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About the Book

Spiced with the colour and sensuous splendour of the sixteenth-century silk trade, The Glittering Strand is the triumphant story of a young woman’s fight for independence.

Serafina Guardi and her father, a wealthy silk merchant from Marseilles, are sailing to Italy to celebrate her betrothal when their ship is captured by Barbary corsairs. Serafina finds herself plunged into the unknown, brutal world of the North African slave states.  From there, she begins the long struggle to free herself from servitude.

Serafina’s wit and beauty are tempered by her ruthlessness – a ruthlessness which eventually threatens to lose her both her lover and her child.  Embattled by the prejudices of the age and by the ambitions of her treacherous cousin Angelo, Serafina fights against poverty, loneliness and despair, vowing to regain her lost inheritance – the Guardi silk house – at whatever cost.


PART I

1586–8

SERVING IN NEW OFFICES

The Christians must needs to the galleys, to serve in new offices: and they were no sooner in them, but their garments were pulled over their ears, and torn from their backs, and they set to the oars.

266 Christians delivered out of Turkish captivity: Richard Hakluyt


 

If I close my eyes, all I see is blue. Blue upon blue, planes of azure, cerulean, lapis. The blue of the sea is flecked with silver, the blue of the sky is unceasing.

At Algiers the pale walls of the houses doubled themselves in the sea, and I had to close my eyes to shut out the hard blue and white. I was sick, then; my eyes hurt. The crescents on the sails of the galleys were scarlet: blood-red part-moons against the midday sky, curling in the breeze.

There are no galleys in the harbour below. Barques and car-racks, pinnaces and galleons. More blue: if I half close my eyes I can almost see the Kingfisher threading her way through the fidgeting boats. Her pennants are of aquamarine, and my insignia is on the sails. Hearts beat a little faster, breath is caught in the throat at the sight of something beautiful. Did I ever tell you that, Thomas? Did I ever tell you to pause and listen for that collective sigh – of pleasure, of envy, of a scarcely understood pain?

Not that you would have paused and listened. You were always running, weren’t you, Thomas? Adjusting ropes, measuring distances, assessing the stars. Always in a hurry, always impatient. As though you knew.

Did I know, that day I set sail from Marseilles? Not at all: I was ten years old and sure of my own destiny. I took with me the blue gown the colour of your eyes, Thomas, the colour of Francesco’s eyes. Come to me, Francesco, and let me turn from the harbour and hold you.

I do not wish to see any more. I wish to remember.

The Guardi housekeeper, Marthe, made the blue gown, and Serafina embroidered it herself.

Marthe’s eyesight was too poor for such fine work, and Serafina had no mother to labour over a daughter’s betrothal gowns. But she liked to embroider, just as she liked to go with her father, or with Monsieur Jacques, or with Angelo, to the warehouse where the silks were stored. Her father would pull out the bright bales of fabric and, showing her the different colours, would say, ‘Choose whichever you like, petite. These are your inheritance.’

With Monsieur Jacques it was a little different. His small brown eyes would dart impatiently round the warehouse, his plump brown hand would wipe the sweat from his brow. ‘These should have gone already,’ he would say despairingly. ‘These wars, damn them! Which shall I cut for you, mademoiselle?’

Only Angelo touched the glimmering material as Serafina touched it, with respect, with reverence, letting the jewelled plains and patterns trail slowly through his fingers like sand. Emerald, ochre, gold, and crimson; figured, and damask, and brocade. And Angelo’s voice as he held up swathes of fabric. ‘The raw silk was brought to France from Persia, Serafina. From Persia to Aleppo, to Scanderoon, and then to Florence, where the workshops of the Corsini made it into cloth. Then it was sent to Livorno, and shipped from Livorno to Marseilles. And now we, the Guardi, will transport it to the great cities of the north.’

Serafina liked Angelo’s version best. Angelo was clever and handsome and knew the silk trade as well as anyone, even Franco Guardi, Serafina’s father. Angelo was not really a Guardi. He had lived with the Guardi family since before Serafina was born, but he was Serafina’s mother’s elder brother’s illegitimate son. His name was Angelo Desmoines, and when Serafina left Marseilles he was nineteen years old. When she was six Serafina intended to marry Angelo. By the time she was nine, she was wiser.

She chose the blue silk because it was the colour of the sea and the sky. A length for herself, and a length for Rosalie, her doll. Rosalie had a rag body and a wooden head. Later, sitting on a balcony overlooking the harbour, Serafina embroidered silver stars and golden moons all over the bodice of her betrothal gown. Moons and stars for Rosalie also, but in miniature, sparkling on the rich blue silk.

The Guardi house was four storeys high, and almost in the centre of Marseilles, not far from the highway of La Canebière. Serafina’s grandfather, who had left Florence for France, had built the house. He had seen the city of Marseilles for what it would become: a gateway to the north, through which, carefully assisted by him, all the glorious treasures of the Levant might flow. Eventually, leaving spices and metal ores to others, he began to specialize in cloth. Kerseys, linens and broadcloth from north to south, silks and grograms and cottons from south to north. Like twin currents in a river, but colluding, not opposing. Guardi pack-horses travelled the valleys of the Rhône, Guardi cogs and roundships sailed the Gulf of Lyons and the Ligurian Sea. If France’s civil wars made difficulties for the Guardi, then still they survived. Geography had conveniently isolated Provence, and Serafina heard nothing more than Monsieur Jacques’s complaints, saw nothing more than a few more limbless beggars in the back alleys of the city.

Apart from Monsieur Jacques, who was Franco Guardi’s factor, there was Monsieur de Coniques, the notary. Monsieur de Coniques drew up the legal documents, made insurance claims for any lost ships, was the final arbiter for any queries concerning merchandise. Franco Guardi addressed his excellent notary as Jehan, but no one else did, because though the notary’s family had once been noble, they had left him with nothing more than an old name and a qualification in law from the Sorbonne. Because of this, Franco disregarded Monsieur de Coniques’s drinking bouts. Franco Guardi had tremendous respect for an old name, an old family, old money, and quite understood that a man who had lost any one of these might seek to comfort himself occasionally with wine. Jehan de Coniques was thin and dark and clever, and to Serafina he was old. Any man of greater years than Angelo was old. She used to study him – secretly, she thought – wondering what it would be like to lose everything but your name and education.

Marthe, the Guardi housekeeper, had once been Serafina’s wet-nurse. She had nursed Serafina’s elder brothers too, but they had proved less tenacious, and had died before they were weaned. Marguerite Guardi had died of the smallpox when Serafina was six months old, but Serafina, nursed at Marthe’s plump white breast, had suffered only one pock-mark, on her belly, and no fever at all. The single scar remained, but she had no memory, of course, of her mother. Marthe was large and black-haired and bad-tempered, and before her eyes grew dim she had taught Serafina to embroider. Jehan de Coniques taught her Latin, Angelo taught her to know a good silk from a lesser one, the streets and the docks taught her French, her family taught her Italian. She did not know who had taught her her numbers: she thought that she had sucked them in like breast-milk, greedily, hungrily.

On the morning of the day on which she had learned of her betrothal, Serafina had played with the baker’s daughter, Lisette.

Lisette was two years older than Serafina, she had dark curls and a small but definite bosom. Serafina silently envied the baker’s daughter both the curls and the bosom.

They were making Rosalie a bed in one of the chests in Serafina’s bedchamber. Stockings, petticoats, linen and chemises from the chests were strewn on the floor. Rosalie reclined in splendour, her wooden head resting on a lace-edged pillow, a silk coverlet up to her chin.

Lisette, kneeling on the floor, was telling Serafina about the morning at the bakery.

‘He tripped over and the bag of flour burst. He was all white! He looked’ – Lisette lowered her voice so that Marthe, dozing in a nearby chair, should not hear – ‘he looked like Madame Lamotte.’

Serafina giggled. Madame Lamotte was immensely old, wore an orange wig, and far too much face-powder.

Lisette, pulling a face, began to giggle too. Marthe, eyelids twitching, stirred in her chair. Both girls, clamping their hands over their mouths, buried their faces in their skirts and rocked with laughter.

There was the sound of a footfall outside, and the door opened. Marthe’s eyelids flickered, Serafina wiped the tears from her cheeks and looked up.

‘Papa!’

She was in her father’s arms in a moment, small hands grabbing at his travel-stained clothes, dark eyes minutely studying his familiar beloved face for any alterations that the four-month voyage might have made.

Franco was a big man and, for an Italian, fair. Serafina did not resemble him: she was small and dark, like her Provençal mother.

‘Sir …’ Marthe, still hazy with sleep, had struggled out of the chair, and was laboriously curtseying, a great rustling of taffeta and scraping of buckram. ‘It’s good to see you safely back, sir. Run along now, child.’

This to Lisette, who obediently took to her heels.

‘We made Rosalie a bed, Papa.’ Serafina, seizing Franco’s hand, gestured to the chest. ‘See, isn’t she comfortable?’

‘Very comfortable,’ said Franco Guardi, absently. He smiled. ‘Come here, petite. I have news for you. And Angelo – and Jehan and Marthe. You must listen, too.’

Angelo and Jehan, who had climbed the stairs to greet their newly returned employer, came into the room.

‘When I was in Florence,’ said Franco, ‘I saw, of course, our old friends the Corsini. I talked to Michele at great length, and found that he was of a mind to marry again. He has chosen his bride. It was an important decision and one in which, I am glad to say, we found ourselves in complete agreement. You are to marry Michele Corsini, Serafina.’

At first, her principal emotion was one of confusion. Marriage was, after all, for grown ladies, for princesses in fairy tales, and not for Serafina Guardi, who had everything she wanted here, in Marseilles. Then, for an instant, she felt fear. Her father had spoken of her as though she were a pawn on a chessboard, a credit-note for barter. Her father wanted to send her away. Why did he want to send her away?

Her eyes stung. Serafina let his large hand slip from her fingers, and she turned away, so that he should not see her face. Stooping, she took the doll out of the wooden chest, and held her tightly.

‘Marthe will make you a new gown, Serafina,’ added Franco. ‘Angelo will take you to the warehouse, and you may choose whichever silk you wish.’

Franco smiled, and touched Rosalie’s bald wooden head. He said coaxingly, ‘You may sew a gown for your doll also.’

‘Rosalie,’ said Serafina, reminding him. Her voice hardly shook at all. ‘The same silk, Papa?’

Franco beamed. ‘Of course, my pet.’

He signalled for Angelo to pour the celebratory wine. Serafina thought of the gown she would make for Rosalie. Blue, with moons and stars on the bodice … She took a deep breath and found that she no longer wanted to cry.

She had, of course, known her duty for as long as she could remember. She was, after all, her father’s only child, the sole heir of the House of Guardi. Without her there would be no one to ward the house, the ships, the warehouses, or the mule trains and barges that carried silk to the north.

Slowly, Serafina looked round the room. She saw Marthe’s expression of pride, Jehan de Coniques’s look of utter boredom. And Angelo – in Angelo’s dark eyes she saw neither hate, nor resentment, nor anger at a stranger taking what in different circumstances might have belonged to him. Just a brief flicker of acceptance, as though he too had grown wise, and had known this day would come.

A marriage to Michele Corsini need not keep her from Marseilles, from the ships, from the business of silk and lace and linen. A few years spent in Florence, perhaps, but one day she would need to return home.

They raised their glasses to her. A nine-year-old child, saluted by three grown men. A nine-year-old child, to be betrothed the following year to a man the same age as her father. Serafina began to feel very proud.

The next day she picked out the blue silk.

A week later, when the commotion and work caused by Franco Guardi’s return had lessened, Angelo took Serafina out for an afternoon in the country.

He did so every month or so, when he had time, when the weather was good. The weather was still very fine – hardly any wind, the sky an unblemished blue. They travelled through the white hills behind Marseilles. Serafina rode her good-tempered mule, Angelo his small Spanish jennet. Serafina wore silk from the Levant and sat on a saddle of Spanish leather, her gloves perfumed with the rare scents of the Indies. But she noticed none of these things: she saw only Angelo ahead, his hair made gold by the sunshine, the feather on his hat bobbing in time with the rhythm of his horse’s hooves. Serafina liked to be seen with Angelo. She had noticed how the other girls looked at him.

They stopped in the hills, Angelo helping Serafina down from her mule. In front of them lay Marseilles and the wide blue plain of the Mediterranean; behind them were the hills and the ancient robbers’ nest of Les Baux. Serafina had seen Les Baux once, but she would not go there again, for there were ghosts there, ghosts of those thrown to their deaths from the high walls of the fortress. Cruelty for pleasure: the discovery of such a possibility had kept her awake at night.

Angelo spread his cloak on the grass. Serafina sat down, knees hunched up to her chin, watching the butterflies hang almost motionless in the warm air. It was all so still. Covertly, she watched Angelo. The shade of the olive tree dappled his smooth skin, deepening the indentations of mouth and nose, the cleft of his chin. He wore blue doublet and hose, and that blue was also darkened and patterned by the shadows of the olive trees. Serafina’s favourite story at that time was the tale of Aucassin and Nicolette. To her, Aucassin was always Angelo: gold-brown locks of hair touching his collar, a smile that said, of all the people in the world, it is you that I wish to be with now. She picked sprigs of rosemary and handed them to Angelo, wanting the world never to change.

Then Angelo, sitting up, his face in shadow, said, ‘And how will you like to be a married lady, Serafina?’

She had forgotten Michele Corsini and his tall terracotta house in Florence. ‘I will like it very well,’ she said idly, rolling on to her stomach. ‘But I will not be married for many years. I shall sail to Italy in the spring for my betrothal ceremony, that’s all.’

Italy. It gave Serafina great pleasure simply to say the word, Italy. Her father’s visits to the country of his origins were frequent, but Serafina had not yet travelled there.

‘A betrothal is as binding as a marriage,’ said Angelo, lazily twisting bindweed round the stems of rosemary. ‘You must love your betrothed, and no other man.’

Serafina stared at him. Love? Love was for fairy tales, for ballads. Why should she love Messer Corsini, who was an old man, a stranger? She said as much to Angelo, and he grinned, his teeth white against his tanned skin.

‘Why else do you marry, if not for love, little Serafina?’

She was nine years old, and she did not fully understand him. She only knew that there was something hidden from her, something important, something talked about only amongst grown-ups. She struggled to disguise her sense of humiliation with arrogance.

‘I marry, cousin, because Messer Corsini is a rich and great man. And because he is of good birth.’

Angelo did not stop smiling. He only rose, and, dropping the garland he had woven on top of Serafina’s small unkind dark head, walked to the shade of the olive trees.

Guiltily, Serafina scrambled to her feet and ran after him. Taking his hand she whispered, ‘Be my friend, Angelo. Please be my friend.’

Her voice trembled on the edge of tears. Angelo turned and adjusted the slipping garland, but his gaze soon returned to the blue sea, to the pattern of tiny islands that clung to the southern coast of France, to the white rims of the breakers that had begun to disturb the smoothness of the water.

‘Always your friend, Serafina,’ he said, softly. ‘What else would I be?’

Her fingers were still threaded through his. Angelo raised Serafina’s hand to his mouth and kissed it. Then he stooped and, fleetingly, his lips brushed against hers. His eyes were bright and dark and he was smiling. She could no longer hear the birds: their song was drowned by the drumming of her heart.

There was a small gust of wind, and Serafina saw what she at first thought were a dozen butterflies, tossed by the air currents. But they were not butterflies, she realized almost immediately. They were falling leaves, those first unmistakable signs of winter.

From that afternoon Serafina resolved to rid herself of ignorance. Sitting with Marthe one evening, sewing tiny silver stitches in the vast expanse of blue, she made Marthe tell her the secrets of marriage.

She learned that she would not wed Messer Corsini until she was truly a woman – and because she was only a tiny slip of a thing she might not become a woman for many years yet. She learned how babies were begun, and how they were brought into the world. The fear she felt was to do with loss of privacy, the sense of shame because she must endure such intimacies with a stranger. She knew her duty, though. As Marthe spoke, Serafina sewed perfect, small, even stitches, and her needle scarcely paused or shook.

When Marthe had finished, Serafina said, ‘Angelo says that I should love Messer Corsini.’

Marthe scowled. ‘You should not discuss such things with Monsieur Desmoines, petite. It is not proper. And of course you will love Messer Corsini. He will be your husband.’

Serafina finished off a French knot, resisting the temptation to bite the left-over thread with her teeth.

‘I will marry Messer Corsini and bear his children, but I will not love him. He is too old.’

Marthe looked troubled. She shifted her great bulk amid a creaking of buckram, a dry rustle of taffeta. She said sternly, ‘You must love no one else, Serafina. Italian men are very jealous of their wives’ honour.’

Serafina felt quite impatient with her beloved Marthe. Her marriage to Michele Corsini would not affect her true love – indeed, it would allow it to flourish.

‘I love this,’ she said, holding out the blue silk. It whispered in shimmering folds and waves to the floor, a web of glittering, covetable strands. Part of it was marked with stars and moons like the wide Mediterranean sky.

A single woman would find it hard to make her way in the man’s world of commerce, but a married woman might, if she was clever, prosper. The alliance of Serafina Guardi and Michele Corsini would be a business transaction, and she would respect it as such. She would provide her husband with heirs, and he in return would provide her with the necessary male figurehead for her beloved ship: the Guardi cloth-trade.

The business that her grandfather had begun, Serafina’s father had greatly expanded. Marseilles had profited by Venice’s recent troubles. Venice’s wealth had made her vulnerable: to the Turks, to Ragusan pirates, to the envy of other Christian nations. Although the coast of Provence was still plagued by Barbary galleys, treaties between the Sultan of Turkey and the King of France kept the encroachments of Islam to an irritation, rather than a wound.

All this Serafina had known for as long as she could remember. Padding after Monsieur Jacques as he oversaw the loading and unloading of the ships at the docks, standing silently, hands clasped behind her back, at the clerks’ desks as they wrote their endless columns of figures. Listening to Angelo itemize the different types of silk, their prices and their countries of origin. Employees must be patient with the pampered only child of their employer.

The Guardi owned both galleys and roundships. The square-rigged roundships carried a larger cargo, but were slow and cumbersome; the galleys, their bows painted white and gold, were slim and swift, like fish. Oriflammes pasted straight against the winds, they would dart from the harbour into the open sea.

The galleys were crewed by slaves and felons: twenty-five banks of rowers, chained to the benches, rowing twenty-five Sisyphean strokes to the minute, until they dropped, or died. Serafina was used to the galleys, but a stranger would scent their foul stench on the wind long before he caught the first glorious sight as they glided into port. The galley-slaves were naked but for their canvas drawers, and their heads were shaven. In port, they were housed in barracks by the harbour, with their own living-quarters and mosque. The Guardi owned an infidel kitchen-porter called Ibrahim. Five times a day, no matter where he was, he would fall to the floor and worship his heathen god.

The Guardi had soldiers, too, more than fifty of them. It was their job to see that the silks and grograms and mohair travelled north to Arles and Beaucaire and Valence, and then to the fair at Lyons. In turn, broadcloth and kerseys must find their way first to Marseilles, and then to Italy. The Wars of Religion had not made France a safe place for the carrying of gold and precious cloths. Though Monsieur Jacques often cursed the cost of the mercenaries, they were a necessary expense.

Franco Guardi taught his daughter about such things during their last winter in Marseilles. He had realized that their time together had become limited, that he had often been too busy, or simply too long absent from home, to spend much time with Serafina. It pleased him that she took such an interest in business affairs: pleased him also that Angelo and the notary, Jehan, who had often quarrelled, seemed at last to be agreeing better. Her father explained to Serafina the value of employees such as Angelo and Jehan, and told her that one must always treat them with respect. Remembering her former rudeness to Angelo, Serafina blushed and vowed in future always to choose her words with care. She had always been polite to Monsieur de Coniques – it would never have occurred to her to be otherwise.

And yet there was an undercurrent of resentment in the notary that even Serafina was aware of. The resentment was not directed against anyone in particular, but against the world in general. Jehan de Coniques was then still quite young – in his mid-twenties – but the bitterness of dispossession had given him the air of a man twice his age. He tolerated Serafina, as he tolerated all those who were equal to him or above him. This, perhaps, was his difficulty with Angelo – he could not decide Angelo’s position in the scheme of things. Angelo was a bastard, yet Angelo was also a close relation of the Guardi family, eating every day at the family dinner-table. Serafina sometimes suspected that Monsieur de Coniques knew that Angelo made fun of him, which Angelo frequently did, behind his back, with Serafina his only audience. He would twist his hat into a lawyer’s cap, twist his face into an incongruous mixture of disappointment and pride. My family had three chateaux and a hundred armed men, he would say, and now they haven’t as much as a chamber-pot. And Serafina would roll round the floor in giggles, her nine-year-old dignity completely destroyed.

She was happy, that winter. She had become accustomed to the prospect of her betrothal, to welcome it, almost, aware that her future status gave her an added and enjoyable importance in the Guardi household. Even the mistral – at first a fluttering of dry leaves and litter in the gutters, then a gathering of copper-coloured clouds on the horizon, and at last a dreadful, vengeful monster that stole the tiles from the roofs and loosed the ships from their moorings – did not send Serafina scuttling, as in the past, for the comfort of Marthe’s lap. She was grown up now: she was to be betrothed. Instead, she peeped from between the closed shutters as the ships were tossed to matchwood, and the baker’s house opposite lost most of its roof.

It was not until the evening of her departure to Tuscany that some of her equanimity began to fade. Serafina had felt restless all day, unable to sew or to read, prickly with an irrational but increasing dread. Her father and Marthe were talking: Marthe would not travel to Florence because her eyesight had grown too poor, her health too uncertain, for such a journey. A girl called Mathilde, a nervous, fluttering creature, would accompany Serafina as her nursemaid. They would be away throughout the summer months, because as well as the betrothal, Franco Guardi had business in Florence, Naples and Livorno.

It occurred to Serafina, sitting silently by the window, her doll in her lap, that when she returned, things might be different – would be different. She would no longer be a child, but a betrothed woman. Her family would be an unknown old man in Florence.

No. She clenched her hands into fists. Rosalie slipped to the floor unnoticed. The pile of boxes and bags, so neatly packed by Marthe, began to blur. Franco Guardi stood with his back to Serafina, facing the fire. No. This is my home, she thought, Serafina Guardi my name. Why should I leave?

‘Serafina?’

Her father had turned, and was walking towards her. ‘Serafina, what is it, my dear?’

She ground one small heel into the floor. ‘I don’t want to go,’ she mumbled, overcome with a mixture of dread and delight at her insolence.

Her father did not hear her at first, so she repeated herself, lower lip stuck out as though she were still only two years old.

‘It’s a long journey, my love,’ said her father, kindly, ‘but we will travel slowly, keeping to the coast. You need not fear the open sea.’

‘I don’t want to go,’ Serafina said, mulishly. ‘I want to stay here.’

Her father tried to put his arm round her shoulders, but she pulled away from him, and stared glowering through the window. The sun had not yet set, and she could see the distant forest of masts and prows that crowded the harbour. Some of those masts belonged to the three ships that would set out on the long voyage to Pisa the following morning. The Gabrielle, the Mignon, and the Petit Coeur. The friendly sea suddenly looked forbidding, ominous, an unknown element. The masts, with their sails furled, were like a forest of pikes and swords stabbing the horizon.

Serafina heard her father say, his voice falsely cheerful, ‘You will see the land of your forefathers, Serafina. All the lords and ladies of Florence will come to your betrothal ceremony, and when you are married they will call you madonna. You will wear the beautiful gown that Marthe has made for you.’

Next, Serafina thought angrily, he’ll promise me a box of comfits and a puppy-dog. ‘You are my family,’ she said. ‘This is my home. Why should I leave it?’

‘Because you are a woman,’ said Franco, sadly. ‘So you must marry.’

Marthe had explained to her the physical side of marriage. She had been frightened then: now, she was angry.

‘Aye.’ Serafina spun round to face her father. ‘I must marry. To get an heir for you in an old man’s bed.’

She heard Marthe’s hiss of disapproval, and she saw her father’s face whiten and grow old. She regretted her words instantly: she could not bear the look of pain on his face. He was always such a happy man, such an – innocent, she might have said, had she understood the word then. Running to him, she uncurled his clenched fists, and wound her fingers through his.

‘Forgive me, Father,’ she whispered. ‘Of course, I am honoured to marry Messer Corsini.’

He still looked troubled. ‘This house will always be your home,’ said Franco Guardi. ‘The Corsini have a great name, but little money. One day, when I am gone, Michele and his sons – your sons – will carry on the business that your grandfather began. You will have to teach them how, Serafina.’

She began to cry then. Her head ached and her skin burned, and she had mislaid her handkerchief, so the tears fell in sparkling drops through her threaded hands, glinting on her bodice like diamonds.

They had to rise early the following morning to sail with the tide. Marthe dressed Serafina in layers of petticoats and a jewelled gown of tight black velvet, as though seeking to smother her with affection. She felt hot and suffocated before she had even left the house.

The weather was fine, the sky a clear bright blue dabbed with only a few puffy clouds. They walked the short distance to the harbour, Serafina’s bags carried by servants, including the red-hatted Ibrahim. He sprawled himself on the ground to pray as they left the house, but they had grown used to that, so no one even stopped to stare or curse. Serafina’s feet would hardly carry her: had she been a few years younger, her father might have swung her up on his shoulders and carried her thus enthroned through the crowds. But today she wore a bodice of buckram and a small, rigid farthingale, so, even though she felt sick to the stomach, and her legs were almost as lifeless as the bales of linen stowed in the Gabrielle’s hold, she made herself walk.

Until Angelo, whom she had not yet seen that morning, appeared. He led by the reins his own pretty jennet, which was saddled and bridled. He stopped in front of Serafina and her father, halfway across the market-square, and bowed, sweeping off his cap, so that his thick hair tumbled, brown and gold, over his face. ‘My lady,’ he said, and held out his hand.

So Serafina rode to the harbour on a neat Spanish pony, like any great lady. She passed the butcher’s, and the baker’s, and the pastrycook’s, and the baskets of fish set out on the quayside: mullet, dory, bonita, and loup, brightly coloured, glimmering like silk in the early morning sun. She waved to the people she had known all the short years of her life, and they waved back, and curtseyed laughingly, and called her Madonna Corsini and threw her flowers. Everything seemed unnaturally bright, as though all the small details of her childhood fought to etch themselves on her memory for ever. When they reached the Gabrielle, Serafina accepted Angelo’s hand as she dismounted from his pony. Standing on the quayside, he kissed her on both cheeks and on her fingers. She walked up the gangway at her father’s side, her black velvet skirts lifted from the dust.

As the galley drew away from the quayside, Serafina stood on the rambade and waved and called farewell to Marthe, to Angelo, to all the rest of the gathered House of Guardi. And then, when the only sound was the beating of the oars and the murmuring of the sea, and the only sight the cliffs and the waves, she said farewell again. In her head, that time, she said goodbye to the tight-packed rows of houses, to the distant white cliffs, to the butterflies, the winds, and the flowers. But in her heart, Serafina promised that she would return.

They were to sail close to the coast, putting in frequently to port. In that way they could buy and sell as they travelled. The Petit Coeur and the Mignon were cogs – small, somewhat ungainly roundships; but the Gabrielle was a two-masted galley, fully fifty paces long, as glittering and as graceful as a dragonfly.

Serafina stood at the gunwale at first, watching the rhythmic dip and surge of the oars in the sea. The cold smell of salt masked the other, less comfortable scents from below, and the pattern of the oars was a miracle of timing and strength. The hot sun beat down, and Serafina began almost to envy the galley-slaves their nakedness: her stiff grown-up gown had begun to itch round the collar; the rigid buckram, intended to display her non-existent breasts, dug into her skin. She wanted to scratch and itch and wriggle, but she stopped herself because she was a woman, not a child, and she was soon to be an affianced lady. She watched the comitre come up from the deck and speak to her father; she watched the Petit Coeur and the Mignon lumber along in the wake of the Gabrielle. She let her gaze travel to the land, to the littering of islands that clung to the coastline, and she watched the slow, unnatural lurch of those islands up and down in time with the rhythm of the waves, the rhythm of the oars. Serafina closed her eyes and gripped the carved rail with hot, damp fingers, and then she walked smartly to the poop, and sat down under the covered awning.

She could not believe it: she, who had the sea in her veins, felt seasick. And she still had the headache that had begun yesterday. Serafina thought of calling the idiotic Mathilde and decided against it: it was the nursemaid’s first voyage, and she was on her knees in the taverne below, praying to every saint in the litany. The striped silk awning sheltered Serafina from the sun, the dozen or more coloured, tasselled cushions were comfortable to lie on; she soon began to feel a little better. Sprawled on the cushions, her doll in her lap, scratching surreptitiously at her wrists, she found a bracelet of red spots under the tight cuffs. A heat rash, she thought, overcome by a desperate longing for Marthe. Sternly reminding herself that she was almost a grown woman, Serafina made herself sit up straight, her eyes fixed on the horizon.

Because of this, she later believed it was she who first saw the other ship. She knew immediately that it was a galley, though its greater length and narrower bows made the poor Gabrielle appear clumsy. As she looked, Serafina heard the comitre call to her father, who was standing by the mainmast. Franco Guardi turned and, sheltering his eyes from the sun, answered, ‘She’s Venetian, I think – yes. See the pennant.’

Serafina stood up, holding on to the rim of the awning for support, screwing up her own eyes. The new galley, skimming fast towards the Guardi ships from the east, was brightly carved and gilt. If she looked hard enough, Serafina too could see the lion of St Mark’s emblazoned on the triangular pennant. She sat down again, dizzy with heat and light and the relentless movement of the waves. She had seen Venetian galleys in Marseilles. They were no novelty. Sitting back on her cushions, Serafina closed her eyes and tried to sleep.

Much later, looking back, it seemed impossible that she had dozed through those last moments of freedom. Someone, something, should have woken her, warned her, torn her from complacency. You should not sleep when your world is about to shatter in splinters about you.

It was the comitre’s shout that eventually shook her from slumber, sending her running, like everyone else, to the gunwale. Three further galleys skimmed towards the Guardi ships from the shelter of the islands. The lion of St Mark’s had disappeared: from each galley the red crescent of Islam struggled to free itself from the masthead.

Barbary corsairs, from the coast of North Africa. Turkish sea-devils who robbed and enslaved their Christian captives, putting the men to the galleys, forcing the women into harems. Even Serafina had heard whispered tales of their cruelty. The Guardi ships could not outrun them, and they could not outgun the corsairs because they had fast positioned themselves where the French bâtards and coursiers would strike only water.

No one spoke to Serafina during those endless, agonizing moments. No one glanced at her. She was alone, watching, a useless, silent witness to the destruction of her childhood, her future. Every man on board ship was involved in desperate, futile activity. The world had narrowed to the shouting of the comitre, the beating of the oars fifty to the minute, the sound of the whip upon the slaves’ backs. And Franco Guardi’s voice as he ordered the guns to be readied, and tried to swing the wider, less manoeuvrable French galley broadside to the Turkish boats.

The roundships were boarded first, but any hope that the Turks might take only the cargo soon vanished. Human plunder was every bit as valuable as linens or broadcloth. The Turkish empire had been built and was maintained by Christian labour. Serafina watched, her mal de mer forgotten, as two of the infidel galleys scythed through the water towards the Gabrielle, and their guns aimed and fired across the decks. Two men slipped forwards to the wooden boards, their skins stained with a crimson dye.

Serafina did not move: she watched, her sickness abated, her headache providing a drumroll rhythm to the tableau before her. She felt apart from it all, detached. It reminded her of the pageants she had seen in the market-places of Marseilles: dragons slain, monsters beheaded. It was not real, it could not be real. More Turkish arrows hissed through the air. The sailors the arrows struck collapsed to the deck like old rag puppets.

The acrid scent of gunpowder clogged the sky, the crescent moons swelled and stirred on the billowing flags of the Barbary ships. The moons were like those she had embroidered on the bodice of the blue betrothal gown, now safely stowed in the Gabrielle’s hold. Where was her father? She could not see him through the smoke, and yet she knew he must come to her soon. Then she would be safe. The Turkish soldiers had gathered on the poop-deck, their loose white robes echoing the movement of the sails, their curved swords catching the high, bright sun. Through the cries and groans and the slap of the waves Serafina heard her father’s voice.

He was standing at her side. Franco Guardi’s handsome face was blackened with smoke, and he looked distraught. For the first time, Serafina, too, began to feel afraid. Grasping her hands so hard the bones seemed to grind together, Franco said, ‘Say you are but seven years old, Serafina. Only seven!’

His agitation disturbed her more than the swords, the gunpowder, the screams. She did not understand then why he asked her to lie about her age. She was not a baby of seven, but ten years old, almost grown-up. But she nodded obediently, and Franco released her hands. Later, she knew that he had meant to save her from the seraglio.

She felt the impact as the Turkish ram scraped against the Gabrielle’s prow. The galley shook, and Serafina found herself on her knees, the pile of tasselled and silk-covered cushions scattered around her. She knew that her father had gone, and she was glad, because his disquiet had threatened to infect her. She tucked her doll under one arm and began to pick up the cushions. She had always been a tidy child. Blues here, red there, orange in the corner. Straighten the tassels, smooth the silk so that it gleamed and glowed just like Guardi silk always did. Someone said something, and Serafina turned round and saw a man, bearded and turbaned, beside her. Briefly, she wondered whether she should curtsey. Raising the palm of his hand, the Turk knocked Rosalie from Serafina’s arms to the deck. Then he lifted his curved sword so that its tip scraped at the jewelled bodice of her gown.

Serafina’s eyes flickered to her doll, to her father, to the corsair. Flung on to the smoky deckplanks, Rosalie’s bright blue gown had begun to look grimy, the painstaking embroidery to fray, the small even seams to part. Her smooth wooden face stared up at Serafina, still simpering, her expression unaltered by disaster. Serafina heard her father’s shouted curse and, glancing across the deck, she saw him struck across the face with a whip. Franco Guardi, like every other Christian man on the ship, was naked except for his breeches.

She understood then what the Turk wanted, and raised herself slowly to her feet. She had only recently, since her conversation with Marthe, begun to feel ashamed of her body. But she did not tremble or cry, and her hands, as they unhooked the buttons of the gown, were almost steady. She told herself that she was glad to be rid of the wretched thing. She told herself that she would feel so much cooler in her layers of light petticoats.

They put Mathilde and Serafina in the small taverne below decks, where the comitre stored the barrels of wine. Mathilde still wore her gown – they had taken Serafina’s only for the pearls sewn on the bodice. The men they put to the oars, releasing those of their own religion. Imprisoned in the darkness of the taverne, it occurred to Serafina that somewhere out there, perhaps only a few feet away, her father, the proud Franco Guardi, was chained to a bench. His hands pulled at the oar, his back took the Turks’ whip, his belly received only dry rusks and vinegar. Fear returned tenfold: she would not allow herself to think of him. Instead, Serafina glared at Mathilde, snivelling in the corner, all her prayers ignored. She looked a sight: any dignity she had once possessed had already been destroyed. Serafina despised her for that. She would not let herself become so.

She reserved her immediate anguish for more mundane matters. Since the Turk had taken her gown, she had discovered that her entire body was covered with small red spots. Her chest was patterned pink and white like damask, the crooks of her elbows and knees, her armpits and groin, were red and blotched. Serafina thought of becoming betrothed to Michele Corsini, and looking so. Then she realized that now she would not have to marry Messer Corsini, so she rolled on to a bench, and went to sleep.

After sailing for many hours, they stopped at a small island to take on water. They were hustled off the galleys and on to the shore: the salt water, as Serafina waded to the beach, felt good on her hot, itching limbs. Mathilde, her face swollen with weeping, let herself be led by Serafina off the Gabrielle and towards dry land.

Sitting on the sandy beach beside the useless Mathilde, Serafina saw her father for the last time. The sky was a hard enclosing bowl of blue, the island a barren outcrop of rock, its single stream rushing through a green-edged gully. She kept her aching eyes half closed, unable to open them properly even when she saw her father, at the Turks’ command, rise.

Between Serafina and the fettered Christian galley-slaves was a large fire, built by the captives. As well as the cooking-pots and utensils there was a single straight rod of iron, half buried in the glowing ashes. One of the purple-robed janissaries motioned Franco Guardi to sit down and extend his bare foot. Then he took the length of red-hot iron and drew it twice across the sole of Franco’s foot.

Serafina’s hands were threaded over her eyes, to keep out the painful sunlight. But she could still see, through the tiny chinks and diamonds formed between her fingers, what the janissary had drawn on the sole of her father’s foot.

He had drawn a cross. Now, Franco Guardi would trample the symbol of his faith into the ground wherever he walked.

A common enough ceremony, to ensure a prosperous voyage.

Her skin itched unbearably. Left alone in the tiny cabin with Mathilde, Serafina wriggled and scratched to her heart’s content. Mathilde had reduced herself by weeping almost to catalepsy. Her swollen lips no longer muttered prayers, her rosary had slipped through her fingers to the floor. When she appeared to be sleeping, Serafina pushed the rosary through a gap in the boards. Common sense, not faith, at ten years old. She saw no point in courting the Infidels’ wrath.

In spite of the single porthole in the taverne, Serafina lost track of time. They might have been sailing for an hour or for a month. Sometimes it seemed very cold and she shook uncontrollably, convinced that they were sailing north, to the lands of ice and snow and winter. At other times sweat ran down her skin in rivulets, tangling her hair, sticking her petticoats to her poor, aching body.

Eventually a janissary came to take them on deck. At first, Mathilde would not move, but Serafina pulled her and pinched her until she crawled moaning to her feet and shuffled out of the cabin and up the companion-way.

The sunlight stabbed her eyes, the waves caught and reflected the sunlight like glass. Even Marseilles was never so hot, so bright. Serafina did not let Mathilde cling to her, and neither did she let her own trembling knees fail to bear her. Forcing her eyes open, she stared at the city that formed out of the horizon.

Rows and rows of white houses, blue-shadowed and flat-roofed, their green gardens merging out of the distance like moss. On top of the steep hillside an immense fortress; in front of the city, a great mole guarding the harbour. The two protective arms of fortress and breakwater seemed to circle the entire city in their embrace.

Algiers.

Serafina was taken to a small dark cell in the bagnio, and left there alone. She never saw Mathilde again: she was sent to some seraglio, perhaps, to weep and wail and pray.

Because of her small size and tender years, Serafina was deemed to be of little use for the harem. Of little use to anyone, in fact – the dragoman, seeing her sway with exhaustion and unable to answer even the simplest question, shook his head and patted her hand kindly. She could not remember her name for him, let alone her age or place of birth. Thinking she was simple-minded, he sent her off, like all the others, with her blanket and her piece of black bread and bowl of water. She did not flinch when they riveted the iron ring about her ankle; she had no strength left even for fear. As though she might run! Serafina stared, her eyes damp with fever, not tears, through the labyrinth of rooms. She had no strength left to run. She would not know where to run to. She no longer saw one familiar face.

She could not eat the loaf of black bread, but she gulped down the water. Lying on the small pallet allotted to her, she wrapped herself in the blanket, and tried to sleep. Her arms ached for the solace of even the vacuous Rosalie. From the rooms beyond, all the tongues of the known world filtered through her fevered head. French, Spanish, Italian, and other languages she did not recognize. And also the strange lingua franca of the bagnio, a crude mixture of Italian and Spanish that sometimes she found she could almost understand. When she closed her eyes the language of the slaves filtered through her dreams. She spoke in it, thought in it. Indeed, she had forgotten any other tongue.

The bagnio was an immense, stinking dark cave, scuttling with red-capped slaves. The Guardian Pasha and his janissaries flitted through the labyrinth like vast shrouded bats, each with their sugar-loaf hat or turban. They, like Ibrahim in Marseilles, threw themselves to the ground five times a day in prayer. Only here, no one laughed at them, or cursed them.

By the following day Serafina’s sickness was at its worst, and it was all she could do to answer the dragoman’s call and follow him out of the bagnio. In the strong sunlight she blinked and shivered and stood listlessly while a handful of fellow-captives were gathered around her. They were all women and children – those who were too old, too young, too sickly for the harem. Serafina recognized none of them. But if she looked long enough, sometimes the plump dark woman’s face would adopt Marthe’s beloved scowl, sometimes the curly-headed girl, clutching a rag comforter, would shape-shift into the baker’s daughter at Marseilles. Serafina did not protest at such irrationalities. She was fast discovering that the world is not a rational place.

They were taken to the suk, a seemingly endless covered market, a forest of tent-poles and hangings. The women were veiled from head to foot, the children darted through the alleyways like small dark birds, and the rich reis with their jewelled and feathered turbans paraded their pretty young boys. The scents of couscous and sherbet, of spices and bhang, of goat dung and overheated human bodies thickened the hot air. The bright colours of the silks on display reminded Serafina sharply, painfully, of home. Turning her face, she stared instead into the cool darkness of the awnings and the booths. Above the noise of the suk, there was a drumbeat inside her head, and a pain behind her eyes. She walked, chained like the others, sometimes singing a little to herself, sometimes talking. Often, she thought she heard her father’s voice. And yet, every time she looked, she could not see him.

In the Bedestan, the slave-market, the captives were peered at and poked and prodded, their mouths opened and their teeth inspected as though they were ageing horses at a fair. Serafina paid her abusers no attention: all her thoughts were concentrated on her father. Papa would come soon, Papa would take his little girl home again. Papa had never failed her. She talked to her father in Latin, she talked to him in French, and sometimes she talked to him in the hateful polyglot language of the bagnios. And when some particularly inquisitive prospective purchaser prodded a little too roughly, Serafina cursed him, extensively and specifically, in the colourful French of the Marseilles docks.

She did not know that she had spoken aloud until she felt a blow across her face that knocked her to the ground. While she lay sprawling in the dust, wondering whether she still possessed all her teeth, she heard the tail end of a vast bolt of laughter, and a voice crying out, ‘Little one, you will have to moderate your language, or they will set you to rowing the galleys!’

Serafina hauled herself to her knees. She picked one face out of the blurred, red-hazed mass around her. A giant of a man, both tall and broad, was walking towards her, his face creased with laughter. His skin was dark and seamed, he wore robes and a coloured turban, but his eyes were blue.

‘Little one, these gentlemen are your masters, and they do not like to be compared to the vermin of the gutter.’

His voice was reproving, but there was still laughter in those blue eyes. Bowing to the man who had struck her, he held out a hand and pulled Serafina to her feet. She tasted blood in her mouth, and her right eye had already begun to close. He shook his head.

‘I have not heard such language for many years,’ he said. ‘Since I left Marseilles, in fact. And that was more than twenty-five years ago. Not so long for you, I would guess, little one?’

Serafina stared at the dusty, bloodied earth. ‘Three days ago – four –’ she whispered, and began to cry, not only because it hurt to speak, but because she could not even remember when she had last seen her home.

‘Marseilles was my birthplace,’ the Frenchman said, gently, and smiled.

Her purchaser talked fast, fluent Marseilles French as she trotted along the gutter beside him, but she understood less and less of what he said. She was fast reaching the point when even pride could no longer bear up her legs.

They had left the Bedestan as soon as the Frenchman had finished his business – namely, the purchase of Serafina and two older women to work in his kitchens. Outside the western gate of the city, the Bab el-Oued, in a clearing dotted with piles of wood and dusty charcoal-sellers, a cavalcade of horses and slaves waited. Shivering in the sunlight, Serafina stared at the houses of the rich, bright with gardens and fountains. Her master turned to mount his horse. Glancing down at Serafina, he paused and frowned.

‘Little one,’ he said, and beckoned to her.

She could not move. She remained motionless, apathetically waiting another beating. But instead of raising his hand, her master left his horse and crossed the distance between them, tilting Serafina’s face between his two palms to the sunlight.

‘Little one, you are sick,’ he said.

She began to howl again, no longer even despising herself.

‘Little one,’ he said, studying the rash, gently touching her forehead, ‘you have the measles.’

And lifted her on to his own saddle-bow.

In another life, in Christendom, Serafina’s new master had earned his living as a physician. Trained at the university of Padua, he had practised his art in the great houses of Florence, in the stews of Naples, at the docksides of his birthplace of Marseilles. When, on a voyage from Naples to Malta, his ship was chased and boarded by Algerian corsairs, his trade let him escape the drudgery of the beylik, the living hell of the galley-slave. Islam needed physicians. And when, like so many other Christians, he took the turban, he was able to earn himself a fine house in the fertile ground between Algiers and Oran, and as many horses and slaves as he desired. ‘La ilaha illa’llah,’ he said. There is no God but Allah. His name had once been Raoul Hérault, but in renouncing his faith he became Kara Ali.

But on the long, hot journey from Algiers Serafina knew none of this. She knew only that her master was a kind man. He found her ointments to cool the heat of the rash, and a draught to let her sleep through the awful, jolting journey. He wrapped a cloth round her head so that her eyes would not ache at the sight of the glaring white salt flats, the smooth shining curves of the sand dunes.

They travelled slowly, keeping close to the coast. They stopped frequently for food and water at the khans, each with their cool courtyard shaded with fountains and trees. At one of the khans Kara Ali fed Serafina sour milk and told her his name. ‘And what is your name, little one?’ he asked.

‘Serafina,’ she said, but the familiar syllables seemed strange to her bruised lips. When Kara Ali had himself settled down to eat and drink, she crawled over to the fountain. There was a pool of still water around it: she knelt, intending to wash her face.

She found that she did not recognize the reflection that looked back at her from the shallows. Swollen, staring eyes, bruised, cracked lips, dark hair that straggled anyhow over blotched, tear-stained cheeks.

That was not Serafina Guardi. That was a slave-girl’s face.

Kara Ali’s house had a courtyard, just like the khans. Serafina lay in the coolness of the courtyard day and night, at first, until her fever abated, and the angry red rash faded from her skin. During that time she watched and listened, unconsciously preparing to adapt to her new life. She had been stripped, she had been struck, she had had an iron ring riveted around her ankle. Such cruelty had never before been part of her universe. Lying in the courtyard, watching the palm trees furl and unfurl their fronds in the gentle breeze, Serafina began to accept her new vista of the world. If rich clothes brought her humiliation, then she would wear rags; if curses brought her blows, then she would guard her tongue. She smelled the scents of rice and mutton and spices from the kitchen, and she listened to the slaves calling to each other in the lingua franca of the bagnios. She watched veiled female slaves cross the courtyard, carrying baskets or pots on their heads.

When she was well again, she was set to work in the kitchens. She learned from the Spanish cook how to clean the big pots they used for making couscous, how to cut up vegetables and trim meat. These were not tasks she had ever done before, yet she found herself apt at them. She even enjoyed them. If she worked hard enough she need not think of her father, need not see that mocking cross drawn for ever on the sole of his foot. If she exhausted herself by day then she could sleep at night, and not dream that she stood once more on a cool hillside, a garland of bindweed and rosemary on her head. Serafina’s fingers were quick and neat, and she began to understand the patois of the kitchens even though she herself scarcely said a word. Nobody struck her if she chopped the peppers carefully and drew water from the well without slopping it over the courtyard. She discovered something that she was to remember for the rest of her life: that hard work is a balm to any hurt.

After she had recovered from her sickness, Serafina did not see her master again for many days. The kitchen-slaves whispered that Kara Ali was a magician – that at night he used his magic to call up the djinn, who, in their turn, taught him sorcery. The djinn, said the cook, had been made by God from out of smokeless fire – unlike man, who was moulded from potter’s clay. The djinn were terrible in appearance, and entered a house by cracking the wall from floor to ceiling. When one evening she was sent to take her master sherbet, Serafina expected to find him in conversation with one of these dreadful creatures.

He was, however, alone. The house was a collection of buildings around a central courtyard, the quarters where the physician worked being on the opposite side of the courtyard to the kitchens. When he opened the door to Serafina (still carefully carrying the tray with the glass of sherbet), Kara Ali smiled and beckoned her inside.

‘Well, well, little Serafina,’ he said, as she put down the glass on the table, ‘and how do you like my house?’

Looking around, Serafina, who had scarcely used her tongue for weeks, was silenced. But she managed to splutter, ‘I like it very well, sir,’ while her eyes continued to take in the room and its contents.

It was a large room, high-ceilinged, with small high windows. Into the far end of the room were built three huge furnaces, which roared and seethed like the djinn themselves. The orange glow from the furnaces sketched many other strange objects – flasks, bottles, and bundles of dry herbs hanging from the rafters. Most terrible to Serafina were the bones piled in one corner of the floor, including – and she stepped back a pace or two – a human skull, blank-eyed and toothless.

And the books! More books than in Franco Guardi’s library in Marseilles, more than in the notary’s office. They covered one entire wall, they were scattered across the large table, some open, with a quill pen and a piece of paper nearby, others closed, piled and dusty.

The physician followed her gaze and laughed.

‘It is somewhat untidy, isn’t it, Serafina? If you wish, you may bring back a little order. Here is a cloth – dust the covers and put the books back in the shelves. But be careful, mind.’

She took the cloth from him, and one by one gently dusted the leather covers of the books, returning them to the shelves. One of the books was open: a single glance at the picture on the page, and Serafina gasped in horror.

Kara Ali turned. ‘What is it, little one?’

She pointed at the book. ‘A djinn, master.’

He glanced down at the open page, and smiled. ‘It is not a djinn at all, Serafina, but an elephant.’ Kara Ali drew her closer to him, and held the book under the candlelight. ‘A dram of ivory from an elephant’s tusk alleviates leprosy. A piece of elephant’s hide tied to the body will cure the ague. A miraculous beast indeed, but not a djinn. This book is the bestiary of Ibn Bakhtishu’, a great physician who lived many years ago. See.’

He turned the pages slowly, showing Serafina the pictures of the lion, the bear, and the simurgh. The simurgh could pick up an elephant in its talons.

‘It is a pretty book,’ said Serafina, studying the pictures.

‘It is a very pretty book,’ agreed Kara Ali, ‘and also a useful book. It is an account of the beasts and the medicines that may be obtained from them. This’ – he drew over a larger volume, without pictures – ‘is a useful book, too, but my eyes now struggle to read it.’

‘A Labyrinth of Errant Physicians,’ read Serafina, out loud, and, as the physician made no answer, she returned to her dusting.

She did not realize that Kara Ali was staring at her. She only heard him say gently, ‘So you can read, little one?’

She nodded, and put another book back on the shelf. Of course she could read. She could not remember not being able to read.

‘And can you write?’

Serafina nodded again. Monsieur de Coniques himself had taught her to write, in a clear bold hand.

‘And do you know your numbers?’

Numbers had always been like toys to her, something to be played with, juggled with, enjoyed. ‘Yes, sir,’ said Serafina.

Kara Ali was frowning. The light from the furnaces drew his kind old face, sketching every blade of his beard, every line that age had added to his skin. He said, ‘Sit down, Serafina,’ and she did, on a high stool that brought her almost up to his level.

For a few moments he was silent. Then he said, ‘I bought you in the Bedestan, Serafina, for only fifty aspers, because you were thought to be sickly, simple-minded, and of low birth. But now you are no longer sick, you are certainly not simple-minded, and neither are you, I think, of low birth. Tell me about yourself, child.’

So she told him. She told him about Marseilles, and about the Guardi cloth-trade. And eventually, to the rush of the furnaces and the howl of the wind outside, she told Kara Ali about her father.

At the end of it, the physician stood up and drank his sherbet. When he had finished and had replaced the glass on the tray, he said, ‘The corsair who captured you will intend to ransom your father back to his family. He must be imprisoned in Algiers. As you should be.’

She did not understand him at first. So Kara Ali explained that to a corsair, a rich captive was like gold. Such a prize would not be wasted on the galleys or allowed to die slaving as a beylik in Algiers, but would be sold back to his family. Using the Jews, perhaps, as an intermediary, or one of the orders of Redemptionist friars.

‘If it had been known that you were well born,’ said the physician, ‘then I could not have bought you for fifty aspers. No – there must have been some mistake. When I next travel to Algiers I will make inquiries concerning your father, and see what can be done. And meanwhile’ – he glanced down at the book in front of him – ‘meanwhile, you will write for me.’

From that evening, Serafina rediscovered hope. By day she still worked in the kitchen, but in the evening she helped her master. She read to him, she wrote for him, she listed complicated ingredients of complicated potions. She wrote about the elements, the three chemical principles, the archeus and the vulcanus. She wrote about the Philosopher’s Stone, that magical artefact that would transform base metal to gold. Often, when her pen still scratched across the paper at midnight, and the roar of the furnaces was the only sound in the entire world, Serafina still expected to see the djinn. But she no longer felt quite so afraid, for she had fixed a limit to the term of her exile. It would take her master so long to travel to Algiers, so long to find her father, so long for them to travel back across the Inland Sea. And then she would be in Marseilles, and she would never, ever leave it again.

Kara Ali left for Algiers just after the end of Ramadan. For a month the entire household had fasted by day, feasted by night, until the world seemed upside down. When the feasting was finished, the physician and his cavalcade rode away, retracing the tracks across the desert that Serafina had made many months before.

She stood in the courtyard each evening, watching the stars in the sky repeat themselves in the fountain. Those same stars were over Marseilles, Kara Ali had told Serafina. The stars that would tell the past and the future, if only we could discover their key. Serafina would gaze at them for a few moments each night, trying to read her fate.

She was in the courtyard when Kara Ali arrived home, many weeks later. The night was dark and cold; she had wrapped a shawl around her shoulders. She heard the commotion as the riders returned, and stood, unable to move, dreading yet longing for news.

‘Serafina.’

She turned: the physician stood beside her, his face still marked with the dust of the journey.

‘Walk with me a while, little one.’

She followed him obediently out of the courtyard. The gardens round the house were extensive, because the streams that ran from the mountains beyond to the sea had been funnelled and channelled so that plants might grow. Date palms and lemon trees and cyclamen all flourished in the oasis that the water had made.

They walked in silence to a small copse of trees. Olive and eucalyptus, their twisted boughs and grey leaves painted by the moonlight. Serafina had not been there before: she had not seen the small stone hidden beneath the winding branches.

‘My daughter,’ said Kara Ali softly, pausing in front of the stone. ‘Her name was Badr-al-Dujja. That means, Full Moon of the Night. She was ten years old when she died. She had a fever. I did everything I could, I practised all my arts, but I could not save her. It was Allah’s will that she should die.’

Serafina looked up at him, and then back down to the small moonlit square of grey stone. She had begun to guess her master’s next words before he spoke.

‘It has been Allah’s will also, little one, to take your father. I inquired in Algiers, and discovered that he died shortly after you arrived in this country. He had a fever – his death was quick. It is often thus, particularly for those of gentle birth. The heat – the change of circumstances …’

He let his voice drift away into nothingness. Serafina could hear only the rustle of the leaves, the gentle hiss of the wind. She thought of her father at the dinner-table in Marseilles, she thought of him at the helm of the Gabrielle. She thought of him sitting on the shore of some strange island while a cross was branded on the sole of his foot. He had always been such a great part of her life, and yet she had not known the moment of his death.

Kari Ali did not attempt to comfort her with any foolishness about the delights of heaven, whether that of Christianity or Islam. Instead, he touched her head just once and left her there, with the moonlit stone, the shiver of the olive leaves, and the endless stars.

She began then, for a while, to accept her new life. She was a kitchen-slave by day, and her master’s secretary by night. She was fortunate (all the other slaves were of the same opinion) in her master, who neither beat her nor starved her. Several of the other slaves had stories of harsher treatment, of the bastinado and the whip. She began, almost, to consider herself fortunate. She had not, like her father, died of a fever in the bagnio. She had not been sent to a harem, as Mathilde presumably had, and neither had she, like the rest of the Guardi crew, to ply the seas for the Infidel. She had food and water and a bed to sleep in.

It was only sometimes, when she woke very early in the morning, long before the rest of the household had stirred, that Serafina felt despair. Most of the time she felt nothing: she existed. She tried to please, because if she did not, she was boxed on the ears. She stole scraps of food because all the other slaves did so; it was natural to a slave to steal. She spoke French to her master, and the language of the slaves in the kitchens, and soon was equally familiar with both.

Yet in the early mornings, when the sky was still dark, and the house still silent, she wept. For her father, for her home, for all that she had lost yet could not name. She cried silently, as she had learned to do everything silently, because attention was undesirable. Eventually, having soaked her pillow with tears, she would fall asleep again as the sun rose over the horizon.

Kara Ali was fast becoming an old man. He could no longer read the smallest print, nor could he jump on and off a horse as once he had been accustomed to. He still worked as a physician, travelling round the country, but his expeditions had become less frequent, and his obsession with his other interests of alchemy and astrology had begun to be all-consuming. Serafina entrusted her well-being to him, and as she began to accept her condition, she found that she cared less about the future. She took life a day at a time, because every day seemed the same, and nothing seemed to matter but survival. Triumphs were a handful of sweets filched from a tray, a mouthful of cool sherbet stolen on a hot day. Pleasure was the occasional visit of a storyteller, the scratch of the pen across paper every evening. Love, if it ever had been important, had ceased to be so. She had lost the object of her infant love.

She could have remained like that for ever, in a limbo in which neither happiness nor unhappiness, anger nor bliss, existed. It was, after all, easier to feel nothing. But one day the following summer, when the sun was as hard as brass and the air so thick you could slice it, Serafina stole a bowl of almonds.

They were good plump almonds, left over from the previous day’s meal, unnoticed by anyone else, hidden by Serafina until she was able to be alone. She found a shady bush in the gardens, hid herself in the shadow of the branches, and crunched the almonds one by one, cradling the bowl in her hands. It was a beautiful bowl, glazed a pure deep Mediterranean blue. She did not steal it because she was hungry – it was the luxury of it, and, of course, the smallest of battles won against an unimaginably vast enemy.

The almonds were delicious, crisp and coated in honey. There was sand everywhere that day: it was a constant battle to keep it out of the house, and it gritted Serafina’s eyelids and mouth as she ate. She had folded her dusty black robes around her so that she could not be seen through the equally dusty leaves. When she heard the horsemen she merely flicked her djellabah further over her head, buried the blue porcelain bowl in the swathes of cloth, and folded herself up even smaller. Serafina was good at making herself invisible.

She heard one of the riders call for her master, and saw Hassan, the groom, run off to find him. She remained under the bush, eating. A few minutes later, Kara Ali came out of the house followed by a stranger clad in the purple robes and tall hat of the janissary.

‘The child is dead,’ she heard the physician say. ‘She was a sickly creature.’

Serafina chewed, rolling a single nut between finger and thumb, interested. The two men were walking towards the grove of olives and eucalyptus, to the grave where Kara Ali’s daughter lay.

‘So I regret I cannot help you, my friend,’ added the physician. ‘She cost me only fifty aspers – I could have made a fat profit.’

The remaining almonds rolled to the ground, but Serafina did not move. Her eyes did not leave the two men as they stood, their backs to her, in front of the tiny grave.

The janissary spread out his hands in a gesture of dismissal. ‘No matter. Allah has done what otherwise would have been my duty. God be with you, friend.’

‘God be with you.’ Kara Ali escorted the janissary back to the house; Serafina bowed her head to her knees, afraid that the questions in her eyes would glare out from her hiding-place like beacons. She cost me only fifty aspers – I could have made a fat profit. The words pounded through her head like a drumbeat. She could no longer eat the almonds.

When it was safe to do so, Serafina turned round and watched the janissary ride away, his retinue following in a cloud of dust. Then she heard Kara Ali calling her name.

It was mid-afternoon, and the sun was still bright, the air sleepy. The physician stood in the courtyard beside the fountain. He looked troubled.

‘Listen to me carefully, little one,’ he said. ‘Your name is no longer to be Serafina. You are Badr-al-Dujja, and you have lived here all your days. Forget your home, forget your family – speak your language only when we are alone together. It will be better so.’

Serafina stared at him. Badr-al-Dujja was her master’s daughter’s name, not hers. ‘Why?’ she asked.

He did not answer at first. Then he said, ‘Because then you will be safe, little one.’

Safe? Sticky fingers clenching the rim of the blue bowl, Serafina glared round the courtyard at the kitchens, the stables, the rooms with the furnaces. ‘I am safe,’ she said, obstinately.

Kara Ali did not scold her for her insolence, but shook his head. ‘There are those who wish you ill, child,’ he said, gently.

She did not understand. Why was she to change her name, to forget her home, her family?

Kara Ali was silent for a moment. The sun, still high in the sky, cast dark shadows, deepening the lines of age on his face.

He said, ‘Who will inherit in the event of your father’s death, child? Have you brothers?’

Serafina shook her head. She had understood her importance in the House of Guardi since babyhood.

‘I have an illegitimate cousin, that’s all,’ she said. ‘But everything will be – is – mine.’

She had not considered that before. That she, now ten years old, was head of the House of Guardi. Then she recalled the unknown Messer Corsini.

‘And my husband’s, of course,’ she added. ‘We were sailing to Pisa to celebrate my betrothal to a Florentine lord.’

The physician said, without looking at Serafina, ‘And should neither you nor your father survive … who will inherit the house and business then?’

She had never before considered such a possibility. ‘I don’t know.’

Kara Ali beckoned her to sit on the rim of the fountain beside him.

‘Little one, the janissary who visited just now offered me a large sum of money to have you put to death. I told him that you had already died of a fever contracted in the bagnios. I showed him my daughter’s grave and told him that it was yours.’

Despite the brightness of the day, Serafina felt suddenly cold. Her master had told the janissary that she was dead. The janissary had offered him money to have her killed –

The blue bowl slipped through her fingers and shattered on the paving stones. Serafina no longer asked why, she simply accepted Kara Ali’s words as one more evidence of a malign world. She could neither move nor speak at first, but eventually she dropped to her knees and began to pick up the broken pieces of pottery. Her fingers were stiff, they could hardly grip the delicate fragments.

When she could speak, she said, ‘Then I will be Badr-al-Dujja, Papa.’

She spoke the endearment without thought. But her master only patted her on the head, and said, ‘Allah be with you, child,’ and went inside the house.

She stayed in the courtyard for a long time, though, after he had gone. The sun gleamed on the ornamental archways, on the thin arcs of water from the fountain, on the damask-petalled roses. The shards of the blue bowl were gathered in Serafina’s lap, and she realized for the first time that she had stolen not only for the food, but for the beautiful bowl itself, which she had since destroyed.

She had lost her home, her family, and her language. And a part of her said that it was better so, the same part that had learned to steal and to dissemble, to survive the hour, and not live for the future. That was the easy way, the way without pain.

Yet she had begun also to discover the anger that lay somewhere inside her, buried under layers of compliance and acceptance. They could take everything she owned, everyone she loved, but as long as she remembered it, they could not take her name. It was hers, and one day she would use it again.

‘I am Serafina,’ she whispered to herself. ‘I am Serafina …’


PART II

1593

FALLEN INTO A DESERT PLACE

We consulted together what course to take, seeing that we were fallen into a desert place.

The Casting away of the Toby: Richard Hakluyt


 

‘Faithless Faith,’ muttered Thomas Marlowe ecstatically when he had breath to speak again.

It was midday and mid-August, but the unseasonable rain that battered the Greenwich streets went unnoticed in Faith Whitlock’s best bedchamber. On the polished oak floor, a farthingale stood like a reproachful ghost of its owner, and from the bed-canopy a battered black hat slipped slowly downwards, pulled by the inevitable force of gravity, cast up there a half-hour before by the equally inevitable force of passion.

Faith Whitlock, pretending pique, said, ‘You wouldn’t love me if I was faithful, Thomas.’

‘True.’ Thomas grinned, and caught his hat as it plummeted to the floor. ‘And it’s a pleasant way to spend a wet afternoon, isn’t it, my dear?’

‘Averagely so.’ Faith, her russet hair fanned over the pillow, allowed herself to smile.

Outside, the rain mixed the calls of the street and the clatter of the nearby docks to a sodden ragbag of sound. Thomas Marlowe, black hair still curled like kale by the rain, his favourite hat cradled on his bare chest, half closed his eyes and let himself dream of his ship.

Four-masted, narrow-beamed, and not top-heavy like Richard Staper’s damned Toby. Square-rigged, of course, and built of the best English oak. She’d go twice the Toby’s speed at half the risk, he’d guarantee it.

Faith, sensing her lover’s mental, if not physical absence, moved, and said sharply, ‘Lucy may be back soon. And I really must talk to Cook about the dinner for Edward’s return tomorrow –’

Thomas rolled over on to his side, propped on one elbow. The black hat tumbled finally and soggily to the floor; Thomas’s hand and mouth caressed Faith’s full white breasts.

‘Lucy and Ned will be another hour at least. Ned will not leave the docks until Lucy has named every ship for him. That boy,’ said Thomas, running his palm and then his mouth down to Faith’s flat white belly, ‘will be a mariner one day. I shall show him the stars next summer. And as for Edward – he can have his collops and Candian wine tomorrow.’ He looked up briefly and grinned. ‘I am having mine today.’

Ten minutes later, Faith, mollified, said, ‘Did you ask Mr Staper?’

Rain still battered the casement windows. Thomas lay back on his pillow, and scowled. ‘I did.’ His voice altered in vicious yet accurate imitation of Richard Staper, founder member of the English Levant Company. ‘You are a pilot, Mr Marlowe. You are an excellent pilot. You are not a shipbuilder.’ The scowl grew blacker. ‘He’s trying to persuade me to navigate the Toby.’

Faith, for the past ten years a merchant’s wife, said reasonably, ‘Edward says the Toby’s a fine ship.’

‘The Toby is an adequate ship. No more. My ship will be a fine ship – the finest.’

Thomas, stark naked, slid out of the four-poster bed and went to stand by the window, to glower furiously at the rain-soaked docks.

Faith added, ‘So you said to Mr Staper …?’

‘I told him he could scuttle his bloody Toby – and that fool of a master he’s sending with her.’

Faith, five years Thomas’s senior, sighed as she might sigh at her own headstrong small son. ‘So Mr Staper,’ she said crisply, ‘offered you five hundred crowns and the use of a dockyard?’

Thomas, turning, had the grace to look a little sheepish. ‘Not exactly.’ He shook his head. ‘The Toby sails with the tide tomorrow morning, Faith, and I’m right about the master. His name’s George Goodlay, and he’s about my age and blessed with as much sense as your Ned. He’s master,’ said Thomas, leaving the window, ‘because his father did some sort of a favour for Richard Staper. That’s all. He knows less about the sea than you do, my love.’

There was the sound of a door slamming below. ‘Lucy,’ said Faith, unflustered, piling up her rich red hair on top of her head. ‘The docks must have palled for once –’

She broke off. Those were men’s boots treading the hall below, not nursemaid’s pattens, and no small child’s voice was imperiously calling her name. ‘Edward,’ whispered Faith and Thomas together, and Thomas, hastily grabbing his breeches and his hat, ran for the stairs.

Too late. They saw each other, he and Edward Whitlock, and if half-laced breeches and a bare chest were not evidence enough, then Thomas’s rapid reversal and dive, sword quickly in hand, for the bedchamber window, must have added the final touch.

Faith Whitlock, wishing she had been truer to her name, sat up in her marital bed, witnessing it all. Her lover, sword in his teeth, hat covering his black curls, disappearing rapidly through the mullioned window; her husband, worse-tempered than usual after a long journey, flinging open the bedchamber door, and glaring once, accusingly, at his errant wife, before running off to fetch his pistols. The small sounds of Thomas, enmeshed with ivy, crumbling brick and drainpipes, and then a preposterous explosion of sound as Edward’s pistol succeeded in firing into the rain. A ‘Jesus’ from Thomas, and an ‘If I ever see you in London again I’ll shoot your bloody arse off!’ from Edward. A sound of falling masonry and tearing leaves, and Faith buried her head in her hands.

Thomas Marlowe set sail from Blackwall as pilot of the Toby the following morning.

It gave him small satisfaction, in the weeks that followed, to confirm that he had been right about the Toby. The two-hundred-and-fifty-ton merchantman was bound for Livorno, Zante, and Patras in the Morea, her hold crammed with twelve thousand pounds’ worth of cargo. The crew were a reasonable enough bunch of men, and Thomas himself, as the ship’s owner had said, was an excellent pilot. But the master –

The master, thought Thomas wearily, as they weathered the gales that hovered round the Straits of Gibraltar, was a fool. The master refused to take anyone else’s advice – even Thomas’s own excellent advice. The master wore puffed breeches and a French ruff in the middle of a sub-tropical storm. The master, in short, would have been an ornament at Whitehall, but on the decks of a small, fragile wooden ship was a damnable liability. Thomas, who had not slept for forty-eight hours, was sorely tempted to tap the master forcefully on his neatly trimmed curls so that the rest of them might be permitted to get on uninterrupted with the job in hand. Only the calm good sense of William Williams, ship’s carpenter, prevented him.

‘When he comes round, he’ll clap you in irons, and insist on piloting the hulk himself. Then we’ll all be singing choruses with the mermaids.’ The carpenter turned towards Thomas. ‘Unless you were thinking of making sure that he never came round?’

‘The thought had crossed my mind.’ Thomas’s clenched fist struck the wooden wall of the pilot’s cabin. ‘It’d make little difference if I were clapped in irons, Will. Our precious Mr Goodlay doesn’t take heed of a word I say.’

‘Aye.’ William Williams shook his head. The ship lurched violently: Thomas’s cross-staff and sand-glass rolled off the table. Thomas caught the glass before it hit the floor, picked up his hat and headed for the half-deck.

George Goodlay stood by the mizzen-mast, one embroidered glove gripping a beribboned cane, the other curled around the mast itself. Crop-headed, with a small pointed beard, he wore quilted crimson velvet, and a jewelled and plumed hat.

Thomas, making superhuman efforts to be tactful, nodded a bow and said, ‘I think we may be a little off course, sir.’

He had to shout to make himself heard over the clamour of the wind and the rain.

The master, without troubling to turn, said, ‘Your responsibility, surely, Mr Marlowe.’

Thomas struggled to keep his temper. George Goodlay’s curls were glued to his head with the rain; the brim of his hat and the lace of his ruff had both collapsed. The occasional bolts of lightning showed his skin to be an interesting shade of green.

‘We’re being blown too far south, sir – and we’re sailing too close to the coast. You’ll have to bring her round.’

A particularly large wave drenched George Goodlay’s velvet and Thomas’s linen and broadcloth. When he had retrieved his hat, the master focused disdainful grey eyes on Thomas.

‘Have to, Mr Marlowe? You forget who is master of the ship, sir.’

Thomas resisted the urge to hit him. ‘And you forget who is pilot,’ he hissed and, extracting his own hat from out of the rigging, stumped back below decks.

The storm began to lessen that evening. By then, the only dry things on the Toby were the precious bales of Hampshire and Devonshire kerseys, the dozen taffeta-trimmed hats, the six dozen holland shirts, and the crates of tin that crammed the hold. Every man’s hair was matted and tangled with salt; every man’s eyes were red-rimmed with wind and exhaustion.

Thomas Marlowe did not yet sleep, however. On deck, his arms spread along the gunwale, he watched a copper sun paste itself over the sea as his tired brain continued to assess their course.

They were too far south and too close to the coast. They had sighted Mount Bujeo two days past, therefore they had sailed past, not through, the Straits, yesterday. Which put them somewhere off the Barbary coast, to the south of Cape Espartel. They should keep away from the coast and its treacherous tides and sandbanks, and head back for the Straits.

Instead of which, taking advantage of a fair wind, they were to bear sails all night in the incorrect expectation of making up lost time. The livid sun disappeared below the horizon as Thomas Marlowe groaned and buried his head in his hands. If he could only have explained to George Goodlay that to him, the astrolabe and cross-staff were merely servants. If he could only have explained that he felt the course of the tides, the pattern of coast and sea in his blood. Then the man might have understood, instead of seeing him as some brassy little upstart who needed to be put in his place. But any conversation with George Goodlay instantly reduced Thomas from a fairly reasonable adult to an insolent schoolboy. William Williams, unlettered, untutored William Williams, had better success with the master. But even William Williams had not been able to persuade George Goodlay, on Thomas’s instructions, to abandon what Thomas knew to be a disastrous course.

Disaster struck about an hour and a half before dawn. Thomas slept where he had stood, curled up like a baby on the bridge, one hand still loosely gripping the brim of the battered felt hat. He was awake before the lookout had realized what was happening, jerked into consciousness by the appalling scrape and shudder that vibrated through the wooden timbers as the Toby ran on to the sandbank.

He was on his feet and at the gunwale as the lookout called, ‘Man the decks! We’re aground!’ Turning, Thomas saw George Goodlay, his face still muddled with sleep, climb up from the Great Cabin to the foredeck. Thomas’s hand gripped slowly round the hilt of his knife, but he did not speak. It was too late for speech: waves battered against the fragile wooden hull, the unknown coast of Barbary glittered like the land of Cockaigne, just out of reach.

Thomas heard the ship’s carpenter mutter in his ear, ‘Jesus Christ,’ and he saw him furtively cross himself. The master had fallen to his knees, his head bowed in prayer.

Thomas crossed the deck, and said with heavy politeness, ‘Shall we cut the mainmast, sir?’

George Goodlay’s eyes focused, and he rose unsteadily to his feet. ‘My fault,’ said the master. ‘God forgive me …’ And then any pity Thomas felt for inexperience, for lack of instinct, disappeared as Goodlay added, ‘No, Mr Marlowe, we shall not cut the mainmast. We will launch the ship’s boat.’

Thomas’s teeth were clenched so hard that they ached. ‘The ship will overturn, sir,’ he said tightly. ‘She’s too top-heavy with the masts and sails up. The boat will take a dozen – a dozen and a half –’

There was a shout from below decks. ‘She’s taking on water!’ someone called, and Thomas felt the rhythm of the ship alter, as the Toby became heavy with the weight of the sea that forced its way into the hull.

He did not wait to ask any more: other hands as well as his own supported the tall mainmast as the ship’s carpenter sawed through its circumference. Too late, too late – the words rattled through Thomas’s head in time with the crashing of the waves, the rasp of the saw. And he was right: as they lowered the mast to the decks, the hull of the ship, weakened by the force of water inside and out, began to tear in half.

Thomas found himself high up in the shrouds of the foremast. Many of the rest of the ship’s company were also there, though some who had been trapped on the afterdeck fought for their lives in the waves. Thick green water crashed across the bows: they were, thought Thomas, about a half-mile from shore. Someone began to sing the twelfth Psalm. ‘Help, Lord, for good and godly men,’ muttered Thomas Marlowe to himself as he secured his knife to his belt and stuffed his hat inside his shirt. And then all was reduced to chaos as the foremast, crippled by the weight of the men and the strength of the sea, fell, tumbling them all into the water.

If drowning men recall the past as the salt water forces into their nostrils, their eyelids, their mouths, then Thomas Marlowe would have seen Greenwich, the docks, the sea. The years at the grammar school that had lifted him from the mediocrity of his birth, making him pilot, rather than bosun, the succession of pretty girls, of various ages, colourings, and temperaments, that had brightened his life since he was fourteen or so. His more profitable recent years, sailing for the Levant Company. But most of all, the ship, his ship, that as yet existed only in his head, but that he would build, must build, some day.

Afterwards, he always thought that it was the ship that had kept him forcing his way out of the imprisoning green cage, pitting his own violence against a greater master. But his head finally pierced the glassy mirror of the waves, and his lungs found air, and his strong, muscular arms automatically began the lengthy fight for life, and the coast.

It was partially swimming, and partially simply being pushed by the overmastering strength of the sea. Eventually Thomas could think of nothing but the clawing of the water through his palms, the great gulp of air he must take as his head dipped and pulled out of the water. When, after what seemed like hours of struggle, his knees struck sand, he could not walk, but crawled to the sea-strand, as weak as any infant.

He did not know how long he lay there, sprawled like an ungainly starfish, head half buried in the white, powdery sand. He did not know whether he slept or lost consciousness, but he was aware, with a weak, vestigial flutter of triumph, that he had cheated death.

At last he became aware of the sun, beating down on his uncovered head, drying his hair into black, salt-encrusted corkscrews, burning the skin on the back of his neck. With difficulty, he rolled over on to his back, his limbs weak and shaking as though with a fever. The back of his shirt and breeches were dry; Thomas lay with one arm flung across his eyes, and with his other hand he took out his sodden felt hat from inside his shirt.

Eventually he sat up. Shading his eyes, he looked out to sea. At first, he could not see the Toby. Thomas had drifted leewards, and had washed up on a small cove bracketed by rocks. Then he saw the remains of the Toby’s hull, wedged by the weight of the sand, and the mizzen-mast rising from the waves, as fragile as a straw. He had had his reservations about the Toby, but he felt as though he were being forced to watch a friend’s slow and untimely death. Thomas climbed unsteadily to his feet.

Both the sea and the coastline were already littered with detritus from the shipwreck. Ropes and sails, timbers and spars, and all the pathetic debris of everyday life. Cups and bottles and barrels and kerchiefs, flung up on an alien shore to lie on the strand mingled with strange coloured pebbles and exotic shells. Thomas, stumbling slowly along the water’s edge, saw a book, its pages reduced to pulp by the waves, and a hogshead of ale, the stopper loosened, contents dribbling fast into the sand. His eyes were dragged to a heavier, easily recognizable shape, bobbing out near unreachable rocks, and then suddenly, at his feet, there was a velvet hat, plumes ripped and swallowed by a greedy sea, pearl clasp still in place.

Shutting his eyes, turning, Thomas was noisily and thoroughly sick. When he had finished emptying the salt-soaked contents of his stomach over the Barbary coast, he found that his head had cleared, and his limbs felt a little more cooperative. He was alive, that was what mattered. He must assess his position, look to the future.
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