remained an unseized prize, an elusive country he had only fleetingly glimpsed but never claimed as territory. Whereas me he had staked out, explored, tied down—often literally. Sometimes when we made love, Michael would wind my long, pale hair in his hands, using it like reins. Once he tied me to a hotel bedstead with it. We had to use the pair of miniature sewing scissors I kept in my handbag with my embroidery kit to cut me free, he had made such a mess of the knots.

I recalled that particular incident now, four years later: It seemed an apt metaphor—an omen perhaps—for how things had turned out. Michael had knotted my life into a vile tangle and then cut me free. I was angry with him, furious in fact, before admitting to myself that I had to take at least as much of the blame for the situation. Anna was, after all, my friend. I had felt ashamed of the affair, my betrayal of our friendship, from the start. But shame is an uncomfortable emotion, one we don't much like to confront. The pressures of Anna's work made this easier than it might otherwise have been, and I had become a master of excuses in avoiding dreaded tête-à-têtes and dinners à trois. Racked by the knowledge of how I was betraying her, day by day, hour by hour, I found I could not bear her company. She was so happy, and only I knew the truth that would render that happiness rotten and hollow.

Now that Michael and I had come to an end, I wasn't sure I could ever endure to see her again.

The day after our breakup, exhausted by weeping, I took myself out of London for a week to walk the cliffs of the south coast, feeling much of the time like throwing myself over them, but never summoning the courage. I left my mobile phone behind in the Putney flat, to ensure I did not weaken and call him. Instead, in the time when I was not stalking mechanically along footpaths, impervious to the magnificent scenery, I devoted myself to a new embroidery design I had been meaning to start for some weeks.

It was for a wall hanging, and therefore to be worked on stout linen twill, in colored wools rather than silks. Ever since the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods, this type of work has been known as crewel work, from the old Welsh word for wool. Which seemed fitting. I would spend many bitter hours playing on the unfortunate pun in my head as I stitched. Crewel world, crewel fate, crewel to be kind, crewel and unusual . . . I could go on but won't. I had already marked out on the fabric a coiling monochrome pattern of stylized acanthus leaves picked out with flares of color where flowers burst through the foliage. Very traditional in style, after the Flemish Verdure tapestries I'd seen in the Victoria & Albert Museum, the delicate in-filling of the leaf design inspired by the filigree of Venetian needle-point lace. It was a large piece, and would easily cover the space where the beautiful, framed black-and-white photograph of Michael had hung in my bedroom. This, I had ceremonially burned in the back garden before leaving the flat, but the wall annoyingly retained its ghostly shape, and it would be a constant reminder of the absence of both man and picture.

Embroidery is an improbable hobby for someone as disordered as me, but it's the very precision of it that attracts me, the illusion of control it offers. When engaged in stitching a new pattern, I can't think about anything else. Guilt, misery, longing all flee away, leaving just the beautiful little microcosm of the world in my hands, the flash of the needle, the rainbow colors of the thread, the calming exactitude of the discipline. It was the wall hanging that saved my sanity in the days following our breakup.

I returned to London a week later, somewhat restored to myself, to find my answering machine flashing crazily. You have twenty-three new messages,  the digital voice informed me. My heart thumped. Perhaps Michael had had second thoughts about finishing the relationship, perhaps he wanted to see me. I pushed this possibility firmly away. He was a bastard and I was well rid of him. Before I could backslide, I deleted all the messages. If there had been anything crucial, the caller would phone again, I reasoned. I knew that if I so much as heard Michael's voice, my resolve would crumble.

I walked into the bedroom, where all was still in the disarray in which I had left it: the bed unmade, discarded clothes scattered across the room. I cleared everything away, filled the washing machine, and came back to make the bed.

The book Michael had given me lay in the tangle of sheets. It weighed beautifully in my hand, its soft calfskin cover warm, as if it were still alive. I opened it at random, folding the ancient paper back with care, and was confronted by a pattern for a slip: a delicate repeated motif of a twining vine designed to be executed in blackwork that the author suggested “would doe beste in a quaife or a caule, or to edge a handcarcheef.” The rest of his instructions were obscured beneath a defacing crosshatch of penciled markings. Annoyed, I carried the book to the bedside lamp and squinted at it under the round of golden light.

Someone had written all over the page in a tiny, archaic hand. Long f 's for s's and that sort of thing; it was hard to read and in places blotched and faded, but from the words I could make out, it had nothing to do with embroidery at all; not unless the author had a taste for samplers themed on blood, and death. I retrieved a magnifying glass from the bureau, fetched a notebook and pencil of my own, turned to the frontispiece, and began to make a sort of translation of what I had found.

This daie 27th of Maie in the yeare of Our Lord 1625 markes the sad deth of oure kyng James, & the 19th yr of the birth of hys servant Catherine Anne Tregenna & I must give thanks for that & for the gifte of this booke & plumbagoe writing sticke from my cozen Robert with which he sayes I may record my own slippes & paterns. That shall I doe but like my mystresse Lady Harrys of Kenegie I wille also keep herein my musings, for she tells mee it is a goodly dutie & taske for the mynd to thus practiss my letters . . . 




CHAPTER 4

CATHERINE

June 1625

[image: image]

MATTY WORK HER JUST AFTER DAWN. “COME down to the parlor,” she said. “Jack Kellynch is down there, with Thom Samuels and your cousin Rob.”

“Robert?” Cat blinked, still half asleep, and struggled upright. Pale light was forcing its way past the curtains she had made from an old petticoat to hang over the drafty attic window. “What is Rob doing here with those rogues?”

Matty made a face. “Don't say that, they're good lads.”

The Kellynch brothers ran a pilchard boat out of Market-Jew, sometimes joining the seiners and coming back in with the tuck-net full of fish, but more often disappearing for weeks on end, no one knew where, and turning up again much richer, with sly grins and winks for the girls, flashing foreign gold. Matty sighed over Jack; Cat thought him a blackguard and a fool, if a handsome one. Thom Samuels had not even that advantage; he boasted but a single eyebrow, black and lowering, right across his forehead. She laughed. “Smugglers and brigands, the pair of them.”

But Matty was already out of the door. Cat heard her footsteps, heavy on the creaking boards outside, then thundering down the stairs. Sir Arthur and Lady Harris had their quarters in the quiet west wing of the house; the servants were in the east, where the noise from the adjacent farm was loudest: If Matty hadn't woken her, then the dogs and cockerel would. She slipped out of bed. Her stiff dark-green working dress and corset were arranged over the back of the single chair, her linen stockings lying over them like a pair of empty legs. No time for all that lacing and strapping: She straightened her shift and grabbed up her shawl—a vanity, for it was her best, handembroidered with a crosshatch of briar roses in fine wool.

Why was Robert here, and at such an hour? She knew that Margaret Harris had a soft spot for her cousin, and encouraged him to come to the house far more than his duties about the farm might require. With his tangled yellow hair and bright blue eyes, Rob towered over the mistress by a good fifteen inches. He towered over most folk; Lady Harris teased him that he was descended from the giants of Carn Brea, who had dragged their captives up the hill and sacrificed them on the great flat rocks there, before stripping them of their gold and jewels, which they hid deep in the granite caves beneath. But Cat could never imagine her gentle cousin taking anyone captive, let alone beating their brains out on the stones. It was quite strange enough that he should appear in the company of Kellynch and Samuels, and at a time when the mistress was still abed.

Curiosity piqued, she slipped her bare feet into her cold boots and headed for the stairs. She found Matty and the dairymaid, Big Grace, peering furtively through the crack in the parlor door. Male voices drifted out into the passageway, along with the sharp smell of small beer and a fug of smoke from the kitchen fire. In low tones, one of the lads said something Cat could not quite catch. The girls listened intently, straining for every word of the hushed conversation within. Grace squeezed Matty's hand and the two girls exchanged a horrified glance. Cat grinned and tiptoed across the flagstones, laying a hand on Matty's shoulder for balance so that she, too, could peer into the parlor. Matty made a high-pitched yelp like a rabbit taken by a fox.

Jack Kellynch wrenched the door open. Small-boned and dark, he had the brown skin and bright eyes of the Spaniard his mother was reputed to be—taken, it was said, off a merchantman wrecked on the Manacles, along with a cargo of fortified wine, a chest of gold and silver plate, and bales of Orient silk bound for the old Queen. The silk and most of the plate had made its way to Her Majesty, but the wine had most mysteriously vanished, along with the Spanish merchant's daughter.

“Well, now, Matty,” he said, giving her a hard look, “you should know no good comes to those who listen where they shouldn't.”

Matty flushed a powerful red and looked at her feet, unable to frame a sentence. For her part, Big Grace could only grip Matty's arm, her eyes round and awed, her mouth hanging open. She was only thirteen, a touch simple, and tiny despite her familiar name.

Cat strode forward. “What are you doing here, Jack Kellynch? Matty and Grace have reason, being honestly employed in this house, but you, as far as I know, are honestly employed by no man and have no business in our parlor at break of day.”

Kellynch regarded her sardonically. “My business is my own and not something that should concern a Danish wench.”

Cat tossed the tawny hair that had earned her this inaccurate insult and stepped past him into the parlor, ready to berate her cousin Robert for allowing such an invasion of ne'er-do-wells. In the smoky, fire-lit room beyond, however, were three figures: not only Robert Bolitho and Thomas Samuels, as she had expected, who sat at the table, but a third man standing in the shadowed corner, leaning against the wall. He wore a dusty traveling cloak, and his boots were muddy. It was only when he took a step forward and the lantern's light fell upon him that she realized it was the master, Sir Arthur Harris himself, his expression grim.

“These men are here at my invitation, Catherine, bringing me information.”

Cat dropped a desperate curtsy, head spinning. “I beg your pardon, sir, I thought you were at the Mount—”

“And that gives you license to appear half-dressed in company?”

There was nothing she could say to that, so wisely she said nothing, dropping her regard just in time to catch Robert nudging a discarded hat to conceal an object that shone silver against the dark and pitted oak of the table.

When she lifted her puzzled gaze to his face, Robert gave her a fiercely eloquent look. Go away,  the blue eyes blazed at her. For a moment she stood her ground; then, “Excuse me, sir,” she muttered, and fled the room.

She felt Jack Kellynch's eyes on her back, and worse, all the way up the stairs.




“NOW, THEN, CATHERINE,” Margaret Harris said as firmly as she could, “my husband tells me you were indecorous this morning, appearing in full view of his companions in little more than a chemise. He has asked me to have a word with you. We want no scandal here at Kenegie, and I promised your mother that I would be as a mother to you in her stead.”

Cat's head came up at the mention of her mother. Her father, John, a militiaman for Sir Arthur in the garrison on St. Michael's Mount, had been taken by the plague that swept through the region two years previously, leaving Jane Tregenna and her daughter without income. It was generally whispered that Mistress Tregenna had been cursed by spriggans, for since the birth of Catherine there had been no other children; Cat herself suspected there had been little love lost between her parents. Margaret Harris had offered them both positions at the house, but Jane Tregenna regarded herself as far too much a lady to be a servant again. Instead, she had taken herself off to her brother Edward's well-appointed home in Penzance, leaving Catherine to be taken under the Mistress of Kenegie's wing, whereby she was generously offered not only the income of a bodyservant, but more education and encouragement than any girl of her upbringing had ever been bred for. Cat knew her mother harbored wild ambitions for her; she probably had her eye on one of the Harris boys. If she lost her position at the manor, she knew she would never hear the last of Jane Tregenna's bitter tongue.

“My pardon, ma'am. I had not meant to give offense. Matty . . . I heard a disturbance below and was concerned that there might be intruders.”

“Going half-naked downstairs to investigate does not seem to me the wisest course of action. Had there been ruffians down there, you would have endangered yourself and placed me, as your guardian, in a most difficult position. Do you understand that?”

Cat nodded slowly. “But my lady, I was not ‘ half-naked’; I held a shawl over my shift to guard my modesty, I swear.”

The Mistress of Kenegie smiled. “And would that have been your best shawl, Catherine, bearing the crewel roses?”

Cat had the grace to blush. “It was.”

Margaret Harris appraised the girl silently. Cat was nineteen now and comely, even though her hair was that unfortunate golden-red. Her mother, Jane Tregenna, was small and dark, worn out by life's disappointments; her dead husband had been a crabbed, brownhaired man with the small, close features of the Lizard villages (where it was well known they had gone on all fours till the crew of a foreign vessel wrecked on the coast had settled among them and improved their stature and physical development). An unlikely marriage that had been, and one that hinted at compromises made under pressure: Jane was a Coode, a proper old Cornish family—reputable, deep-rooted, well-respected. The Tregennas were farmers from Veryan and Tregeare; John had been a third son without even a land-living to fall back on, which was why he had signed himself up as a militiaman. Not the best prospect for a pretty girl from a decent family, and certainly there was no clue in that parentage to the provenance of Catherine's fox-red hair and long, straight limbs. Nineteen was a dangerous age: The girl herself should be married, and soon. She had seen how her sons William and Thomas watched Catherine as she moved around the house.

“You saw your cousin this morning?”

Cat frowned. “Yes, madam.”

Margaret Harris smoothed her skirt. “He is a good worker, Robert. Sir Arthur has often said as much. It would not surprise me if he were to offer him the position of steward when George Parsons retires.” She watched the girl's face for a reaction. “Of course, he would be more likely to progress thus were he settled, with a family,” she pressed.

“Oh, Robert has a great many family hereabouts,” Cat said airily. “There are Bolithos and Johns in every hamlet and farmstead from Gulval and Badger's Cross to Alverton and Paul. He'll never leave the area: He has not that type of ambition.”

“That's not quite what I meant,” the lady said quietly. “He is a gentle and an able young man—not to put too fine a point on it, quite a catch for a country lass.” She fixed Cat with her lucent gray eyes until her meaning came clear.

“Oh.” Cat stared at the patterned rug that stretched between them—the Turkey rug, her mistress called it. It was brightly woven with gorgeously dyed motifs in cream and crimson and umber, and it glowed like a living thing among the dull earth hues of the rest of the room: the wood-paneled walls, the granite floor; the heavy, dark walnut and mahogany furniture. Cat would give her eyeteeth for wool like that to work with. How beautiful the tapestries and embroideries of the Orient must be; how she would love to see them, but likely she would never be closer to such work than she was at this very moment, standing on “the Turkey rug.” She raised her head and looked the other woman steadily in the eye. “My cousin is a good man, and I am as fond of him as if he were my brother,” she said firmly.

Lady Harris decided that it was not yet the right moment to pursue the subject, but she was determined that before the summer was out, Catherine Tregenna would be Catherine Bolitho.




ROBERT CAME TO find her later that day. “Will you take a walk with me, Cat?” he asked.

It was four in the afternoon. Lady Harris had taken her daughters, Margaret and Alice, over to Trevailor to visit the Reverend and Mrs. Veale and, smiling, made it clear to her servant that she would have no specific duties for her to perform until they returned after dinner that evening.

Cat shaded her eyes, looking past him across the knot garden and the courtyard toward the open country beyond. Sun spangled the waters of the distant bay and made a fairy-tale castle of the Mount. High up above the hills toward Lescudjack a kestrel hovered, drifting lazily on a current of warm air in desultory pursuit of rabbit or vole. Mares' tails were strewn across the summer sky: The weather boded fair for another day, and a soft breeze shimmered in the bright leaves of the sycamores and oaks that clothed Rosemorran's valley. She could find no reason to refuse his offer, nor did she wish to. In truth, she found the house stifling on these hot summer days, and Robert was handsome company. She had no wish to wed him, but it did her pride no harm to be seen walking out with him. Besides, she was keen to discover exactly what it was that had been discussed in so secretive a fashion in the parlor that morning.

She transferred her gaze to her cousin. Robert was watching her much as the kestrel had been watching for its rabbit: hungrily, his keen blue eyes searching her face for every reaction. “Thank you, Robert,” she said at last, drawing out the moment. “That would be most kind. Pray wait for me here while I change.”

There was a small window halfway up the main staircase. Cat glanced out of it as she passed, only to see her cousin twisting his hat in his big hands, as if he were wringing a chicken's neck. He jammed it on his head, took it off, stuck it in his pocket, then wiped his fore-head with a large colored kerchief.

Nervous, she thought, satisfied. And well he might be, for she would never say him yea.

In her quarters, she took her time, changing out of her working dress into a pretty, full-skirted petticoat of white cotton decorated with Flemish lace. She had bought it at Penzance market with the little she had left after handing the best part of her wages to her mother. Around an overdress of blue wool, laced up the front, with a wide white linen collar, she wrapped the crewel-work shawl with its pretty tracery of twining flowers and leaves. It was a pity to spoil the delicate effect of these pastel shades with her heavy leather boots, but even Cat's vanity could not countenance spoiling her only pair of satin slippers on a country walk. Sighing, she laced the boots tightly and dabbed a little rosewater carefully on her neck and bosom, where the sun on her skin would surely waft it to poor Rob's nose.

He was pacing the cobbles when at last she appeared, but he had the wit not to chide her for being tardy. More sensibly, he said, “You look most becoming, Cat.”

He won a smile for that but, “Catherine,” she corrected him.

His face fell: She could almost feel the change in his expression as a tangible thing between her shoulder blades as she walked past him toward the lane that ran by the farm cottages.

“Let's go up to Castle an Dinas,” she called back to him. “I want to blow the cobwebs out of my head.”

“Are you sure? It's a long way.”

“I do have two legs, in case you hadn't noticed,” she snapped back. She quickened her pace, elbows pumping.

He had noticed, of course. The thought of them made him shiver inside. He fair ran after her. “I do have to be back by sundown to help Will with the cows.”

“Best not be wasting time in idle chatter, then,” Cat declared. She strode out, her skirts swinging wildly.

They took the footpath across the meadow toward Gariss and Hellangrove. Celandines, scabious, and oxeye daisies studded the grass through which they walked like fallen stars. Cat imagined how she would pick them out in a frieze: little cross-stitches of yellow and blue and white against a field of emerald green.

To their left the land rose gently through brambled coverts to wooded hills loud with birdsong. The creamy heads of cow parsley and old-man's beard laced the hedgerows, and a long day's sunshine had released the hot, peppery scent of herb Robert and the tang of wild garlic into the air. Gulval Downs rose up in front of them, golden with gorse. Invisible overhead, larks poured their hearts out into the azure sky. Cat looked back at her companion, moodily switching the heads off the taller flowers with a willow wand. “Come on, you laggard! Have you got lead in your boots?” She took off running, feeling like the hoyden her mother would have called her had she seen her.

Forty minutes later they were on the hilltop, in the teeth of a stiff southerly coming in off the sea, flattening the grass on the headland and carving the gorse stands into hawk trees. Cat's hair whipped back and forth as she sat on a granite cairn in the center of the earthworks. Eroded and grassed over down the centuries, their warlike origins lost in time, the outlines of the ancient hill fort curled protectively around her as if she sat cupped in the hand of the past. Something about the scene made Rob's heart swell inside him.

“You might be a warrior queen, sat upon your throne. Stay there. . . .”

She turned to watch him running away from her until he disappeared from view. Discomfited, she frowned, then turned her attention to the sheet of shining sea stretching away to the ends of the world, as it seemed. What lay out there, she wondered, beyond the horizon? Surely marvels beyond price and monsters beyond imagining, exotic lands and other ways of life, where women of talent and ambition were not confined to sweeping and darning and feeding the chickens . . .

Robert interrupted her reverie. He held something gingerly in his hands: a circlet of gorse and briar rose and tiny ferns fashioned so that the golden flowers glowed through the spiky foliage like jewels. “A crown for a queen,” he said, and bent to offer it to her on one knee, sunlight pooled in his blue eyes like liquid sky.

“Well, you'd better crown me, then,” she said, peremptory, though the gesture pleased her.

He stood and set it gently on her head, and as he did so the wind took a tress of her hair and set it blowing free like a great red pennant. He caught it and wound it around his hand, wondering at its silky texture and the fiery sparks trapped within its length. “They built these fortresses in King Arthur's day against the coming of the Danes. Reckon that must make you a prize nabbed from the ships of the sea kings, then,” he said, grinning. “Not proper Cornish like the rest of us.”

Annoyed by this inference, Cat retrieved her hair from him. “Why would I want to be Cornish like the rest of you? Cornwall's a poor little county full of brigands and idiots and superstitious old biddies.”

Robert looked pained. “And which am I—brigand or idiot?”

She shrugged dismissively, avoiding the question. “What were you discussing with the master this morning?”

Rob's eyes took on a hooded expression; careful, evasive. “Nothing important. Jack and Thom had a bit of information for him, is all.”

“Information about what?”

“Oh, shipping and the like.”

“Shipping? What would Sir Arthur care about shipping? You forget: I saw you, and I saw you hide something.”

But he was not to be drawn. “You can see Carn Galva from here,” he said wonderingly, gazing at the menacing serrations on the distant skyline. “The Giant's Chair. I never knew that.” He turned, his blond hair blowing around his broad, open face. “And Trencrom and Tregoning and the Godolphin Hills. No wonder the chieftain who built his fortress here chose this spot.” He shaded his eyes. “I can even see the Scillies. 'twould be hard to take the folk here unawares, by land or sea. It's said they lit warning beacons from the Mount to here and Trencrom, to Carn Brea, then St. Agnes Beacon, and on to the Great Stone on St. Bellarmine's Tor, and from there Cadbarrow, Rough Tor, and Brownwilly, all the way through to Tintagel to warn the king that the raiders were coming. Arthur and the other nine kings reached Land's End by forced march in two days and gave them battle near Vellan-Druchar. So many were slaughtered, 'tis said the mill ran on blood rather than water that day, and not a single Dane escaped.”

“Pity he wasn't around to save Mousehole and Newlyn from the Spanish,” Cat replied. Her uncle had been among the men who followed Sir Francis Godolphin on that fateful day in July 1595 to stand against the Spaniards who had overrun the village of Mousehole and fired the church at Paul. Outnumbered and ill-armed, the Cornish had been forced to retreat under the bombardment of the galleons' guns and wait for reinforcements while the invaders burned the better part of four hundred houses in Newlyn and Penzance. Her parents' generation still spoke of the attack in hushed voices: It was an outrage, an insult that foreign invaders should set foot on Cornish soil, after the glorious defeat of the Armada, a defeat dealt out largely by West Country men. “Anyway,” she said, shooting him a sharp look, “you still haven't answered my question.”

Robert stared out across the sea, his jaw set. “Are you using the book I gave you?”

“Yes. It was most kind of you to remember that I admired Lady Harris's copy. It is most gratifying to have one of my own,” she said stiffly. “Some of the slips are very useful, and I have devised a few variations which the mistress says are exceedingly pretty.”

“Good. I am glad to hear that you are practicing your craft.”

“I mean to be a master embroiderer and join the Guild.”

Rob grinned despite himself. “And how will you do that from the depths of darkest Cornwall, Catherine? I fear geography is against you. And will you change your sex? The Broderers Guild is a guild for master embroiderers, not for little chits, be they ever so clever with a needle.”

“So you gave me the book merely to humiliate me?”

Rob took her fingers between his two huge hands. “Never, Cat, believe me. I am more than proud that you have your commission from the Countess of Salisbury.”

She pulled her hand away as if burned. “How do you know about that? It is a secret. I have been told to say nothing of it.”

“Lady Harris mentioned it—she could not contain her delight. To work the altar cloth for the Howard family's own church is a great privilege, and that she played her part in the countess's decision to give a Cornishwoman such a prestigious task has given her no little satisfaction.”

Cat bit her lip, coloring. “It is a great responsibility. I have never undertaken anything so large or so ambitious before—I have not even planned it out yet.”

Rob's eyebrows shot up. “You mean to design it yourself ?”

“Of course.” She glared at him, daring him to question her right to do so.

It was unheard of that a woman should take it upon herself to create her own grand design; in the natural order of things this was the place of a man. It was why he had bought her the book: to aid her work and ease her way, to enable her to copy a master's designs. Everyone knew that women had not the capacity for abstract thought; in this, as in so much, men dictated and women followed.

He suspected, rightly, that even as Lady Harris had recommended her protégée to the countess for the task of embroidering the altar frontal, the agreement had been that Cat would be a journeywoman, working to the pattern created by one of the master embroiderers who made their living traveling among the great houses selling their designs. Unfortunately, no one had told Cat this. One day, he thought, she will overstep herself and take a great fall. He hoped he would be there to catch her when she did. “As long as you are sure,” he said quietly.

“Quite sure. But until I know I can do it, I do not want to discuss it. Let us instead talk of the blade that was laid out on our parlor table, the big, curved silver knife that you tried to cover with your hat.”

Robert caught his breath, taken by surprise. “The master said we were to discuss it with no man.”

Cat laughed. “Unless it has escaped your notice, Robert Bolitho, I am no man.” She watched him, as unblinking as her namesake.

Rob sighed. “For the Lord's sake, don't tell Matty or the entire county will know by sunrise,” he warned her.

Cat crossed herself, solemn at last. “On my father's bones, I swear.”

“You know the Newlyn boat—the Constance—that went missing last week?”

She nodded. “Crew of eight, including Nan Simon's cousin Elias? She's come in—they're alive and well? Nan's been half sick with worry.”

Robert shook his head. “There's no good news. She came drifting in through the fog to Mousehole this morning. Jack and Thom were down there, attending to . . . some business. They caught her bumping against the rocks outlying St. Clement's Isle, with not a soul aboard, the sails hanging limp and the nets unused.”

Cat frowned. “But it's been fair weather this past week. There have been no waves high enough to overturn a boat.”

“And certainly not a well-made vessel like the Constance. Thom said the sides were raked, though that might have been the rocks, but Jack swears the gunwale was split by something like a grapple.”

Cat's eyes went wide. “And the blade?”

“Left between the planking in the bilges.”

“It looks like no blade I've ever seen.”

“Nor I, and I like it not.”

“What does Sir Arthur say?”

“There's been an increase in attacks by privateers on shipping off the south coast, but up to now it's been mainly unaccompanied merchantmen that have been struck and their cargoes taken. Nothing unusual about that, and heaven knows our own boys have been guilty of similar attacks on French and Spanish merchant ships all through the British Sea. But I cannot understand what profit there is to be made in attacking a fishing skiff.”

Cat shuddered. “Perhaps 'tis sheer mischance?”

Robert made a face. “Perhaps. But mischance does not explain the presence in the boat of a Turkish blade.”

“Turkish?”

“Truly, Cat, I can say no more without earning the master's ire. I have already said too much. Rumors spread like wildfire in this region, and Sir Arthur is concerned that there will be widespread panic over something that may prove to be no more than an isolated incident.”

She gripped his arm. “Rob, are you telling me there are Turkish pirates in these waters?” Her eyes shone. “How . . . exotic. I would dearly love to see one.”

Robert stared at her in disbelief. “I am sure you say such things to pain me, Catherine. For myself, I pray to God that I never have the misfortune to encounter such a creature, for they are little more than beasts. Some of the tales I have heard . . .” He shook his head at Cat's avid expression.

“Come now, the day draws on and I must take you back. I have the excitement of the cows to attend to, and no doubt you have some duties to carry out for Mistress Harris's return; and we'll have no more talk of pirates.”

Cat untangled the gorse circlet from her hair. With the next great gust of wind she tossed it seaward and together they watched it buffeted till it sprang apart and rained its flowers down upon the rocks.
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