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Prologue

1583

Rievaulx House, Yorkshire

It was a sad fate to have only three people in the world that really cared about her. Resting a palm against the cold pane, Jane gazed out at the red brick gatehouse and the rutted road leading on to the moor as she counted them off in her mind. Worse was the fact that one was denied her by marriage to a man Jane had abruptly jilted; the second was far away, finishing her a suit of mourning clothes; and the third lay dying in the chamber next door.

‘Jane?’ Jonas’s voice had grown weaker this past hour.

Gripping the stone windowsill, Jane struggled for the composure she sorely needed. She couldn’t bear it if he left her, but they both recognized he now had no choice.

‘I’m here, Jonas.’ Jane turned from the view of barren hills to hurry into his chamber, her heavy pink-satin petticoats rustling in the hush of the sickroom. Drapes were drawn across the windows, leaving the bedroom in perpetual twilight. The feeling of gloom was deepened by the sombre arras covering the walls and deep red bed hangings embroidered with gold thread – so old fashioned but she had not had time to change them for something more cheerful. The air, sweetened with lavender and dried rose-petals, still bore the unmistakable undertone of sour sweat.

Jonas reached out a frail hand, the back a knot of blue veins, knuckles prominent like limpet shells sticking to a sea-washed rock. ‘You’ve been a good girl, Jane.’

That was not how she saw herself, but then he had always believed the best of her ever since he had come to her rescue six months ago. Jane blinked away tears, determined not to burden him with her sorrow.

‘Jonas, try not to speak – don’t waste your breath on me.’

Grey hair curling from under his nightcap, face frozen on one side, Jonas Paton, Marquess of Rievaulx, had been felled by a stroke two weeks before. Already in frail health, his slide towards the grave was now inevitable. At seventy, the marquess was content, believing he had had more than his fair share of life. Only one thing he regretted and that was the plight in which he would leave his young bride.

‘My sons – they gather below – crows coming to feast on my corpse.’ Jonas fretted at the velvet counterpane. His words came out thick as his mouth refused to cooperate with his quick brain.

‘Hush now.’ Jane knelt by his side, stroking the back of his hand.

‘ ’Tis true, and you know it, Jane. They showed little love to me while I lived; they’ll show you no mercy once I’m gone.’

Jane shook her head denying this, but she knew he only spoke the truth. Her stepsons hated the seventeen-year-old girl their father had wed in what they considered an outbreak of senility. They did not understand that the marquess had wed Lady Jane Perceval not for a wife but as a rescue. Punished harshly for breaking a match with an earl, Jane had been sent in disgrace to the family seat at Stafford Grange, North Yorkshire, and left there ‘to rot on the moors’, as her father, the Earl of Wetherby, had so bluntly put it. He had imposed a regime of prayer and fasting, combined with corporal punishment to bend her rebellious flesh to his will, treating her as if she were a child. Jane’s confidence, once so high as she charmed lords at Elizabeth’s court, had been destroyed; her belief in her own worth undermined. Written off by her father as an expensive failure, she had truly begun to think herself one. While her brother, Henry, flourished at court, and her one-time lover, Walter Ralegh, reigned as the Queen’s favourite, she languished in her rustic prison.

That was until Jonas Paton came to visit Stafford Grange for the hunting. Expecting to kill a few deer, he came away with quite another quarry. A clever man of quiet Catholic persuasions, the marquess recognized Jane’s persecution for what it was – a sentence without fair trial or hope of paternal forgiveness. He took pity on the girl and saved her by offering marriage, the only key that would open her prison door. The arrangement had proved a happy one for both parties: he got a youthful friend to brighten his final days and she a wise companion. In the last six months, Jonas had been more of a father to her than her own had ever been. There had been no question of him taking her to his bed – he had no desire for more children with a clutch of legitimate sons to inherit – but he had certainly made her feel cherished with his tender consideration.

‘Ah, Jane, there’ll be little money in the settlement – my sons will fight even your dower rights as they know our union was not consummated,’ Jonas said softly. ‘But I’ve made sure you keep your dowry – you’ll need it again.’

‘I don’t want money.’ Jane curled her lip as she remembered with disgust her own selfish thoughts of but a year ago when she had considered marriage to an ailing nobleman, who would leave her a rich widow, the summit of her desires. Now she had got her wish, she cursed herself for ever tempting fate to punish her by giving her what she had wanted.

‘But you will need it, little bird. And this time it will be under your control, not your father’s. I got that promise on our wedding day. There’s a trust – my lawyers, Baines and Rochester, are your official guardians until you are twenty-five, but they understand you are competent to manage your affairs yourself.’

‘Jonas –’

‘No, Jane, we have to talk of these matters. When I die, you must get away from here. You won’t be safe from my sons. Richard will be after your money to sustain the Rievaulx estate, and Otho and Lucres have always followed his lead, more’s the pity. But with my title and your beauty, you are sure of a welcome at court. I’ve asked an old friend – Blanche Parry – remember me mentioning her? She’ll see you to a good position in the Queen’s household after your mourning is over.’

Jane bent forward and rested her forehead on his hand, trying to smother her sobs.

‘There now, we got you free, did we not?’ Jonas fingered a lock of her heavy honey-blonde hair as it escaped from her headdress, twining it round his thumb, then letting it go. ‘Time for you to soar. It pleases me to think of you like that – happy.’

She kissed his fingers. ‘Jonas, you are the best man I’ve ever known.’

‘I think, my dear,’ he whispered, voice sinking a notch lower, ‘you should send for the priest … and my sons. I wish to bid them farewell while I still can. I’ll make them promise to look after you … but I have little hope they will hold to their word.’

She sat up, recalling the many duties that fell to her as mistress of a marquess’s household. ‘I’ll fetch them. And … and if they vex you, I’ll box their ears, see if I don’t!’

Her defence of his peace made Jonas smile, as she had hoped. ‘Don’t mourn me long, Jane. I’m not worth so many tears. Had to do things in my life I regret – so many terrible choices … to survive. Pray for my soul. Fetch Father Newton now.’

‘Yes, at once.’ Jane brushed a final kiss on his brow and went to summon the family.

The Spanish Low Countries, near Dunkirk

A bitter wind blew off the Channel, wiping away the smoke still rising from the burnt-out village like a damp cloth over a schoolboy’s slate. The black silhouettes of inn, houses and barns stood out starkly in the gloom against the frost-hardened lake where once the children would have skated in winter sports. James Lacey knelt by the body of one of them, covering the girl’s face with her little apron. His hands shook as he saw the message embroidered on the pocket – a mother’s blessing on her child. A lot of good that had done her. Philip of Spain’s troops under the Duke of Palma had carelessly destroyed this nameless village in some senseless reprisal for an attack by the Duke of Anjou’s Dutch fighters. Spanish Fury, the locals called it. James called it a massacre of the innocent.

It wasn’t the first outrage he had witnessed, nor would it be the last in this ugly war, but this particular one had finally killed something inside him – the last glimmer of faith that a military campaign could be honourable.

‘My lord?’ His blackamoor manservant approached, leading two horses. They were hard to make out in the darkness as the metalwork on the harness had been dulled, hooves muffled by sackcloth. ‘We must go, sir – they may come back at any moment.’

‘God’s mercy, Diego, can’t we even bury the children?’ James’s question was not one he expected his servant to answer; they both knew they had little time to complete this surveillance mission behind enemy lines. He was carrying information that had to reach Anjou and his English military advisers.

Diego bowed his head.

‘Aye, I know it. But why?’ James addressed the last to the blank skies. The only answer he received was a flake of snow catching on his eyelashes like a frozen tear. God had hardened his heart against his people, leaving them to suffer the two plagues of rampaging troops and cruel Inquisition from their merciless overlord, King Philip of Spain. With the Protestant Dutch hard pressed in the Low Countries, the Spanish in possession of Dunkirk and Nieupoort, a bridgehead to England should they wish to invade, it seemed to James that God had turned Catholic and was intent on bringing Elizabeth’s nation to its knees.

‘Come, my lord.’ Diego held out a hand.

James took the blackamoor’s strong palm in his and got to his feet. Diego was only a year younger than he but appeared to be coping with the traumatic sights far better than his master. James swayed, the corpse dragging on his spirits like a sea anchor.

He took a deep breath, swallowing against a surge of nausea. ‘You have the reports?’

Diego tapped the leather pouch slung across his chest. ‘Secure, my lord.’

‘Then we ride on.’ James mounted his black gelding and urged the horse off the exposed road. Taking to the countryside to avoid Spanish patrols, Her Majesty’s spies disappeared into the woods.
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1584

Richmond Palace, Surrey

‘Now, when the Queen wakes, she is never in the best of spirits,’ advised Blanche Parry, leading Her Majesty’s newest Lady of the Privy Chamber into the Queen’s private apartments. Elizabeth was out hunting in the park of Richmond Palace, leaving the way clear for the induction into a lady’s duties. The court had followed the sovereign like the train dangling from the back of her petticoats, sweeping across the snow in a glorious swatch of rich velvets and plumed hats, all mounted on first-rate horses – quite a pageant to entertain the commoners lucky enough to witness their passage.

‘Your ladyship may be asked to sleep nearby to be on hand for messages. I, or one of the other Ladies of the Bedchamber, sleep within.’ Blanche gestured to the canopied bed in the room beyond. The apple-red hangings were exquisitely embroidered with flowers – pansies, roses and love-lies-bleeding.

The Dowager Marchioness of Rievaulx, as Jane was now known, smiled down at the stooped elderly attendant who was her guide in her first days as one of the Queen’s ladies. Mistress Parry had served Elizabeth since before her coronation; now at seventy-six, she surely had earned a better bed than to sleep at the Queen’s feet. Then again, perhaps the faithful retainer did consider it the best place in the kingdom. ‘I will await your commands, mistress.’

Blanche returned the smile and wagged her finger at the young widow. ‘I know what you are thinking, my lady.’

‘Oh?’

‘That someone as aged and half-blind as me should have been pensioned off some years since.’

‘No, mistress, not at all.’ But she had been thinking something a little similar, truth be told.

‘All you young girls do. You try to sit me in the chair nearest the fire, make possets and other such foolishness as if I’m already an invalid. But as I’ve told Her Majesty, this old warhorse has served her for over fifty years and intends to die in harness.’

Jane thought that to have survived the reign of four Tudors so close to the centre of power was something of a miracle and certainly not to be rewarded with the patronizing treatment of untried youth. Jane touched the lady’s arm gently. ‘If I make you a posset, I give you permission to pour it over my head.’

The Queen’s chief gentlewoman bubbled with laughter and patted the back of Jane’s hand where it rested on her elbow. ‘That I will, my lady. Come, I’ll take you to the steward so he can find you a room. You may have to share with one or two others depending on how many are at court. I tell all my noble ladies that they would have been much more comfortable had they stayed with their families, but still you all beg for the honour of serving our sovereign – it speaks well of you.’

‘Thank you, but your praise is undeserved. I am proud to serve the Queen, but I have to admit that I came in the main because the late marquess my husband asked me to do so.’

‘Ah yes, dear Jonas.’ The lady’s eyes flicked over the pretty widow shrewdly, taking in the mourning weeds still worn long after the month’s mind had passed. ‘You grieve him truly, I see.’

Jane twisted the heavy wedding ring of the Rievaulx on her finger. Before Jonas was cold in his grave, his eldest son, Richard Paton, had demanded it back for his own wife and she had taken great pleasure in refusing to part with it. The sons had been predictably cruel from the moment Jonas had been laid in the family vault, spreading foul rumours about the young widow. She knew many – if not most – people at court would think she had married Jonas for mercenary reasons; Blanche’s insight came as a surprise and a blessing.

‘Yes, I miss him. He was a kind and wise husband. I had him for too brief a time.’

‘It gives me great pleasure to find a place here for his widow, though that is scant payment for the generosity he always showed me. Which reminds me: when you receive gifts from those trying to gain an audience with the Queen, it is appropriate to declare them to me or one of the other senior ladies. There is a fine line between a gift and a bribe but we can help you discern the difference.’

And so the instruction continued until Jane felt quite dizzy with information. Having spent her time since Jonas’s death four months ago on her own in Yorkshire, the sudden flood of people, noise and movement that made up the continual parade of court life came as a shock. Jonas had passed peacefully and for a while his sons had let her remain in her home until the details of his will were settled. It was only when the lawyers had locked horns over her widow’s rights that the new marquess ousted her from Rievaulx House and refused to move the tenants from the dower property that by right should have been hers for the remainder of her life. Having no desire to put herself back in her father’s care, Jane had been thankful for the foresight that had caused Jonas to arrange a place at court for her.

Blanche led Jane at a slow pace to the steward’s apartment not far from the Queen’s suite.

‘What else can I tell you? Ah, yes. Naturally, you are entitled to the bouge of court, meaning lodging, food, lights and fuel for your fire if your room has a grate. Two suits of livery are also yours – I’ll give you the cloth; you’d best see a tailor as soon as possible as the Queen likes her attendants to be appropriately attired the better to emphasize her appearance. We are the setting; she the jewel – do not forget this.’

‘No, mistress. Then may I beg leave to go to my needlewoman this afternoon?’

‘You have your own? Will not one of our court servants do?’ Blanche did not sound too impressed by the fastidious habits of the rich ladies who thought themselves above a service that served others well.

‘I am patron to a deserving woman, mistress – an old friend before her father’s fortunes were overset. She depends on my custom for her finishing business. I would not want to wreck her prospects by withholding my custom.’

‘As kind as you are beautiful,’ chuckled Blanche, her opinion of the young marchioness restored. ‘I am sure you can be excused. You are not due to be sworn into the chamber until the morrow so the Queen will not look for you this day.’

Jane took a boat downstream from Richmond to London, accompanied by her maid and two footmen. The Thames, a chilly slate colour, flowed at a rapid clip as the tide raced out, leaving the banks muddy wastes. As a marchioness, she could, of course, have summoned Milly Porter to come to her, but Jane craved the privacy and informality of her needlewoman’s workshop. There she would be guaranteed a warm welcome, and a chance for a lively gossip without fear of interruption.

As they neared Westminster, Jane noticed that the two men at the oars were staring at her boldly. She flicked a glance at the elder of her footmen and he immediately had a sharp word with them, demanding more respect for his mistress. They dutifully lowered their eyes.

One had to keep the lower orders in their place, of course, but there were limits. Jane had never felt quite right ordering around her old friend even though she had turned seamstress. Before Milly’s father had got mixed up in a plot against the Queen five years ago, he had served Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, as his chief serjeant-at-arms, and his only daughter had been treated as a gentlewoman. As both families lived close to each other and the children were of the same age, Jane and young Milly Porter had shared a tutor. Then the Porters had hit their rock. Imprisoned for informing Her Majesty’s Catholic enemies of the doings in the Leicester household, Silas Porter had been stripped of rank and wealth and sent to the Tower; Milly had been made destitute, no longer welcome in Leicester’s household. Loyal to her blameless friend, Jane had kept abreast of Milly’s plight as she was passed from house to house of her distant family. When Jane had assumed control of her own fortune on marriage, it had given her great pleasure to help Milly set up her fine finishing and embroidering workshop, freeing her from the humiliation of living as a disgraced poor relation. Not accepted as a tailor – the guild system was too strict to allow a woman entrance to that profession – Milly had found her niche as a finisher of their work in the feminine skills of embroidery and lacemaking.

At the landing place, a network of planks led her safely over the muddy banks exposed by the low tide. Taking a horse-drawn litter to the workshop, Jane was spared walking in the filthy streets of the capital. Her maid and footmen were not so fortunate, having to avoid as best they could the horse manure and rubbish dumped in the gutter. As the litter jogged along the streets, Jane lifted her gaze to the tower of St Paul’s; it dominated the London skyline, rearing over the rooftops like a giant’s castle from one of the tales she had heard in the schoolroom. She had spent many happy days with Milly, acting out the stories. Jane remembered with some chagrin she had always demanded to be the princess. Milly had had to make do playing a variety of heroes and villains, but she hadn’t seemed to mind; that was until life had forced them on to their different paths, Jane’s upwards and Milly’s down.

The litter stopped outside the little workshop in Silver Street, just north of Cheapside. Not having yet had the opportunity to visit, Jane was pleased to see that it was a handsome property with a bow window and an overhanging upper room almost meeting the house opposite. The window was draped with tempting samples of Milly’s needlework – best quality linen worked with intricate red detail, flower-bejewelled silks and night-black velvet sprinkled with gold embroidery. A beautiful lawn ruff edged with lace, almost as elaborate as the Queen’s own, sat in pride of place on a red satin cushion, indicating that this particular establishment supplied only the most elegant customers, either those who frequented court or the rich city wives who followed the same fashions.

‘Well done, Milly,’ Jane murmured, pleased to see the use her friend had made of her prime location. Jane accepted a hand from her footman as she descended from the litter. Her other attendant was already opening the door, ushering her into the haven of the shop, past the watchman guarding the entrance and out of the dangerous chaos of the streets.

A young servant waited within and bobbed a deep curtsy. ‘My lady, how may we serve you?’

Jane was still looking around the room, enjoying the signs of a flourishing business, orders ready wrapped on a table, a customer examining buttons in a layered jewellery box.

‘Tell your mistress that the Marchioness of Rievaulx is here,’ her footman replied on her behalf.

Soon after the servant had disappeared upstairs, a shriek of delight greeted this message. Jane would have laughed if she was not so mindful of her dignity before strangers. Her presence had already attracted the attention of a couple of passing housewives who stood on the pavement outside; they were eyeing her fine bronze satin doublet and skirt striped by panes of black ribbon, pricing every yard from gold thread to amber beading. Pretending to be ignorant of their interest, Jane turned slowly to display the outfit in full, hoping they would be encouraged to return later and place their orders for fancy work here in future.

Her attention sprang back to the stairs as a bright-eyed Milly clattered down the narrow flight and rushed into the room, hands outstretched as she would have once greeted Jane after a long holiday apart. Milly checked herself just before she collided with her friend and sank into a curtsy.

‘My lady,’ she said breathlessly. Several inches under five feet, Milly was a great deal shorter than her friend and slight with it. She always jested that she used half the material in her own dresses than the tailor did for Jane’s fuller figure, claiming it a useful economy for someone of her scanty means.

Aware they needed to keep up appearances before others, Jane gave her a regal dip of her head. ‘Mistress Porter. I wish to bespeak two suits of livery from your tailor, finished by you, of course.’

‘For your servants?’ Milly asked, darting a look at the brawny footmen.

Oh yes, her friend would like to get her hands on those two fine specimens for their inside leg measurements, thought Jane with a smile. ‘No, for myself. I have taken service – with the Queen.’

Milly shrieked again – then clapped her hand over her mouth. Jane nearly lost her composure – she’d forgotten how Milly always squawked and squealed at the most inappropriate moments, habitually getting them both into trouble. ‘You are fortunate, my lady. To be at court – with the Queen – and all those fine gentlemen!’

‘Quite.’ Jane bit her cheek to stop her amusement bubbling over. ‘I have the cloth with me.’ She gestured to her maid to hand over the bolt of white satin wrapped in a protective sheath of canvas.

‘May I take your measurements, my lady?’ Milly gestured to her stairs.

‘Of course.’ Jane swept ahead to the private chamber above. ‘Wait below,’ she ordered her attendants.

Once safe upstairs, Jane dropped her starchy marchioness manner and sank on a chair by the window to give in to her laughter. Milly joined her, leaning against the sill.

‘Oh, it is so good, my lady, to see you again!’ Milly exclaimed, her face flushed with excitement.

‘You have “my lady-ed” me enough, Milly. To you, when we are alone, I insist on being Jane.’

‘Not Jane the Vain?’ teased Milly, recalling her old nickname in the schoolroom.

‘Only if you want me to call you Silly Milly.’ Jane linked her hands across her stomacher, relaxing into the chair as much as her boned garments would allow.

‘I think I will pass on that honour.’ Milly perched on a footstool. ‘So, Jane, any change to your measurements since the mourning weeds? Master Rich still has the old patterns he used for them.’

‘None.’

‘Excellent, so we have plenty of time for our gossip. Tell me everything.’ She twirled her hands encouragingly.

Jane’s smile dimmed. ‘You know most of it already.’

Milly sobered and hugged her knees. ‘You must miss him.’

‘More than I thought possible.’ Jane sighed. ‘He helped me mend after the Earl of Dorset disaster.’

‘Not to mention that you jilted the earl in part because you were madly in love with his younger brother,’ Milly said sagely.

Jane pulled a wry face: this was the problem of having so good a friend – they did not forget your confidences even when you wished they would. She’d poured out her miserable heart to Milly letter by letter when imprisoned in her family home, every last humiliating detail of her failed betrothal. The charming, teasing James, brother of the earl, represented all that she had loved and lost and she had spent rather too many letters recounting her fascination with him. ‘Well, James Lacey was never going to be for me, was he? I threw over his brother in a very cruel way – or so it would seem to the family.’

‘Even though you did it for Lady Ellie’s sake?’

‘Neither James nor the earl knows that. I hoped that his countess might guess, but we’ve not seen each other since she married him.’

Milly brushed some mud from the hem of her friend’s petticoats absent-mindedly. ‘So Lady Ellie does not understand what you did for her? I’ve not met her but she sounds from your account a very kind person. Why not write to her?’

Jane shrugged. ‘At first it was too awkward – then too much time passed.’

‘You’ll meet them now you are at court, surely? Have a chance to restore your friendship?’

‘Maybe, but the Dorsets aren’t rich – they won’t be able to afford to attend frequently. Our paths may not cross for some years.’ Jane mourned her fractured friendship with Ellie almost as much as she missed seeing James. ‘Oh, but that’s too gloomy for this day. Let’s not talk about me – I’m sure I’ve written it all – the horrid sons, the grim few months I spent after Jonas’s death – all very predictable and ugly. Tell me about yourself. How fares your business?’

Milly gave her a smug look. ‘Well now, as you are my main investor, I should report that I’m turning a decent profit thanks to your patronage and the ladies you have sent my way. I have two girls in my workroom and Henny to mind the shop so I am quite the woman of business. And I have Old Uriah to defend my doors on your late husband’s insistence.’ Milly grinned at her friend, seeming very young to have such responsibilities. She was sweet-looking rather than classically beautiful with lively hazel eyes and silky auburn hair, though that was currently hidden by her modest coif. Jane did not doubt she would have attracted more than her share of admirers among her neighbours and would be regarded a good marriage prospect.

‘And the tailors you work for take you seriously? Jonas was worried that you would struggle to get good terms being so new …’

‘And so female,’ finished Milly. ‘Aye, I’ve had my share of problems. Most of them do not know if they should flirt with me or dismiss me as witless cotton-fluff.’

‘The fiends!’ laughed Jane.

‘Fortunately, one of my workers is the daughter of a merchant-draper. He helps me when I need a man to intervene or run into difficulties with the Company of Tailors. Most of my work is with my neighbour, Master Rich, and he says he is happy with our collaboration.’

‘Not to mention that he is a man without any urge to flirt – not with our sex at least.’

‘Shhh! I know the court has lax ideas about such things, but round here you must not mention it. He’s a dear and I don’t want to get him into trouble. Where was I? Oh yes: the marquess’s man of business – he holds the lease on my behalf, so really I have little to worry about on that score. I’d say that most of the tailors in Cheapside now welcome my finishing services as I am known to refer new customers on to them.’

Jane was relieved to hear this news. It was almost impossible for a woman to set up in business; only the protection of a marquess had made it a reality for Milly, and Jane had worried that his death would be felt badly by her protégée. But they were not out of the woods yet.

‘I hope Master Rochester continues to follow Jonas’s instructions. My stepson, the new marquess, may not notice this little detail in the Rievaulx holdings, but if he knew you were my friend he would make trouble just to spite me.’

Milly waved the matter away. ‘I count my blessings each day and try not to worry about the morrow.’

‘And your father?’

Milly huffed a sigh. ‘Some improvement there, praise the Lord. He has been released on condition he serve in the Low Countries campaign as adviser to the Duke of Anjou. If he proves himself loyal, he may be allowed back from exile.’

‘Did you see him before he left?’

Milly shook her head. ‘Nay, it chanced that I was away from town on a commission for Lady Norton when he was sent out. They decided they needed him after the fall of Dunkirk. That disaster proved a blessing as even military gentlemen under a cloud are in demand. They say the war has reached a crisis and the poor Dutch are being crushed.’

Jane had always rather liked Milly’s bluff soldier father, despite the fact that he had been a fool for being talked into his treachery and lucky still to have his head. ‘I wish I could exile my father and bring yours back.’

‘Has your father bothered you since your husband’s death?’

Jane fingered the amber beads on her doublet, a nervous habit she wished she could conquer. ‘No, but it’s only a matter of time. He will seek me out either to make use of me or remind me of my failings – he can’t resist the chance to bully someone.’

Milly picked up a piece of bone-work trimming from her workbasket and threaded a needle. Jane liked the sign that Milly had forgotten her guest’s new, exalted rank and was behaving again as she once would have done on any previous cosy gossip.

‘I think, my dear Jane, you need to marry again. Find yourself a strong gentleman to protect you from your family – not a fatherly old lord this time, but a lusty young lover.’

Jane tried in vain to dismiss the image of James as she had last seen him – an imposing figure in his favourite blue doublet and hose, dark eyes and brown hair, effortlessly charming and capable. But then, she reminded herself, she had also been attracted to Ralegh’s handsome appearance at first, and look where that had led her.

‘I’m not sure my judgement is all that it should be in matters of love,’ she admitted. ‘The one lover I’ve known turned out to be a great disappointment.’

Milly pricked the cloth, a frown wrinkling her forehead. ‘Well, Master Walter Ralegh may look very fine but he has no heart. You deserve much, much better – and, they say, once bitten, twice shy.’

‘Meaning I’ve learnt from my mistake?’

‘Mmm-hmm.’ Milly held pins in her mouth as she fixed the bone work to the neck of a gown.

‘And what about you?’ probed Jane, leaning forward. ‘Any suitors after that pretty new seamstress?’

Milly smiled and stuck the last pin in place. ‘Maybe.’

‘Oh, don’t be coy – tell me!’

‘There’s the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker …’

Jane threw herself back in the chair and laughed. ‘Oh, you tease! I thought you were being serious!’

Milly grimaced. ‘Maybe I am for, sadly, none of them make my heart go pit-a-pat.’

Jane glanced out of the window. In February, night came early and she had to go if she was to return to her lodgings at a decent hour. ‘And thus far none of the fine gentlemen at court have made my pulse race. We are a sorry pair, are we not?’

‘I blame the men: either they are all show and no substance, or all substance and no show.’ Milly waggled the trimming suggestive of a disappointing encounter.

Jane snorted with laughter. ‘My dear friend, you are quite vulgar.’

‘My dear Marchioness, you are quite right.’

*

Standing at the upper casement, Milly watched Jane depart in her litter until it turned the corner and went out of sight. With a sigh, she returned to her chair, playing with the bead bracelet she always wore, finding it an aid to thought and a holder of memories. She was so pleased for Jane – she deserved her chance of happiness at court, free of her wolfish family. If the truth be told, Milly liked Jane even more now than when they had shared a schoolroom. At ten, Jane had a streak of her father’s hardness and not a small dose of vanity about her beauty; the events of the past few years – being thrown over by Ralegh and suffering disgrace for her choices – had softened that brittle shell and added an attractive dash of humility. Milly was touched that Jane, now an exalted marchioness and lady-in-waiting to the Queen, still wanted her friendship; indeed, she seemed more anxious to maintain it than ever before. Perhaps that was a result of losing Jonas and realizing how alone in the world she could be without friends around her.

‘Hey-ho, Milly-o!’ A voice from the street broke in upon her reverie.

‘Master Turner!’ Milly saw the player approaching from the direction of the theatre north of the city walls, his scarlet cloak as loud as a trumpet blast.

‘How is my fairest flower of the Cheap?’ Christopher Turner stopped below her window and swept off his hat in a flourishing bow.

Milly laughed. ‘I am well, sir. Have you come for the king’s robe?’

Christopher clapped his hand to his chest. ‘You wound me, lady. I came to gaze upon the picture of fair Persephone framed by her casement, the maiden of the needle, who brings spring early to our sad city.’

‘Come on in, you rogue. I know you are only here to carry the costumes for your master.’

With a theatrical groan as if mortally struck in the heart, Christopher staggered through the door to repeat his performance for Henny. Milly took her time going down the stairs to allow Henny her fun, not in the least offended that to the young player every girl was a Penelope, a Helen of Troy or a Venus. He could no more keep hold of his poetic utterances in the presence of a maiden than the tide could be stopped from turning.

‘So, my turtle dove, my honey bee, have you re-trimmed the cloak as required?’ Christopher asked as she descended to the shop. A vital presence, nearly six feet and blessed with curly black hair, he filled the room, making it his stage. Poor Henny and the doorman were quite cast in his shade. But while Milly had a very soft spot for Christopher, she knew better than to cast her affections away on him, as that was the path too many girls had trodden to heartbreak.

She returned his compliments in the same coin. ‘But of course, my crowing cockerel, my glow-worm, I’ve done my very best.’ Milly plucked a package from the shelf and shook it out to show him the new gold fringe and fur collar. ‘I have refurbished the fastenings so that they are almost as fine as when its first owner wore it at court.’

‘Oh, lackaday, who can sing the sad tale of the cloak that once sat on my Lord Leicester’s shoulders, attracting the sovereign’s favour, now to bear the hoots and scorn of the groundlings on a player’s back?’ Christopher struck a tragic pose, cradling the cloak in his arms like a dying heroine.

‘If someone’s to tell the tale, I would’ve thought it should be you.’

He handed the garment back to her. ‘Aye, I know all about being a noble cast-off.’

Milly kicked herself for her misstep – she had not meant to offend but he had taken her comment as a reflection on his birth. It was an open secret among Christopher’s friends that he was the illegitimate offspring of the last Earl of Dorset and his mistress, Judith Turner; the bastard son had been haphazardly supported during the earl’s life and cut off from the family since his negligent father’s demise. That made him half-brother to the James that Jane loved – not something Milly had thought wise to reveal to either friend, as they were worlds apart.

Having no wish to dwell on a painful subject, Milly turned the direction of the conversation as deftly as she turned a seam. ‘Master Turner, I beg of you to tell your master to die with more discretion – less rolling about on the boards, please. I can only patch, not produce miracles.’

Dark thoughts passing swiftly, Christopher waggled his coal-black eyebrows at her as he leapt at the new opening for a well-fashioned compliment. ‘Ah, but every breath you take is a miracle, dear one, sweetening the very air with the perfumes of Arabia.’

Milly swatted his arm. ‘Too much, Kit.’

He stood back and scratched his chin. ‘You think so? All right – I will strike that out of my sonnet.’

‘You’re writing sonnets?’

He nodded. ‘Fourteen lines for seven shillings. Twenty-eight lines for ten – quite a bargain if you are a prosaic baron courting some pretty noblewoman.’

‘Oh, in that case, perhaps it will pass – Arabian perfumes are fine enough for a knight.’

He took out his notebook and snatched a quill from the table. ‘No, no, I will be guided by the lady’s taste. I get a bonus if these sonnets secure her hand in marriage.’ He scratched out the offending words.

Milly peered over his shoulder at the correction. ‘Poor thing, she will be mightily disenchanted after the wedding to find her romantic songbird a plain old duck.’

Turner caught her hand and kissed her fingers. ‘But that is marriage, my love, mutual disillusionment.’

She pulled her hand free. ‘Go to, you devil. I’ll listen to none of your cynical speeches today. I still hope for a husband and happiness.’

He laughed. ‘Settle for one or the other, sweet – that way you will not be disappointed.’
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