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HISTORICAL PREFACE


When Elizabeth Tudor, at the age of twenty-five, inherited the English throne from her half sister Mary in November of 1558, the country was on the brink of ruin. Mary had bankrupted the treasury by her disastrous war with France, which she had lost, leaving Elizabeth burdened with massive loans taken in Europe’s financial capital of Antwerp, and a grossly debased coinage that was strangling English trade.


Danger threatened Elizabeth on every side. Spain, having ruthlessly established dominion over the Netherlands, eyed England as a possible addition to its empire that already spanned half the globe. France, whose queen, Mary Stuart, was Elizabeth’s cousin and claimant to Elizabeth’s throne, ruled Scotland as a virtual French province, its government run by French overlords, its capital garrisoned with French troops, providing an ideal bridgehead for the French to launch an attack on England. At home, Elizabeth faced seething discontent from a large portion of her people, the Catholics, who loathed her act of Parliament that had made the country officially Protestant. France and Spain sympathized with, and supported, the English Catholics.


If overtly threatened by either of those great powers, England would be vastly outmatched. The English people knew it and were frightened, leading officials in the vulnerable coastal towns of Southampton, Portsmouth, and the Cinque Ports to barrage Elizabeth’s council with letters entreating aid in strengthening their fortifications against possible attack. Unlike the European powers, England had never had a standing army. Her monarchs had always relied on a system of feudal levies by which local lords, when required, raised companies of their tenants and retainers to fight for the king, who then augmented the levies with foreign mercenaries. England was backward in armaments, too; while a revolution in warfare was happening in Europe with the development of artillery and small firearms, English soldiers still relied on pikes and bows. Even Elizabeth’s navy was weak, consisting of just thirty-four ships, only eleven of them ships of war.


Ten months after Elizabeth’s coronation, people throughout Europe were laying bets that her reign would not survive a second year. One crisis could destroy her.


That crisis came in the winter of 1559.




PART ONE


Return from the New World
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Execution Dock


Isabel Valverde was coming home. The brief, terrible letter from her brother had brought her across five thousand miles of ocean, from the New World to the Old, and during the long voyage she thought she had prepared herself for the worst. But now that London lay just beyond the next bend of the River Thames, she dreaded what awaited her. The not knowing—that was the hardest. Would she find her mother still a prisoner awaiting execution? Horrifying though that was, Isabel could at least hope to see her one last time. Or had her mother already been hanged?


The ship was Spanish, the San Juan Bautista, the cabin snug and warm, its elegant teak paneling a cocoon that almost muffled the brutal beat of England’s winter rain on the deck above. Isabel stood by the berth, buttoning her cloak, steeling herself. The captain had said they were less than an hour from London’s customs wharf and she would soon have to prepare to disembark. Everything was packed; three trunks sat waiting by the open door, and behind her she could hear her servant, sixteen-year-old Pedro, closing the lid of the fourth and last one. She listened to the rain’s faint drumbeat, knowing that she heard it in a way the Spanish passengers could not—heard it as a call, connecting her to her past, to her family’s roots. The Spaniards would not understand. England meant nothing to them other than a market for their goods, and she had to admit it was a backward place compared to the magnificence of their empire. The gold and silver of the New World flowed back to the Old like a river with the treasure fleets that sailed twice a year from Peru and Mexico, making Philip of Spain the richest and most powerful monarch in Europe. Isabel felt the tug of both worlds, for a part of her lived in each, her young self in the Old, her adult self in the New. She had left England at twenty with her Spanish husband and almost nothing else, but he had done well in Peru, and after five years among its wealthy Spaniards, Isabel was one of them. Money, she thought. It’s how the world turns.


Can it turn Mother’s fate? She had clung to that hope for the voyage, and now, listening to the English rain, she was seized by a panicky need to have the gold in her hands. She heard her servant clicking a key into the lock of the last trunk. She whirled around.


“Pedro, my gold,” she said. She grabbed his arm to stop him turning the key. “Where is it?”


He looked at her, puzzled. “Señora?”


“The gold I set aside. In the blue leather pouch.” She snatched the ring of keys from him and unlocked the trunk. She rummaged among her gowns, searching for the pouch. The soft silks and velvets slid through her hands. She dug down into the layers of linen smocks and stockings and nightdresses. No pouch. Abandoning the rucked-up clothes, she unlocked another trunk and pawed through her husband’s things, his doublets and breeches and capes and boots. The pouch was not here either. “Open that one,” she said, tossing the keys to Pedro. “We have to find it.” She went to the brocade satchel that lay at the foot of the berth and flipped its clasps and dug inside.


“Señora, it’s not in there. Just papers.”


“Look for it!” she ordered.


He flinched at her tone, and she felt like a tyrant. Not for the first time. He was a Peruvian with the small build of his Indian people, which made him look more like a child than a lad of sixteen. He had the placid nature of his people, too, and a deference to authority that had been bred into his ancestors by the rigid Inca culture. When the Spaniards had invaded thirty years ago they had exploited that deference, easily making the Indians their slaves and themselves rich. Isabel hated slavery. Pedro was her servant, but a free person nonetheless. English justice said so. But his docile ways sometimes sparked her impatience, goading her to take the tone of his Spanish overlords, and when she did so she hated herself.


“Take out everything,” she told him, less sharply. “Look at the bottom.”


“Sí, señora,” he said, obeying.


His native tongue was Quechua. Isabel’s was English. Neither of them knew the other’s language. They spoke in Spanish.


She was rummaging through papers in the satchel, a frustrating search since everything had been repacked when they had left Seville. That had been the destination of their long voyage, since only Spanish and Portuguese ships sailed to and from the New World. Other Europeans were forbidden to trade there by a treaty between those two Iberian countries, sanctioned by the pope. After two days in the port Isabel had booked passage on the first ship for London.


“And hurry,” she told Pedro. The captain had made it clear they were nearing the quay. But she would not leave the ship until she found the money. In Seville they had assured her that her Spanish maravedis would be accepted as legal tender in England. Gold was gold, after all. She upended the satchel, dumping out papers and scrolls. No blue pouch. She went back to the third trunk, where Pedro was trying not to disturb its contents as he searched, and she nudged him aside and groped through things helter-skelter. She was on her knees, pulling out her son’s toys from the bottom—a wooden caterpillar on wheels, a red rowboat, a yellow tin top for spinning—when the light from the open doorway darkened.


“Isabel?” her husband said. “What are you doing?”


Carlos stood in the doorway, frowning at the open trunks with their spilled-out jumble of gowns, smocks, capes, and boots. Raindrops beaded his close-cropped hair, which stood up like boar bristles, and rain glistened on his black leather doublet. No jewel-studded finery for Carlos, though it was so fashionable with his Spanish peers in Peru. He stuck to the plain clothes of his years as a soldier on the battlefields of Europe. For a moment Isabel remembered how frightened she had been of him the first time she had seen him. He had broken a man’s neck with his hands. Twisted his head. She could still hear the snap. Carlos had saved her life.


“Isabel?” he said again.


“I need my gold,” she blurted. And then instantly felt how irrational her behavior must look. The pouch held a mere fraction of Carlos’s wealth, and he didn’t begrudge her any of it, had always been content to let her manage their funds, even at the beginning when they’d had so little. But the money in the pouch would be a fortune for any jailer. A bribe for her mother’s life.


“Now?” Carlos asked. His puzzled look softened to one of sympathy. “All the money is in the ebony chest. Up on deck.”


She saw that he pitied her, and it brought reality crashing in. She sat back on her heels, rocked by the certainty that the hope she had been clinging to was a fantasy. If her mother was not already dead, she soon would be. Adam’s letter had been brief but clear. Her mother had committed murder. No amount of gold could alter her sentence.


Carlos said gently, “Come up on deck.”


“The rain—”


“It’s stopped.”


“Really? You’re wet.”


Again, the look of sympathy. “You need some air.”


She needed more than that. She needed the strength to face whatever they were going to find, and to help her poor father. This would be killing him. For the hundredth time she asked herself, how had it happened? How had her parents sunk so low?


She took a steadying breath and got to her feet. “Yes, let’s go up.” She turned to Pedro. “Pack the trunks again,” she said, and then added as an apology to him, “Please. There’s time.”


The pounding rain had stopped, but only as if to catch its breath, and now came back to pester them as wind-driven drizzle. When the ship had sailed into the estuary they had finally escaped the violent Channel winds, but spiteful gusts still followed like a beaten foe refusing to give up. Isabel winced at the cold drizzle on her face as she and Carlos walked arm in arm past sailors readying the ship to dock. Some coiled the heavy rope hawsers while others climbed the netting of the foremast shrouds to shorten sail. Everything—spars and shrouds and sails—dripped with rain. Seagulls screamed, scavenging in the ship’s wake.


A dozen or so passengers huddled in the lee of the sterncastle deck, their faces pale after the rough crossing from Seville. Isabel felt sorry for them but was secretly glad that she never suffered that misery on the water. Since the time she could walk she had often spent days at a stretch on her father’s ships. A few of the men, whether hardier or just more curious, stood at the starboard railing to take in the sights as the north riverbank slipped by. Isabel and Carlos joined them, and she gave a nod to an elderly Spanish priest. She had spoken to him briefly when they had boarded in Seville, a neat and quiet man who was bringing a gift of books to his friend Álvarez de Quadra, Bishop of Aquila, the Spanish ambassador in London. Isabel had brought something for the bishop, too. Not books, but news from Peru.


She looked out at the riverbank and felt a tug of emotion. England, once her home, lay close enough almost to touch. Yet she knew the priest and his fellow Spanish gentry must find the sight dreary. Farmhouses squatted in soaked fields. Hammers clanged from rough-hewn boatbuilding sheds. Riverside taverns hulked under the gray rain. Atop one, a weather vane creaked as it veered from east to west, then back again in the erratic gusts. In the chill, Isabel shivered. She looked at Carlos and almost smiled, remembering what he used to say about England. How can a country be so cold and wet at the same time? She thought of their home in sunny Trujillo, its earthy heat, its vivid colors, and in the distance its mountain peaks. The two countries could hardly be more different.


“All right?” he asked. He had seen her shiver.


He didn’t have to come, she thought. Her family’s troubles were her woes, not his, and there was pressing business to keep him home where his silver mine alone took half his waking hours. She wished he hadn’t bought that mine. They didn’t need the money, and the overseer drove the Indian workers like slaves. But she knew it meant a great deal to Carlos to be accepted as one of the mining fraternity of Lima. It made her grateful that he had insisted on voyaging here with her. Neither of them had wanted to be apart. She tightened her arm, which was hooked around his, and answered, “Better now.”


They were passing the grimy little village of Wapping, where the reek of decayed fish rose from the sailors’ alehouses and victualing haunts hunkered around the river stairs, when a sound came from some men at the railing, a low grunt. Isabel looked out at the muddy shoreline and saw what was transfixing them. A gibbet stood in the mud, and from it hung a man’s corpse. This was Execution Dock.


She felt her every muscle tense. The corpse’s skin had turned to the color of the mud. Will Mother look like that? She forced herself not to make a sound, but Carlos wrapped his arm around her shoulder with a squeeze, and she knew she had failed to mask her horror. She turned her face into his chest.


“Pirate,” he muttered, holding her close.


She looked up at him. How did he know?


“Short rope,” he said.


She looked again at the hanged man. English law reserved this special agony for pirates. With a short rope the drop from the scaffold was not enough to break the victim’s neck, so he suffered a slow death from strangulation. When his limbs jerked in death throes the people called it the Marshal’s Dance, because prisoners were brought here from London’s Marshalsea Prison. As a final mark of contempt, the authorities did not cut down a pirate’s corpse right away but left him until three successive tides had washed over his head. English law held pirates to be the worst evil in an evil world.


But all Isabel could think of was her mother hanging by her neck from such a gibbet. She felt sick, and looked up at Carlos. “I don’t think I can do this.”


“Yes, you can. I know you.” He added soberly, “Whatever it is, we’ll do it together.”


She loved him for that.


A flash of red on deck caught her eye. A little boy in a red cap running for his mother. It made Isabel think of her son. She said to Carlos, “Where’s Nicolas?”


He shrugged. Then suggested, “With Pedro?”


She jerked out of his embrace. “No. I thought he was with you.”


She saw a flicker of concern in his eyes. Their little boy was only four. He said, “Where did you last see him?”


“Climbing a cannon blind by the mizzenmast. The bosun’s mate pulled him down and cuffed his ear, which the little scamp deserved. I told him to find you and stay with you while I helped Pedro pack.” Behave yourself, Nico, she had said. No more climbing. We’re almost there.


They both scanned the gunwales where six small demi-cannons sat. A merchant ship needed defenses, but the armaments were minimal, and a glance told them that Nicolas wasn’t near the cannons. Panic lurched in Isabel. He climbed up one and fell overboard.


“We’ll find him,” Carlos said calmly. “You take the topsides, I’ll search the lower decks.”


She hurried past sailors and elbowed around passengers, looking in every nook, her eyes flicking along the gunwales, constantly imagining her son’s small body tumbling into the frigid gray waves. My fault. I should have kept him by me.


He was nowhere on deck. She was sure of it. She hurried down the companionway to the orlop deck, ignoring Carlos’s instructions. She was heading toward a victuals storeroom, almost out of breath from her hurry and her fear, when she heard it. A dull thump, thump, thump. It came from behind the closed door across from the storeroom. The carpenter’s cabin. She threw open the door.


The carpenter, a lanky man, was bent over a table pushing a planing tool that left in its wake a wood shaving curled like a wave. He was saying something about football but he stopped mid-sentence when he saw Isabel, and the wood wave drifted to the floor. There beside him was Nicolas, bouncing his green rubber ball, thump, thump, thump.


Isabel was so relieved she wanted to box her son’s ears for the fright he’d caused her. Instead, she swept him into her arms.


“Your boy, ma’am?” the carpenter asked. “He was telling me about rubber trees.”


Nicolas wriggled free of Isabel’s embrace and dropped to his hands and knees to rescue his ball rolling under the table. “I told him they grow as tall as Lima Cathedral,” he said, proud of his knowledge. He popped back up with the ball. “Mama, can you believe it? This gentleman has never seen a rubber tree.”


“I’d like to, though, lad,” the man said. “That’s the bounciest ball I ever beheld.”


Without a thought, Nicolas offered it up to him with a smile. “Here. I have another.”


Isabel saw her son’s eyes shine with the gift of giving. Her heart swelled. She was glad she hadn’t boxed his ears.


The San Juan Bautista approached the customs quay and London loomed. Dozens of oceangoing ships of all nationalities were moored in the Pool, their progress limited by London Bridge. The hundreds of masts bobbed in the choppy water like an undulating forest. The overcast sky had hastened the dusk, and a few torches already flickered at the Southwark end of the bridge, the city’s only viaduct and one of its three great landmarks. The first candles glimmered in windows of the merchants’ houses and shops that crammed the bridge, some of the buildings rising three and four stories. Beyond the bridge, to the west, was the second great landmark, St. Paul’s, thrusting its spire, the tallest in Europe, into the leaden sky. On the north shore, just before the bridge, stood the third landmark, the centuries-old Tower. Once a royal palace, always a fort, and often a prison, it was a forbidding precinct of several stone towers behind stone walls. Church bells clanged from the far northern reaches of the city, and a homey smell of burning charcoal drifted above the reek of fish and dung.


Isabel’s heart beat faster as she took it in. The last time she had seen all this, five years ago, the city had been under attack by the small rebel army of Sir Thomas Wyatt, who had reached the walls of London at Ludgate. She had pledged herself to help Wyatt, yet in the end she had helped to close the gate against him. She had done it to save her father’s life, but at what cost! Wyatt’s men had been cut down. The awful moment haunted her still. Carlos had told her afterward that the rebels’ defeat had been inevitable whatever her actions, but Isabel was not convinced. Who could say what might have happened if the gate had been kept open?


She shook off the memory. That day was past, and London lay before her now in all its gritty glory. She felt a flicker of the awe she had felt as a young girl, coming here with her father from their home in Colchester, a day’s ride away, and being swept up in the excitement of the brash, brawling capital.


The rain had finally stopped, and in the dusk the customs wharf swarmed with every kind of Londoner out to make a penny or a pound. Lightermen shouted for passengers, offering to ferry them into the city in wherries and tilt boats. Pie sellers hawked mince pies and rabbit pastries. Merchants’ agents haggled. Pickpockets silently slipped among the prospects, and whores lounged, their lips rouged, their eyes keen. It startled Isabel to hear English again. Her Spanish was not the best, but speaking it had become second nature, its mellifluous sound a pleasure. These hard Anglo-Saxon voices on the quay jarred her. Not roughly, though. More like being jostled awake. The sound of home.


The customs agents took their time, but finally Isabel and Carlos were free to disembark. They left Pedro on the quay to watch their belongings, and made their way with their son through the crowd toward Thames Street, where, at the corner of Mark Lane, there were stalls with horses for hire. Their destination was Colchester, and Isabel wanted to get there quickly. Sickening though her task was, it would be agony to draw it out. She had to get to Colchester jail.


Carlos swung Nicolas up onto his shoulders, and Nicolas laughed, pointing at a dog that had snatched a pie from a man’s hand. It eased Isabel’s heart. Her son was seeing everything with a child’s happy innocence. And why not? He had never met his grandparents.


Ahead of them the elderly priest from the ship was making his way through the crowd when a well-dressed man who was passing spat at the priest’s back. His spittle missed, and the oblivious priest carried on, but Isabel was shocked. At their stopover in Seville she had heard about the changes in England since the death several months ago of the Catholic Queen Mary. Her half sister, Princess Elizabeth, who was Isabel’s age, had ascended the throne and immediately declared the realm Protestant. Isabel knew of the country’s anti-Catholic bent, but to spit at a harmless priest? After the urbanity of Spanish Peru, she found such behavior revolting.


They reached the horse stalls and Carlos swung Nicolas off his shoulders and began examining the mounts, running his hand over withers, inspecting hooves. As a former captain of cavalry, Carlos knew horses. Nicolas trotted after him as they moved among the animals. “Papa, look at this one. It’s got silver dots!”


“A bay silver dapple. An Arab.”


“Like in the desert!”


The two of them disappeared among the horses, Nico chattering on.


“Isabel?” a female voice asked.


She turned. A woman finely dressed in green and gold velvet was peering at her as though searching her face for clues. She was heavily pregnant, though not young, her hair touched with gray at the temples under a pearl-studded velvet hat. “Isabel Valverde?” she asked.


“Yes. Yes, I’m Isabel. May I ask—”


“I am Frances. Adam’s wife.”


Isabel was stunned. Her brother had said nothing in his letter about being married. But then, he had said nothing about anything except the dreadful news.


“You didn’t know?” Frances said. She seemed very nervous. “I wasn’t sure. I mean, I don’t know how much Adam told you. About . . . the family.”


Isabel’s stomach tightened. Her throat seemed to close up. “My mother. Is she . . . ?” She couldn’t get the words out. Alive or dead? Suddenly, she didn’t want to ask. Wanted to keep on hoping. “How did you know?” she said instead. “About our arrival.”


“Oh, the ship’s boat came ahead with the passenger list. So we heard. We’ve been keeping a lookout for you for ages.”


“Have you?” It made sense. Adam’s letter, dated months before she had received it, had been slow on its long journey across the Atlantic to Panama, then on a packhorse train across to the Pacific, then onto another ship down to Lima. She and Carlos had taken passage from Lima as soon as she had read the news, but their journey here had taken months.


“Oh, dear, it’s so hard to know where to begin,” Frances said, her pale blue eyes blinking, her anxiety plain. “There is so much you don’t know.”


Isabel was certain now that her mother lay dead in her grave. She felt the strength sucked out of her. She didn’t trust her legs to hold her up.


“I’m sorry,” Frances said, offering her hand as though she saw how unsteady Isabel was. “This is a sad disappointment for you. You see, your parents . . . your mother. Well, she couldn’t be here to meet you.”


“She’s dead.”


“What?”


“They hanged her.”


“Hanged? Goodness, no!” she cried in horror. “Is that what you—? Oh dear, no, I assure you she is well. She and your father both hurried here, eager to meet you. We all stood right on this spot and watched your ship come in. But then, just half an hour ago, a message came from Whitehall Palace. They were both called away. Your mother and father are dining at the palace with the Queen.”
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The House on Bishopsgate Street


The Thornleighs’ great hall rang with excited chatter. Footmen bustled in with the Valverdes’ trunks and baggage, calling out to other servants who were rushing in to help. Isabel, almost breathless from asking Frances questions on the way, greeted her old nursemaid, Meg, who burst into tears at seeing her. Carlos switched between Spanish and English as he gave instructions about the trunks to Pedro and to the Thornleighs’ chamberlain. Two wolfhounds romped about, barking, and Nicolas chased the dogs, shouting, trying to pet them. Everyone was making noise, human and canine, when Isabel’s father came striding in at the far end of the hall, arms outstretched, booming, “Isabel!”


She whirled around. “Father!”


Nicolas gasped. “El diablo!” The devil! He pointed at the frightening man and ran to Isabel and clutched her skirt and hid his face in it.


The servants burst into laughter, and Isabel, laughing, too, tugged herself free of her son and hurried to meet her father. When they reached each other a sudden shyness overtook her, for it had been five long years since she had seen him, and she bobbed a curtsy as if she were eight and aware of how to behave in front of her elders.


“What’s this nonsense?” he said. “Come here, Bel.” He drew her into his arms and hugged her tight, and she had the dizzying sense of feeling eight indeed, when she had been in awe of his apparent omnipotence.


“El diablo!” Nicolas crowed again, but this time his face was bright with anticipation, for he had seen how he’d made people laugh and he wanted the same response.


“In English,” Carlos told him. “English in England.” He made this quiet command to his son as he came forward and offered his hand to his father-in-law, who grasped it and firmly shook it.


Isabel took a long, happy look at her father, thinking that Nico was not far wrong. If the devil had wanted to take a human form, Richard Thornleigh’s would be a clever choice. He was imposing, to say the least—tall, robust at sixty-one, with a sea-weathered face and a baritone voice that rang with authority. He wore a maroon leather patch over the eye he had lost before Isabel was born, while the other eye, blue and clear, watched the world with a sharp interest that missed nothing. A self-assured devil, made to beguile converts, she thought. “Papa is right, Nico, use English,” she told her son, relishing the moment, “and you must also add your grandpapa’s proper title. It is your lordship, the devil.”


“Ha! Quite right,” her father said, amused. “Though I’m not sure what that makes her ladyship. By heaven, I can’t wait to see her face when she sees you.”


“Aye, you’re a sight for sore eyes, Mistress Isabel, that’s for true,” Meg the nurse said, sniffling into her handkerchief. Isabel gave the old woman’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze, and her father added with warmth, “Isabel. Carlos. Welcome home.”


“And me,” Nicolas piped up.


“This is for you,” her father said, grappling the boy and tickling his ribs. Nico squealed and squirmed, and Isabel looked on, loving it. Two minutes after meeting one another, her father and son were fast friends. Baron Thornleigh, she thought, still amazed at how her parents’ lives had been transformed. And Mother, now Lady Thornleigh, at this very moment at Whitehall Palace with the Queen. Her father had always done well as a wool cloth merchant, but that success was mere chaff compared to the high rank he had been elevated to. Isabel felt almost giddy at what she had learned in the half hour it had taken for Frances to bring them here.


“I hardly know where to begin,” Frances had said, looking rather uncomfortable. They were walking up Cornhill Street with Carlos, while Pedro followed with Nicolas and three footmen Frances had brought to carry the luggage. The trunks had been sent ahead in a cart. “You see, the Queen . . . well, Princess Elizabeth back then . . . she befriended your mother and—”


“Befriended her?” Isabel said in wonder. “How? When?”


“Well, I suppose it started almost five years ago.”


Isabel shared a look with Carlos. Just when we went to Peru. “But what sparked this friendship?” she asked.


“The Princess was . . . out of favor, shall we say, with her sister, Queen Mary.” Frances paused, looking flustered. “Queen Mary was a misunderstood sovereign. I knew her well, and I will not slander her. Still, it is true that she was harsh with her sister, and that—”


“But what about my mother?” Isabel pressed. She cared nothing about the dead, old Queen Mary.


Carlos said, “Adam wrote that she was in prison in Colchester. Was he mistaken?”


“No.”


“And was she really charged with murder?” Isabel asked.


“Yes.”


“Who was she accused of killing?”


Frances looked away. “Not merely accused. Convicted.”


“But who was it?”


Frances continued to avoid her eyes. She said tightly, “I do wish your parents could have met you at the quay. It’s they who should tell you all this. I know they wrote to you, but I suppose the letter arrived after you had sailed.” She carried on quickly, as though Isabel’s question could not be answered, at least not by her. “The nub of the thing is that Queen Mary died, and Princess Elizabeth became queen, and she showed her gratitude for your mother’s loyalty by rewarding the whole family. She pardoned your mother of her crime and made your father a baron. And,” she added, raising her head with obvious pride in her husband, “she knighted Adam.”


Rewards indeed! was Isabel’s thought now as she watched Nicolas giggle at her father’s tickling. The family’s new status was astounding. And the wealth that had come with it! Not least, this huge house on fashionable Bishopsgate Street. From the front door you looked across the busy road at the grand edifice of the Merchant Taylors’ Hall. The house was three elegant stories rising above the great hall they stood in, with its long mahogany table and tall stained glass windows and wall tapestries that glowed with silk threads of scarlet and gold and sea green. The grounds contained an orchard and a walled garden with graveled walks and a fountain. And this was just their town house; the new Queen had also gifted them with lands and manors in Wiltshire and Kent. She had also appointed Baron Thornleigh to her royal council of advisers, an extraordinary mark of her trust. Isabel found it dizzying.


But so much still eluded her. Had her mother really been guilty of murder? And why had Frances been so reluctant to name the victim? Why did Frances stand quietly now to one side, smiling politely but not joining in the household’s high spirits? To be sure, the discomforts of late pregnancy could drain the fun out of any woman. And, of course, she must miss Adam. Frances had briefly explained that he was away on business with the Queen’s navy, but Isabel sensed there was more to it. Her father seemed to ignore Frances, seemed almost to snub her, and Isabel wondered why. Yet, as she watched him play with Nicolas, she decided to put aside these mysteries and embrace what was thrillingly clear—that instead of the misery in which she had expected to find her parents, they basked in a friendship with the Queen. They lived in luxury. They were hale. All was right with the world.


“Come, let’s sit down to eat,” her father said with a clap of his hands. “The moment we knew you were coming your mother ordered a feast.” He called to the chamberlain, who was overseeing the servants carrying in the luggage, “James, tell cook we’ll sup. And let’s have some music.”


“Shouldn’t we wait for Mother?” Isabel asked.


“She’ll be home soon. And she made me promise to see that you are all fed without fail. I think she believes you haven’t eaten in five years.”


Everyone laughed, and James headed into the kitchen, calling, “Ho! Victuals!” Isabel was rounding up Nicolas, and Carlos was offering his arm to Frances to escort her to the table, when a man shouted, “Mistress Isabel!”


A wiry fellow loped in from the screened passage. Isabel’s hand went to her heart. “Tom! Is it really you?”


He reached her, out of breath, and tugged off his worn wool cap. “Ran all the way from the Spotted Grouse, my lady, soon’s I heard you was come.”


“Finished your grog first, I warrant,” Meg, the old nurse, jibed.


“Nay, that I did not,” he insisted to Isabel. “I swear it on my mother’s grave.”


“A grave she fell into from grog,” said Meg with a cackle as she left.


He winked at Isabel. “Can’t dispute that, my lady.”


She smiled, overjoyed at this familiar face. “Tom, I’m glad to see you.” She had grown up with Tom Yates. A clever jack-of-all-trades, he had been part of her father’s household for as long as she could remember. He had been a young man when she was a child, and his long, lank hair was now peppered with gray. He wore it swept back and tied in a queue with a grubby bit of leather, just as she had seen him do since she was little. He had always loved colorful clothes, and his jerkin now—what a fanciful affair! It was sheepskin, somewhat mangy, to which he had added an upright collar of red satin and gold tassels on each sleeve cuff that danced with his every move. She was glad that some things never changed.


“Is this your young ’un?” he asked, jerking a thumb at Nicolas.


“It is,” she said, bringing her son around, her hands on his shoulders. “This is Nicolas.” She saw that Pedro was watching Tom in awe at his forthright manner with her—indeed, the forth-rightness of all the servants here. Pedro understood no English, but none was needed to see the absence of servility in the household folk. Isabel felt a twinge of pride at her heritage. English liberty.


Tom reached for Nicolas’s head and swiped a hand past his ear. “Is this farthing yours, Master Nicolas?” He held up a shiny coin.


Nicolas’s mouth fell open in surprise, his eyes huge.


Tom tossed him the farthing. “It’s yours now.” Nicolas caught it, and his hand went to his ear as if he hoped to feel another coin sprouting there. A bubble of laughter rose in Isabel. Tom had dazzled her with the same tricks when she was a little girl.


Maidservants were bringing platters of food from the kitchen, and Tom grabbed three empty plates from a passing girl. He tossed a plate in the air, then another, then the third, and juggled them. “Would you pass me another, Master Nicolas?”


Nicolas looked up at Isabel with a question in his eyes, silently asking permission. She nodded. The maid had set the plates on the table and Nicolas grabbed one and then, shy but eager, offered it to Tom. Tom snatched it without disturbing the three plates he was already juggling and tossed the fourth one up, too, adding it to the mix. “And another,” he said.


“Hold on, Yates,” Isabel’s father said. “Last time you tried this the maids were sweeping up broken crockery all day.”


“Nay, your lordship, that were but practice. I’ve mastered ’er now.”


Nicolas was watching, enthralled by the flying plates. Isabel saw that Carlos, too, was enjoying the show, intrigued. “Can you do a fifth?” Carlos asked.


“Aye, sir. Try me!”


“Go on, Nico,” Carlos said. “Pass him another.”


“No, surely it’s not possible,” Isabel said.


Nicolas looked from her to his father, not sure whom to obey, but clearly wanting to see Tom take the fifth plate.


Isabel laughed. “All right.”


Nicolas grabbed a plate from the table. “Now?” he asked Tom.


“Hold your horses,” Tom said, his eyes on the four plates he was carefully juggling. Then: “All right. Now!”


Nicolas quickly handed it to him and Tom tossed it up. Servants had gathered to watch in a hush of suspense. James, the chamberlain, crossed his arms over his chest and eyed Tom with the cool interest of a gambler. Even old Meg had padded back in. Pedro seemed positively entranced.


“He can’t do it for long,” a young maid whispered to another.


“A shilling says I can,” Tom said. “To the count of a hundred? Any takers?”


“You’re on,” said James, which brought an appreciative “Ah” from the others, everyone now eager to see if Tom could accomplish the feat. “Would you count, my lady?” James asked Isabel.


Why not? she thought happily. She started, “One . . . two . . . three,” and soon the servants were counting in unison with her, their voices getting louder with expectation as the numbers climbed.


James good-naturedly goaded Tom, “You’ll never keep it up, man.”


“Said the whore to the bishop,” Tom replied.


The others sputtered laughter. Carlos chuckled, and so did Isabel’s father, and she shot Carlos a look that said, For shame, in front of Nico, but she was laughing inside.


“Thirty-seven,” they all chanted with her. “Thirty-eight . . . thirty-nine . . . forty . . .”


Tom’s plates flew in smooth loops. The counting accelerated. But beads of sweat glinted on his brow. Isabel thought, Can he keep it up?


“Seventy-one . . . seventy-two . . . seventy-three . . .”


A shout came from the kitchen. Everyone tensed. Would Tom drop the plates? A door somewhere slammed. Tom staggered a step. The plates kept flying, but their loops were now wobbly.


“Ninety-eight . . . ninety-nine . . . one hundred!” Isabel shouted it as exuberantly as the servants. Tom landed the plates with deft precision, one after another. A cheer went up. Nicolas jumped up and down with glee, crying, “He did it! He did it!” Carlos grinned at Isabel. Her father slapped Tom on the back. “Well done, Yates.”


“Thank you, my lord.” Tom looked a little wild-eyed after his exertion. He held out a hand, palm up, to James, who dug into his breeches pocket and handed over a shilling, which brought a round of applause.


Isabel’s father clapped his hands. “Now, let’s eat!”


The family took seats, and Isabel watched Tom guide Pedro into the kitchen, the lad looking as pleased as if he had made friends with a demigod. A manservant poured wine, and maidservants carried in platters of roasted goose, poached turbot, spiced cabbage, and baked apples, the aromas making Isabel’s mouth water. Across the table Carlos was helping Frances to a slice of goose, while her father, at the head, bounced Nico on his knee. Musicians had filed into the gallery above the hall and now launched into a gay galliard on their lutes and viols. A robust fire flared in the hearth, making the silk tapestries gleam. Isabel took it all in with a tingling contentment. She looked across at Carlos. He was sitting back, enjoying his wine, and smiling at her with a look that said: I’m happy that you’re happy. It gave her a little thrill, as if he had slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close.


Muffled voices sounded in the screened passageway. Some belonged to the servants, but Isabel caught one voice that lifted her heart.


“Where are they? Are they here? Where—” Honor Thornleigh turned the corner to the hall and stopped speaking when she saw them, gazing as though to hold the precious sight forever. “You’re here! You’re really here!”


Isabel got up and rushed to meet her, and her mother wrapped an arm around her and said, “Oh, my darling girl.”


Isabel threw her arms around her neck. “Mother.”


The men had got to their feet and Carlos came to Isabel’s side, and she turned to include him, feeling too much to speak. He gave her mother a respectful bow of the head, and there was a twinkle in his eye as he addressed her by her new title: “Your Ladyship.”


“Carlos,” she said, returning the smile. “Dear Carlos.”


“It is good to see you,” he said.


“And you, sir. Thank you for bringing her safe home.”


Isabel wiped away tears of joy, even as she noted that her mother’s beauty, at forty-nine, was no longer the blazing light it had once been. It was now a gentle glow.


“Oh!” her mother cried. “This must be Nicolas!”


“Come, Nico, don’t be shy,” Isabel said, coaxing him forward. Her mother crouched down and gazed at the boy as though he were made of gold, and Isabel felt a flush of pride. Nicolas didn’t know what to make of her inspection, but Isabel could see that he immediately trusted this lady who smiled right into his eyes and caressed his cheek. She also noticed, with a pang, why her mother had used only one arm to embrace her. The other, the right one, hung at her side as though useless, as though the sinews at her shoulder had withered. How had that happened? During some violence with the man she had killed? She itched to know, but this was no time to blurt, Whom did you murder? The dead arm, though, unnerved her, and when her mother rose again Isabel embraced her with a rush of pity.


Her father called everyone to sit and be merry, and there was a flurry as servants carried in more food and poured more wine, and the dogs barked and trotted about, and the musicians swung into a new tune with gusto. As Isabel took her seat beside her father she saw her mother pause beside him, and she caught them exchange an unguarded look that seemed fraught with unease. If she had not been reaching for a plate for Nico, and her parents had not been surrounded by the swirl of activity that they believed screened them, she might have missed it. Their smiles had vanished, and she heard her father ask in a low voice, “Has she sent him to Scotland?”


“Yes,” her mother said darkly.


He looked grim and said, “She has also recalled the Earl of Northumberland.”


“Who replaces him?”


A shake of the head from her father, a mute admission that he did not know. The two shared a bleak look. Then her mother carried on to her seat at the other end.


Isabel had no idea what they were talking about, and she would not have minded if it weren’t for the tension that had so obviously gripped them. The she they had referred to could only mean the Queen. And the troubled looks that had clouded their faces could only mean that all was not well. But the moment had passed, and everyone was now seated, and her father was on his feet, expansive with high spirits again and calling for a toast.


“To Carlos and Isabel—”


“And me!”


“And Nicolas,” he added amid the smiles. His tone turned serious. “God be thanked for bringing you all safely to us.”


Everyone drank. Isabel felt such a swell of happiness, tears stung her eyes.


Her father banged his goblet on the table and said, “Now, tell us all about the New World.”


Isabel was happy to oblige, for she adored their home on the coast in sunny Trujillo. “Well,” she began as others started eating, “when we first arrived we were like any dazed immigrants. Utterly confused. Everything looked so strange and different. I didn’t know an encomienda from an audiencia.”


“Isabel makes it sound worse than it was,” Carlos said with a smile. “We got along fine.”


“You did, speaking Spanish. It was all foreign to me.”


He shook his head and said to her mother, “She made friends with so many people, we dined with a different family every night.”


“Ah, but that was because of your success, once you became captain of the viceroy’s guard.” She was eager to let her parents know this. “The viceroy is Don Andres Hurtado de Mendoza. He is the representative of King Philip and oversees all Peru like a prince. He liked Carlos, and the trust he put in him changed our lives. It happened last year when a group of encomenderos rose up in rebellion. Carlos distinguished himself brilliantly in putting them down.”


Isabel’s mother raised her goblet. “To Carlos. Well done.”


He raised his goblet and said with a wry smile, “To the rebels.”


They all laughed.


“And because of that,” Isabel went on, “the viceroy rewarded him.”


“With gold? Land?” her father asked.


She smiled. He always got straight to the point. “With an encomienda,” she said. “That’s what everyone there wants. It’s a big grant of land that’s worked by the Indians. The whole country runs on the encomienda system. But only the King awards the encomiendas, through the viceroy, so the competition is fierce.”


“These Indians,” her mother said. “Are they your slaves?”


“Goodness, no. They’ve always worked the lands for their own rulers, the Inca leaders. They still live in the same villages they used to. All that’s changed is that the rulers are now Spanish.”


“Making the Spanish very rich,” said her father. He turned to Carlos with a probing look. “It seems that includes you. Am I right?”


Carlos nodded. “The encomienda is a good one. Produces more wheat even than the one the viceroy gave himself.” Good was an understatement, Isabel thought as she shared a look with him. She could almost feel his deep satisfaction. He wasn’t arrogant like so many Spaniards, but he was proud of how far he had come. And no one was more proud of him than she was. “And there’s our silver mine,” Carlos went on. “It’s producing well.”


“Silver!” Isabel’s mother exclaimed, impressed.


“I’ll send you a dozen sets of plates and goblets, Lady Thornleigh,” he said. “Only the Queen’s own will match the quality.”


“But what about the climate?” Frances asked. “Do you not die of the heat?”


Isabel was a little startled. It was the first time Frances had joined the conversation since they had arrived home. “No, I love it,” she said.


“Ha,” her father said. “Just like your mother.”


“And the food,” Isabel went on. “We pick lemons right off the trees by our veranda. There are bananas, pineapples, coconuts. They have a grain that’s like tiny pearls, called quinoa. And they prepare whitefish by soaking it in lime juice, no cooking at all, and it’s delicious.” She knew she was rattling on, but it was such a pleasure to be speaking English again. So easy. So comfortable. “And there’s a pear-shaped fruit with black skin rough as a snake, but inside is a luscious, pale green, velvety flesh that’s as rich as butter. They call it avocado.”


“Sounds wonderful,” her mother said. “Oh, for fresh fruit and vegetables.” She wrinkled her nose at her spoonful of spiced cabbage to make the point. “I long for spring to sow my garden. Perhaps I should plant some avocado seeds.”


“Seeds?” Nicolas said with a sputter of a laugh.


“They’re very large,” Isabel explained. “Big as a baby’s fist.”


“Goodness me.”


Her parents quizzed Nicolas about his favorite things in Peru, and he said making sand castles by the sea, and playing tops with Pedro, and riding Father Bartolomé’s one-eared donkey. Isabel listened, tickled by his Spanish accent as he spoke English, and pleased that he was doing so well. She tried to have him keep up his English at home, but having lived all his young life in a Spanish land he was Spanish through and through.


He was yawning.


“Nico,” Carlos said, “time for sleep.”


“I’ll take him upstairs,” Isabel said.


“No, stay and talk. Enjoy.” Carlos got up, saying to their son, “Vamos, Nico.”


She kissed Nicolas good night, and he bowed to his grandparents, then to Frances, and then he and Carlos went off, hand in hand.


Isabel looked across the table at her sister-in-law. Frances was idly poking a piece of roast goose with her knife, most of her food untouched. No appetite, apparently. Because of being so heavy with child? It was hard to get used to the fact of Adam being married to this quiet, sad-looking lady who had to be ten years older than he was. Isabel felt sorry for her. “What about you, Frances?” she asked. “We’ve rattled on about us. I’d like to know about you. Did you grow up in London? Who are your people, your family? And how did you come to wed my wild brother?” She added with a laugh, “I hope you’ve tamed him.”


Frances went still, her face turning pale. Isabel was aware of a heavy silence. Her father set to cutting his meat. Her mother took refuge in a swallow of wine. Isabel couldn’t understand their coldness to their daughter-in-law. Frances was clearly upset about something, and their behavior, especially her father’s, was downright rude.


“It has been a long day,” Frances said. “I shall say good night, too.” She got to her feet, making the dogs at the hearth raise their heads.


“Oh, I know what it’s like,” Isabel said. “I got so tired in the weeks before Nicolas was born. When do you expect to be delivered?”


Tears welled in Frances’s eyes. In her effort to subdue them she clasped her hands tightly together above her bulging belly. “A month. God willing.”


She’s afraid of childbirth, Isabel thought with a rush of sympathy. She stood and reached across the table and took her sister-in-law’s hand. It felt chilly and chapped. “You’ll do fine,” she said, and gave her a squeeze.


Frances offered a hesitant smile. “I hope you’ll visit me, Isabel. Later, once you’re settled.”


“You don’t live here?”


“No.”


“Their house is on Lombard Street,” her mother said. “Frances, thank you for bringing them from the quay. And, of course, you’re welcome to stay the night.” The words were generous, but the tone was not.


“Yes. Thank you. But I’d rather be home.” Then, to Isabel, “Do visit me, won’t you?”


“I will.”


“I’ll call in James to have someone take you,” Isabel’s father said, not even bothering to look at Frances. He started to get up.


“Don’t bother, sir. I’ll find him.”


Then she was gone. The dogs settled down again at the hearth. Faint sounds of women’s chatter came from the kitchen as the maids cleaned the dishes.


In the silence, Isabel’s mother said, “Richard, you really must try.”


“I do. But, by God, she’s the last woman I would have chosen for Adam.”


“Well, it’s done. Till death do them part. We must accept it.”


He seemed about to say something more, but stopped himself and poured another goblet of wine.


Isabel was bursting to ask for details, but feared Frances might still be within hearing. Instead, she allowed herself a verbal poke to her father. “You once said, sir, that Carlos was the last man you would have chosen for me.”


They both looked at her, her father with a frown.


Her mother’s lips curved in a small smile. “Your father is man enough to admit when he’s been wrong. Aren’t you, Richard?”


His expression softened. “In your case, Bel, dead wrong.” But there was no mirth in him as he added, “In Adam’s case, I doubt it.”


Isabel was tucking Nicolas in. He had said he couldn’t sleep. He missed Pedro, who usually slept with him. In all the excitement, Pedro had been lodged in the servants’ quarters. Isabel made a mental note to correct that tomorrow.


“You don’t have to check under the bed for ogres. Papa already did,” Nicolas told her as she snugged the blanket up to his shoulders. They were speaking in Spanish. He added, as though to break hard news to her gently, “He does it better than you. He checks with his sword.”


“There are no ogres in England,” she said. A single candle cast its light from the bedside table, making him look small in the big bed, all alone. “They were rounded up and told to leave.”


His eyes grew large. “Where did they go?”


“Back to Ogreland. They’re having a big feast there now. They’re glad to be home, with their brothers and sisters.”


“I wish I had a brother. He could play tops with me when Pedro’s busy.”


“You’ll soon have a cousin. Your aunt Frances and uncle Adam are having a baby.”


“Tonight?”


“Soon.” She kissed his forehead.


“A song, too,” he negotiated.


She was singing softly to him, his eyelids growing heavy, when her mother appeared at the doorway. Isabel beckoned her in as she kept singing.


Honor sat down on the opposite edge of the bed, and they both watched Nico’s eyelids drift shut as Isabel’s song ended. Then she felt her mother’s gaze on her. “I’ve read your letters so many times, Bel, I think I’ve memorized them.”


“I did the same with yours,” Isabel said. “But, oh, it was hard to wait the months for the letters to reach us. Especially this last year, hearing nothing after Adam sent the news.”


“And so you made that long journey just for me.” She shook her head in wonder. “My darling.”


“It’s worth it, just to see you again.” Could she ask now? Whom did you kill?


Her mother nodded, smiling. They both looked again at Nico, the living embodiment of their bond of blood. “That was a pretty tune you were singing. I wish I understood Spanish. What was it?”


“Just a ditty the friar sings to the children.”


“Father Bartolomé? With the one-eared donkey?”


“The same. He’s a good teacher. Nico adores him.”


Her mother smoothed a wrinkle in her skirt, as though to avoid comment. Was she disturbed, Isabel wondered, that the priest would be teaching her grandson the Catholic catechism? It tripped her for a moment, realizing that she should have thought of this. She had come home to a country that had turned Protestant. She said quickly, to avoid that topic, “Nico knows his letters so well now. He’s quick.”


Her mother ran her hand tenderly along Nico’s foot, which lay under the cover. “He’s a sweet boy.” She had to reach across herself with her left hand, Isabel noticed. The right arm hung limp.


“What happened to your arm?”


She didn’t answer right away. When she did, the words were terse. “Queen Mary’s agents. They got wind of a rebellion plot and detained me. Questioned me. Their techniques are not gentle.”


Isabel gasped. “You mean . . . the rack?”


She nodded. Then gave Isabel a searching look. “You’re wondering, was I involved in the plot?”


“I’m wondering how you could bear the pain.”


She shrugged. “Not much choice.”


“Will it heal? In time?”


Her mother shook her head. She seemed to have accepted the affliction.


Isabel had to know. “Were you involved?”


“I don’t deny that I wanted Queen Mary deposed.” Her eyes locked on Isabel’s. “Your sympathies once lay there, too. Wyatt’s uprising.”


It sounded like an invitation. Or a challenge. “That all seems a long time ago.”


“Not so long. Five years.”


“Long enough for everything here to have changed. You are fast friends with the new Queen.”


“I’m proud to say that I am.”


“She was grateful to you, Frances says. Was it because of what you suffered for her sake?”


A sharp look from her mother.


It seemed obvious to Isabel. “The goal of any rebellion must have been to put Princess Elizabeth on the throne. Was it for information about her that they tortured you? Frances said—”


“Frances does not always know what she’s talking about.”


Isabel heard the reprimand. She let the subject drop. Other issues felt more pressing.


“Mother, is there something wrong? Something to do with the Queen? I heard you and Father talking.”


“Did you?” was the steady reply. It sounded as though she wanted to say more but was unsure if she should.


“You can tell me. I haven’t crossed an ocean to see you just to chat about lemon trees and donkeys.”


Her mother’s smile was warm. “No. You are made of sterner stuff.”


“So tell me. What’s amiss?” She sensed a deep anxiety in her mother’s eyes that belied her outward calm.


Her mother reached across Nico’s sleeping form and took Isabel’s hand. It was a gesture of trust, and it moved Isabel. “This must be between us alone, Bel. Matters of state. Promise me that you will keep—”


Nicolas jostled, murmuring incomprehensible words in his sleep. His movement tugged the open collar of his nightshirt away from his throat, revealing the gold crucifix on the chain around his neck. The cross glinted in the candlelight, and Isabel saw her mother’s eyes drawn to its glimmer. Something in her face changed, hardened, like a door closing. She withdrew her hand from Isabel’s.


“Well,” she said, “perhaps we should let the child sleep.”


Isabel knew that tone: I don’t wish to discuss this. It made her feel cold. Why did her mother suddenly not want to confide in her? “He’s fine,” she said. “He won’t wake up until dawn. What were you going to say?”


Her mother looked at her as though gauging how to reply. Her eyes went back to Nicolas’s crucifix. “I see you’ve become Catholic,” she said.


“Impossible not to, in Spanish Peru.” Isabel had tried to say this lightly, but the heavy significance of her next words was impossible to hide. “Does it matter?”


Her mother was still. Then her face softened. A smile twitched her mouth. “When I was a girl of, oh, seventeen, I think, an academic vicar came to visit my guardian. Sir Thomas was well known for his writings, and often received such guests.” Isabel nodded. She knew her mother had been a ward of Sir Thomas More, a scholar and adviser to King Henry VIII. “Sir Thomas had written a book in Latin that was popular, called Utopia,” her mother went on. “It was about a fictitious island commonwealth in the New World, where the people, though heathen, were morally upright. The vicar had come in all earnestness to ask Sir Thomas for the island’s exact location. He intended, he said, to make a missionary expedition to bring to the ignorant Utopians the blessed civilization of the Church.” She laughed lightly. “A most delicious fool, for the place is purely imaginary. Utopia means ‘no place’ in Greek.”


Isabel smiled. A charming tale. Yet she wondered what the point was.


Her mother’s smile faded. “Protestant. Catholic,” she said, shaking her head. “I shall never get used to people killing one another over the best way to reach another imaginary destination, called heaven.”


Confusion prickled Isabel. The blasphemy was not to her taste, although she admitted she felt the same disdain her mother did for the violence that men committed in the name of God. But what bothered her more was her mother’s shift of topic. Does it matter? Isabel had asked. She had not received an answer.


Her mother got to her feet. “You haven’t said how long you can stay, Bel,” she said pleasantly. “I hope we can keep you all here until well after Christmas.”


“I hope so, too. Carlos does need to get back eventually, but . . . well, Christmas was always my favorite time.”


“Good.” Her mother blew her a kiss across Nicolas. “Sweet dreams.” She started for the door.


“Mother, why don’t you like Frances? You and Father?”


She turned. “I don’t dislike her. We have accepted her.”


“Not the same thing, is it.”


“No,” she conceded. She looked loath to go on, but then said, “You should know, Bel. Queen Mary’s agent, the man who put me on the rack—it was Frances’s brother.”


Isabel was so shocked, she could not speak. Questions exploded in her mind. Who was this vile man? How could Adam have married a woman whose brother had tortured their mother? But one thing was clear: the reason behind the chilly current that ran between her parents and Frances.


“That’s not all. You should know everything. Frances is a Grenville. Her brother was Lord John Grenville.”


The name stunned Isabel. And lit fury inside her. The long feud between the house of Grenville and the Thornleighs had brought her family so much misery. “Will those terrible people never leave us in peace?”


“They have now. I killed Lord John.”
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Adam’s Appeal


Secrets. Evasions. Whisperings. Isabel felt so frustrated she wanted to kick something. Wanted to snatch a snowball from the boys squealing over a pitched battle between the Cheapside shops she was passing and hurl it. But at what? At whom? The boys with their snowballs in the lane were skirmishing with adversaries plainly in front of them, but her adversary was not made of flesh and bone. It was a tension, an atmosphere, a mood. Nothing she could stand up to, or even touch. Just whisperings. Evasions. Secrets.


She had been stunned by her mother’s calm admission that she had killed Lord John Grenville—though she felt that no man deserved it more for torturing her mother. But when she had asked for an explanation of how it happened she had got an outright refusal. “No, Isabel. It’s behind us. I never want to hear that name again.” She had asked her father about it the next day, but he was even more terse. “May he rest in the hottest flames of hell. Forget Grenville. And don’t trouble your mother about it.”


But how could she forget it? She was part of the hostility between the two families, like it or not. She had been there, in her parents’ Colchester parlor six years ago when Grenville’s father had shot her mother. Isabel had seen her father strike the man down before he could shoot again. Her mother had survived, thank God, but now here was this thunderbolt—John Grenville had tortured her and then she had killed him. Where would the brutal feud end?


Or had it, with Adam’s marriage? Had Frances Grenville been the peacemaker? Frances herself might have shed some light on the matter, but Isabel felt so bewildered by the union of her brother with a daughter of the house of Grenville that she had shirked her promise to visit her sister-in-law.


The mystery was not the worst of it. She might have accepted being shut out of the closet of family skeletons, since it was clear that passions still simmered. Wounds were still raw. Perhaps her parents simply found it too hard to talk about. After all, she had been back amongst them for only three days. In time, her mother might speak her heart. But Isabel knew they were shutting her out of more, and that hurt her deeply. They were involved in some precarious business with the Queen, she could feel it. Though heaven knew she saw little enough of them. They spent all day at Whitehall Palace, and when they came home separately, her mother looking weary, her father looking worried, they immediately put on a front of high spirits for her and Carlos and deflected every question she put to them about the Queen. “Let’s have some supper first,” her mother would say brightly, and then steer the conversation to inquire what Isabel and the others had done that day. Had Nicolas enjoyed the bear garden? Did Carlos find the Smithfield winter fair amusing? Isabel felt it like an insult. She had crossed an ocean to come to her parents’ aid, and they treated her as though she were not even part of the family. Just a visiting guest, someone worth only a false face. Someone to hide secrets from.


Her hurt feelings smoldered—and her curiosity burned. She had visited the servants’ quarters in the mews to ask Tom Yates what he knew about it, but was told that Tom had been sent on an errand to her father’s country estate. She had then stooped so low as to question a shy young footman, and even Ellen, the businesslike cook. But they had blinked at her in silence, members of the conspiracy. That was when Isabel knew her frustration was making her unreasonable. Conspiracy? How could she think the servants would know about royal doings at the palace? So that morning, after Pedro had taken Nicolas back to the bear garden and Carlos went to see a visiting merchant from Seville, she had gone to the kitchen and apologized to Ellen, bewildering the poor woman even more, then told her she was going out to Cheapside to buy Christmas gifts. She had taken refuge in the brisk walk across the city in the cold air. But then, at Chastelain’s shop on Goldsmith’s Row, the proprietor’s behavior had been the last straw.


“Please send it to my father’s house on Bishopsgate,” she had told him as he tied a tag to the gold salt cellar she had bought for Frances. She started to tell him the location, but he shook his head.


“No need, my lady, I know your parents’ house well. Lady Thornleigh is a valued customer. We missed her during her troubles.”


“Troubles?”


He glanced up, and looked as if he had said more than he should. “There now.” He quickly tightened the string’s knot, evading her eyes. “Will there be anything else?”


Conspiracy was what it felt like. Isabel bit back her humiliation and told him that no, that would be all. She asked him, barely civil, if booksellers could still be found at St. Paul’s. She slammed the door behind her as she left.


The biting cold air helped. The bustle of shoppers on Cheapside, too, for she was not the only one buying Christmas gifts on Goldsmith’s Row. Yesterday, when she had crossed the busy thoroughfare with Nicolas, she had tried to explain that “cheap” had once meant “marketplace,” but he’d asked where the pineapples and bananas were, and she realized that Cheapside’s array of sumptuous goldsmiths’ houses, where the wares gleamed in the windows, did not fit her son’s notion of a market.


Pineapples and bananas, she thought. Sunshine and bougainvillea blossoms. The beauty of Peru was so at odds with frigid London, its streets of muddy snow, its pewter-colored sky. A few snowflakes were falling, pristine and pretty as they drifted past rooftops where smoke curled from chimneys, but even the snow became dirty the moment it touched the ground. She had girlhood memories of wonder at London’s grand buildings—St. Paul’s, Guildhall, the famous livery companies’ halls, Westminster Hall—but the city now seemed to her a crowded jumble of smoke-grimed shops, crumbling facades, trash-littered alleys, and smelly ditches. London wore its age like a seedy old man. In Peru, no Spanish building, not even Lima’s lovely cathedral, was much older than Isabel herself.


And the London beggars—they seemed to be everywhere. Men, women, children, huddled in rags, scabbed with sores, blank-eyed with hunger. Were they desperate country folk, drawn to the city for sustenance? Had recent harvests been such a disaster? Or was this the legacy of Queen Mary’s harsh, mismanaged reign, dying with her a year ago? “Bloody Mary”—that’s what she had heard her parents’ servants call the late Queen. Whatever the cause, Isabel felt pity for the unfortunate souls in this city of chilly, pinched-faced want. It sent her thoughts back to her sun-kissed house in Trujillo that overlooked the sparkling sea. She and Carlos had dropped everything to come to England, but he could not stay away indefinitely. The viceroy did not permit absentee encomenderos. A brief visit to Europe was allowed, but nothing prolonged. The viceroy could retract Carlos’s encomienda grant and award it to the next deserving man. Very soon, Isabel would have to start planning their return voyage.


What a jumble of emotions she felt. It would be hard to leave her parents after seeing them so briefly. And she longed to know what was troubling them. But if they would not talk to her, what could she do? Their life was here, and she was no longer a part of it. It hurt. And sparked her resentment afresh, a feeling that smoldered as she carried on to find the gift she wanted for her mother, a newly published Herbal. Gardening was her mother’s passion. She loved getting her hands dirty with daffodil bulbs, rose cuttings, and pear tree grafts. The quest brought Isabel to the end of Paternoster Row, which led into the churchyard of St. Paul’s.


The precincts of the massive Norman cathedral were crowded, as usual, and she squeezed past people thronging the ice-slick cobbles. She knew there would be a bazaar atmosphere inside, for Londoners used the cathedral’s interior to transact every kind of business. Merchants hailed colleagues to discuss trade news. Gentlemen came to hire servingmen who lounged by the pillars. Ladies strolled arm in arm to gossip. Illiterate folk paid scriveners to write letters to their relations in the countryside. Whores trolled for customers, and pickpockets and confidence men eyed their marks. As a child Isabel had often stood with her father while he and his associates discussed developments in the wool cloth trade, and she had liked watching the lively dramas going on around them. Once, she stood next to a portly gentleman craning his neck to look up at the painted ceiling—clearly not a native of London—and a young man kindly pointed out to him that the place was full of pickpockets so he would do well to remove the impressive gold chain around his neck and conceal it in his sleeve. The visitor did so, with fulsome thanks for such helpful advice. A few minutes later there was a fracas near the doors—some scuffling and raised voices that drew the attention of everyone—and when it died down Isabel saw the look of panic on the visitor’s face. The chain had vanished, and so had the friendly young man.


Today she was interested in none of the hubbub inside the cathedral. She made her way to the outdoor booksellers’ stalls snugged between the mighty stone buttresses. She navigated between an old woman leading a donkey laden with firewood and a bony dog snuffling at the muddy snow, and she reached the tables where books were laid out under a rough canvas awning that sagged between poles. She stood elbow to elbow with customers who were haggling with the booksellers and let her gaze range over the tomes on mathematics and animal husbandry and astrology. There were beautifully illustrated almanacs, and calendars of celestial events called ephemerides, and manuals for surveyors and carpenters. And there were dozens of pamphlets with sermons. It seemed that Londoners, newly and passionately Protestant thanks to their new Queen, could not get enough of sermons. But amid all these she finally found the Herbal she wanted, a freshly printed edition with extensive diagrams, bound in handsome green leather.


Isabel was paying for the book when a shout almost made her fumble her shilling change. It came from around the corner. People from the far end of the bookstalls were scurrying to investigate, disappearing around the cathedral. More shouts, louder, angrier. Isabel felt a prickle of alarm. Best to leave.


She tucked the book into the pocket of her cloak and hurried away from the stalls. Her route led her in the direction of the shouting, but she was careful to skirt the commotion and stay well clear of the crowd. It was growing, though, with people running in from all directions. Like to an execution, she thought uncomfortably. The center of the commotion was Paul’s Cross, the raised outdoor pulpit where leading churchmen regularly preached sermons to throngs of Londoners. It held no preacher today, but Isabel saw a wild-eyed man scrambling up its steps, shouting curses. Two men were close on his heels, groping at him to stop him. He was quicker and made it to the top.


“A bastard heretic calls herself our queen!” he cried out to the crowd. There were gasps from the people. “She is a foul sacrilege!” he ranted. “God will smite her! Smite the fornicating heretics who follow her, all of you!”


Isabel was trying to get out of the churchyard, but it was slow going with so many people jammed in, everyone moving closer to the commotion while she was trying to go the other way.


The two men going after the wild-eyed man in the pulpit reached him and one punched him in the face. The other grabbed him by the collar and heaved him down the stairs. He tumbled down and fell in the muck. He struggled to his feet, crying out, “God will smite you all! Every fornicating whoreson dog among you!”


Someone in the crowd yelled back, “Shut your face, you God-rotting papist!” and hurled a rock. It struck the side of the man’s head and he lurched, then fell, bleeding. One of the men who had pushed him out of the pulpit came tearing down the steps, his face a livid red. He kicked the fallen “papist” in the belly.


“Hold off!” said a gentleman in a jeweled cap, stepping between them to shield the kicked man. A Catholic sympathizer, apparently. Another “papist.”


The red-faced man lifted a dagger and plunged it into the gentleman’s shoulder. There were gasps from the crowd, then shouting. The gentleman swayed, clutching his shoulder. Three servants with him reached for him in horror, supporting him, one desperately pressing his bare hand to stanch the blood from his master’s wound. The red-faced assailant bolted, running straight into the crowd. People made way for him to escape, calling gleeful encouragement. Then several men among them surged forward and began kicking the fallen, wild-eyed man who had screamed curses from the pulpit. Suddenly, everyone seemed to be running, swarming both him and the gentleman’s frightened servants.


Isabel felt the press of bodies pushing her that way, too, and their hot, angry breath as they yelled, “Down with papists!” It was like an ocean tide, impossible to fight. A man’s elbow jabbed her ribs. He didn’t notice her as he yelled at the mob’s victims, but the sharp pain made Isabel stumble. She fought to stay upright, panicked at the thought of being trampled. The panic gave her a jolt of strength and she finally pushed free—at least a little more free, into a pocket of space where the crowd was surging around a lantern post. Her cape had gotten wrenched tight at the throat, and she loosened its strings, catching her breath, glad to be out of the crush of bodies. She was looking for a way out to the street when she saw a black-bearded man pointing an angry finger at her from the edge of the crowd.


“Crucifix!” he shouted.


Her hand went instinctively for the gold cross at her throat.


Several men beside the bearded man turned to look at her in fury. “Papist!” one yelled.


They came at her so fast she froze. Then she twisted around to run. But two more men lunged at her from that direction, including a huge laborer who pushed her shoulders with both hands, the force of it like a board that walloped her backward. She staggered, groping for support from the man behind her. But he stepped aside to let her fall. She hit the ground on her back so hard it knocked the breath from her and pain shuddered up her spine. The faces looking down on her blocked the sky, a blur of hate-filled eyes and shaking fists.


“Filthy papist whore.”


She struggled to get up. A boot stomped her chest, pinning her to the ground. Terror flooded her. A primal fear that set her mind screaming for help from Carlos. “Socorro!” she cried. Help!


“What’s she jabbering?”


“Spanish,” the bearded man growled. “A papist trollop, and Spanish to boot.”


“If the papists take over we’ll all be talking Spanish. Or God-cursed French.”


“Aye, they’ll force it down our throats like the stinking bread they call Christ’s body.”


The bearded one crouched down and thrust his face next to hers and grabbed the thin chain of her crucifix, his jagged fingernails scraping her skin. “Filth,” he growled, and jerked the chain, snapping it off her neck.


Another face loomed close to hers. Broken teeth and red whiskers and a stink of ale. Even in her terror Isabel knew he was not like the others; he was calm. It made him all the more frightening. “Bring her over,” he said, jerking his chin toward the church wall. They grabbed her arms and dragged her despite her furious squirming. They took her to an alcove. She felt its darkness. Her fear dug deep. No one could see her here.


They dropped her, but the red-whiskered man instantly grabbed her hand, his eyes on her ruby ring. She wrenched her arm free. “Let me go!” He snatched her hand back and yanked the ring, but could not get it past her knuckle. He whipped out a knife, then looked up at an accomplice. “Keep her still.”


Thick legs in boots straddled her. She made a desperate lunge to get up, but the accomplice thudded down on her, sitting on her chest, knees up, his crotch in her face. She could scarcely breathe. This brute clamped a hand around her wrist and forced her hand into the air so that the man with the knife had clear access. Isabel felt sick with terror. He was going to carve off her finger! She kicked wildly and thrashed to get out from under the brute.


“Won’t be still, eh?” He bunched his other fist and raised it to punch her face.


Hands from above grappled the brute’s shoulders and hauled him off her. Isabel sucked in a breath as his weight lifted. She suddenly saw daylight. Then a face that made her gasp. Adam!
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