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‘Bold, evocative and brave – Gulliver’s Wife is a revelation in story-telling. I am in awe of Lauren Chater’s talent. Gulliver’s Wife had my heart from the opening line and didn’t let go until long after I finished the final page. An exquisitely told tale of love, loss and the magic of life.’
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‘Wise, tender and heartening… Chater shows a deft hand in authentically recreating the challenges and injustices faced by the spirited women in her novel so that their setbacks and triumphs felt like my own.’
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‘Filled with evocative details of life in early 1700s London, Gulliver’s Wife is an enthralling reimagining of the lives of the women around Lemuel Gulliver, and an invitation to consider the untold stories of women throughout the history of literature.’
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‘A beautifully written novel that maintains a page-turning pace, heightened suspense and literal wonder on every page.’
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‘Gulliver’s Wife is exquisite, empathetic and engrossing storytelling from an extraordinarily gifted writer.’
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For my mother, who taught me

about the wonders of life and death

and everything in between





‘It is an inexpressible pleasure for travellers, when after many traverses and tossings too and again, they return quietly home to their studies and rememorates all the unexpected pleasure that they encountered with upon the one coast, and the horrible vexations and confusions that they had upon another.’

The Ten Pleasures of Marriage, Aphra Behn, 1682

‘…a wife should be always a reasonable and agreeable companion, because she cannot always be young.’

Gulliver’s Travels, Jonathan Swift, 1726






Prologue

The sea has given birth to a man.

He dreams on a bed of sand and his dreams are slippery. They beat a gentle cadence: the soft whisper of plumage, teasing his mind with tokens of the past. His first fight as a student at the local grammar school, the fizz of blood in his veins, the taste of copper. His opponent’s face – he cannot recall the boy’s name – crumpling beneath his fist, features vanishing in a glossy oil painting of skin and teeth. He sees his mother’s thin body hunched over the writing desk, begging Uncle John for funds to send him to Cambridge college. Most of all, he dreams of the river, its start in Trewsbury Mead and then its course through the centre of London. He remembers a poem once read to him by his tutor, a few paragraphs of shambling script the man wrote himself. The work was badly formed, but one phrase stuck, one image: the Thames was the river of time, his tutor said. Between its currents we were born and within its muddy borders we must expect to expire.

The water of this Indian Ocean is so different from the Thames, though.

He lifts himself, or tries to, first one leg and then the other. They will not turn to account; his legs appear stuck fast, bonded to the sand with ropes of kelp. His guts cramp. He jerks his head upwards. A patch of hair near his forehead rips free of its moorings and beneath the searing pain, he feels blood pool in the cradle of his ear.

God save me.

Gulls wheel overhead, pale wraiths against the fading light. Their raucous cries split the air and raise goose pimples on his bare skin. When he set out from Bristol with the rest of the crew – a lifetime ago, it seems – two crows tore each other to shreds in the sky above the mast and a maelstrom of feathers and guts rained down across the deck.

‘An omen,’ someone said, and the others laughed. Did he laugh with them? He cannot remember, but the shrill noise of the gulls now fills him with a sickening dread and he can see himself as they see him, looking down from a great height. There is his hair, the colour of wet sand, fanned out against the shore and there his arms, hands clenched by his sides.

Struggle as he might, he is caught, fastened like some ancient sacrifice. It’s useless to fight. He would do better to rest and conserve his energy for the struggle ahead, for whoever has him ensnared will surely return. There is no magic, after all. He, Lemuel Gulliver, is a man of logic and science. No room for pagan belief, omens or imaginings. When his opponent returns, he will take his chances and then, somehow, he will find his way home.

The sun is beginning to sink on the horizon, just visible if he gazes down past the bridge of his nose. Water tickles his feet. The incoming tide.

Each surge brings a spate of foam rushing up his legs, the sound muffled through the blood clogging his ear. Although he should be tense, he finds his muscles relaxing. He allows his head to fall back until he is floating, weightless. The water is warm. This is the end, he thinks, and the thought no longer seems troubling. There are worse ways to go. Laid out on an operating table beside his organs, or waiting for his guts to strangle him to death like Jimsy and the others whose bodies now rest at the bottom of the sea. It proved beyond him to help those men, but perhaps he can help himself. He can free his mind of its bonds, help cut away the extraneous fetters that tie him to this life. One by one, he sets them loose: his daughter, his son, his maps. His wife.

A blast echoes, like the bugle cry of a horn, and his eyes fly open. Darkness. Water is everywhere, waves splashing up his cheeks. He is pulled in every direction, rolled into the surf. His mouth opens wide in surprise, allowing a glut of seawater to surge in. Unable to surface, he drinks, and as the water fills his lungs, imagines he is drinking the ocean dry. There will be nothing left but brittle coral and the pearly bones of dead men.

Dizziness spins his head. He spits out a mouthful of bitter brine. Now seemingly unbound, he claws the current with his hands, legs kicking. Exhilaration swoops through his body, inflating his limbs as he breaks the surface. Water slaps his chest, his toes grip the sea bed. Each breath is a bellows, a furnace sparking fire in his chest.

The shore within grasp, he lunges out and falls headfirst, flailing, into the wash. Spent, he lets the small waves caress his face.

Only then does he hear the voices.
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Wapping, London

April, 1702

‘Widow Gulliver, is it true your husband once saw a monster?’

Everybody turns and Mary’s cheeks grow hot under the hawkish scrutiny of a dozen pairs of eyes. The confinement room above Stewart’s bakery seethes with gossips. Some are Sal Stewart’s neighbours, but others hail from further afield – Sal’s sister, for instance, who has travelled from Dorset on the coach. Ranged about on sofas and chairs, they are waiting, expectant, wine glasses half-raised to parted lips.

Mary frowns at the bed where she is knuckle-deep in Sal’s privities. The presence of gossips is an unfortunate necessity. Should Sal’s infant die, their testimony will protect her from whispers of murder and witchcraft. Mary is so used to performing her tasks in front of an audience that the intrusion of voices doesn’t often bother her. Today she wonders if the benefit is worth the fuss.

‘Perhaps,’ she mutters. ‘I cannot say. I wasn’t there.’

The gossips explode, all of them talking at once, reminding her of a fire that broke out six months ago at the builders’ yard. How swiftly that single column of flame multiplied, flaring over and over, until every man was hacking at the burning rigs in their timber cradles to save the ships before they burned. The women toss questions at her: How big was the monster? What did it look like? How did he fight it off?

‘I don’t know,’ she says, or, ‘I can’t presume.’

When they tire of the subject, talk turns to other things: Queen Anne’s impending coronation, the Spanish war, the treacherous French, the soaring cost of sugar. Poor Sal, sweltering on the bed, is all but forgotten.

‘How are you faring?’ Mary says. Beneath her hands, Sal’s body shudders. Sweat slicks her face and neck. She wears a man’s knee-length cotton shirt, her breasts splayed beneath the thin fabric, nudged aside by her belly’s heaving swell. ‘Not long now.’ Mary smears the blood and mucus from her fingers onto a clean clout.

Sal struggles onto her elbows. ‘You felt it? The child?’

‘Yes, he’s a good head of hair on him. I hope you’ve trimmed enough bonnets.’

Sal’s face breaks open in a smile before the pain begins to build and she must succumb to the spasmodic urges of her body. Mary tracks her movements with a sharp eye. This is the second child Mary has helped Sal birth; she remembers the first, a white-skinned poppet who, despite Mary’s fervent ministrations, never opened her eyes in this life. Sal’s grief-struck keening haunted her for weeks afterwards. She couldn’t help thinking of her own lost souls back in the early days of her marriage, their clotted endings in the chamber pot after a night of cramps. Many physicians (and even some midwives) consider a lifeless child a gross aberration, but Mary has never thought it so. Each child, however tiny, however imperfectly formed, is human in her eyes; each worthy of its mother’s love.

Sal’s groans intensify. ‘Lord help me,’ she mutters, bunching her husband’s shirt in her hand. From downstairs comes the rhythmic thump of fists pummelling dough and the yeasty smell of bread loaves rising in a hot oven. The gossips have quietened. Someone passes sweetmeats, but the platter of candied fruits and marchpane revolves twice before returning to the table, untouched. Everyone has lost their appetite for both conjecture and comestibles; their attention is riveted, at last, on the struggle taking place at the edge of the bed, where Mary has propped the baker’s wife on her knees. The close air in the room is charged. All the women feel it, though they won’t admit the truth even to themselves: low-down tugging, the sympathetic contraction and stretch of uterine walls.

With much encouragement, the baby’s crown appears, an ellipsis of dark matted hair, vanishing and reappearing. Each surge brings Sal’s infant closer to the moment of separation, the slippage between two existences. Mary dangles the eaglestone near Sal’s buttocks. The small geode belonged to her mother, who used it to tempt little imps out of their cosy wombs.

On the cusp of this precipice, Sal’s body flags.

‘I can’t!’ she wails, after another half an hour of pushing has passed. ‘I’m done!’ She pounds the mattress with her fists and writhes, possessed. The women step back; even Kat, a ruddy country wife who birthed six of her own, looks sorrowful and cannot summon the right words to help.

Mary leans down, whispering encouragement, pleading, promising, until Sal’s spirit reignites and she roars.

The child slips out into Mary’s hands: greasy, shivery blue, sprouting black hairs on his head as soft as thistledown. Apoplectic cries tremble his body; his legs jerk like a frog’s. Mary cuts the navel cord and hands him to his mother, who collapses back on the bed, pulling him to her chest. The room fills with the sound of contented suckling. Kat opens the shutters, warm sunlight flooding in as mother and infant observe each other, the baby’s lids already at half-mast.

Mary, bundling up the afterbirth, notes the tender way Sal cradles her dimpled deity. In all the years she’s been helping women birth their babies, this first meeting between mother and child still strikes her as nothing short of sacred. Life is hard for Mary’s clients, not just its inception but its continuity. A bout of illness, a lean winter, wars fought in distant lands: any one of these things can tip the balance. She knows, better than most, how fortunes can tumble, how luck, good or ill, can mean the difference between plenty and poverty. Infants under her care are always expiring because their very grasp on this life is fragile as the roots of a primula. When Mary was a girl, she used to pester her mother, demanding to know why death claimed some and spared others. Over many years, she’s come to accept that there are no answers, no talismans or potions which can halt death in its tracks, but knowing she has played her part in the triumph of these living births is its own reward.

George Stewart appears in the doorway, twisting his apron nervously, his dark hair floured winter-white. Mary shows him how to make a cradle with his arms.

‘Why, he weighs no more than a loaf of rye,’ he says, blinking down in wonder. The infant purses his cupid lips, dreaming of milk, milk and more milk. George’s forehead creases, no doubt thinking of the little girl, resting under the grassy hump in Bonehill. Mary blows gently over the newborn’s face until he crinkles his nose and flutters his dark lashes.

‘He’s beautiful, George,’ she says, her smile full and warm. ‘A healthy boy. He intends to stay.’

‘Aye,’ George says, bestowing clumsy kisses upon the small fingers welded tight to his own. ‘Aye, Mary, you’re right.’



On the step of Stewart’s bakery, Mary swelters in the afternoon heat, clasping an enormous basket of loaves and cakes. A warm breeze teases the folds of her red midwife’s cloak and billows the loose stomacher and wide grey sleeves; the flexible fabric allows her to catch slippery babies with ease or wield a mattock into the hard earth of the garden. Around her, women depart the bakery in groups of twos and threes, complaining of the heat.

‘Farewell, Missus Gulliver!’ calls Elsie Burr.

‘Good luck,’ Mary calls back. ‘God be with you!’

Elsie grins and pats her belly. Only a few weeks stand between this day and her own confinement, although since she lives upriver, she falls under Midwife Hopkins’s care. Her hatless hair gleams as she strides away, arm in arm with her mother. They pass a hog rooting through a pile of steaming refuse; alerted, it lifts its head and charges. The older woman screams but Elsie, clutching her stomach, chases after it. For a woman approaching confinement, she is remarkably spry, but then Mary has known pregnant women threatened by danger to summon the combined strength of four or five men. She’s seen one mother face down a rabid dog and yet another mount a burning staircase to drag her children to safety.

The frightened hog veers left and Elsie pursues it all the way to the corner, shouting obscenities. When it disappears, she returns, red-faced, and the two women resume their slow perambulation.

‘That one will have no trouble in the confinement room.’

Mary turns to find one of Sal’s many cousins standing nearby, clutching a worn travelling case. The woman’s face is tanned and freckled under the broad brim of her hat. Even here in Wapping – an East London melting pot of impoverished dockland families, nomadic sailors and enterprising businessmen – the woman’s old-fashioned dress and way of speaking marks her as other. She is, perhaps, the wife of a farmer who works the fields beyond greater London.

‘I’m bound for Bell’s Inn,’ the woman says. ‘There’s no room here at Sal’s. Kat has crammed everyone in the parlour, sleeping head to toe. She is bossier than a shepherdess with a wayward flock and I would rather spend the night with a stranger than listen to her scold.’ She peers into the basket George has filled with loaves and cakes. ‘Will you need help eating all those?’

Mary smiles. ‘My daughter Bess is always hungry.’

The woman clucks. ‘I hope you will enjoy some yourself. You deserve it. I’ve no babies of my own, but if I did I would pray for a midwife like you. It was your encouragement made the difference to her today. I noticed, even if others didn’t.’

Mary flushes. ‘Sal would have done it herself,’ she says. ‘With or without my encouragement. Women sometimes do not know what they are capable of.’

The woman eyes her, curious. ‘How long you been a midwife?’

‘Forever, it feels like. It’s a long story. Too long for me to go into now… My mother taught me the trade, but she died when I was young. I didn’t practise again for years, until my late husband went to sea.’

Sal’s cousin nods, taking in her words. ‘Your husband, the storyteller?’

‘Late husband.’

‘Ah, yes. I’m mighty sorry for your loss.’

She shrugs off the woman’s polite platitude. It’s been three years now since Lemuel left on the Antelope, two and a half since a lad from the dry docks came to tell her that his ship had sunk off the coast of Sumatra. The funeral was held in Nottingham. She’d watched the men carry his empty coffin into the family crypt, expecting at any moment to see him spring out of the congregation and announce it was all a hoax. When the last of the mourners left, she approached the coffin to say her final goodbyes, a chill creeping up through the dank earth to numb her legs.

Her grief was complex, a mystery even to herself. Letters had begun to arrive before they’d left London for the funeral – invoices demanding payment for credit accounts held in her husband’s name. One missive contained a sum so staggeringly large the shock sent her, trembling, to her knees. Flicking through the invoices was like perusing a directory of London’s most popular amusement halls. Names swam before her eyes – the Green Grasshopper, the Cheshire Cheese, the Rose and Lamb. Places she’d never even heard of, much less set foot in. Domestic mysteries unravelled as she remembered how each time Lemuel had returned from sea, he’d handed over a paltry amount of coins ‘for your keeping and that of the children’ and then the next day begged money from her purse, which she forfeited to keep the peace. All along, he’d been racking up more debts, out of her sight. In the crypt, there was no body to direct her anger towards, only an empty timber casket. She remembers leaving without a backwards glance, thinking that although the debts would need to be paid, there was some relief in knowing he would never again walk into their lives, bringing trouble with him like a swarm of fleas.

Mary points Sal’s cousin in the direction of the inn and the woman says her goodbyes. The last of the gossips sidles past her on the step with a muttered, ‘Good day,’ and then the bakery is empty, at least until George thumps back downstairs to reopen.

Mary’s house is only three streets away, but the heat and the basket impede her progress. Four men jog past, resplendent in fine livery, hefting an empty sedan chair between them. She imagines hailing them, the exquisite sensation of airy weightlessness, but she can’t afford to waste coins on such luxury. She turns down a narrow walkway clogged with pedestrians and livestock, cradling the basket to shield its contents from the rough elbows of passing labourers and the unwanted attentions of bare-footed cress girls brandishing limp produce on oilskin trays. Despite her blithe reply to Sal’s cousin, the loaves and cakes in her basket are sorely needed. When she gets home, she will divide the cakes into eighths, wrap them in thick layers of muslin and place them in the cool buttery to ward off the mould. The prized white bread (not their usual coarse brown, stamped with the despised H for housewife) will be safely stored in its basket. Each day, Alice – their maid – will slice off a hunk and crumble it onto a plate to be eaten with their supper broth, and in the inventory book Mary will scratch her nib through One slice of Mister Stewart’s bread and place the ledger back on its shelf. Thus their happy windfall will not be greedily gobbled but added to the pool of victuals that account for their monthly food expenses.

A door nearby opens and Mirabel Pearce emerges, a rolled-up hearthrug tucked under one arm. She shakes the rug, unleashing a thick cloud of soot that sticks in Mary’s throat. Mirabel is all apology, her face streaked with smuts. ‘Let me fetch you a cup of ale, Missus Midwife,’ she says. ‘Step inside and see the twins.’

Mary thanks her but waves the woman off.

‘Shall I send Dora down later with some jellies?’ Mirabel persists. ‘She’s fixing some for Mister Pearce. His ship came in yesterday, praise God. We’re so thankful to have him back. I fairly fell at his feet, such a relief it was to see his blessed face.’

She waits for Mary to walk on before resuming her violent drubbing. What a strange beast marriage is, Mary thinks. Only last month, Mirabel was lamenting her lot and confiding the morbid conviction that her husband would meet his end at the hands of cannibals or mutineers. Thank God for Mary’s own freedom – for the ability to work and enjoy the fruits of her own hard-won self-sufficiency. Her children, praise be, are well fed and their material needs met. Johnny, at the grammar school in the north, is a little too far away for her liking, but with time and luck, she will accrue the funds to move him to a London institution nearer home. Her eldest child, Bess, has a lively intelligence and an aptitude for letters and book-learning many would envy.

Life as a working woman without a husband has its blessings – not that she would ever admit as much to Mirabel Pearce for fear of causing a scandal. She is proud of her frugality, her ability to cope with disaster – disaster, after all, has been her constant companion, always waiting until she falls asleep to show her images of debtors’ prison or whisper threats of ruined reputations. When, six years ago, they lost the surgery and had to move across the water from London to Southwark, she’d barely been able to sit still for worrying. She’d flitted like a bee trapped inside a bottle, pausing only long enough to scribble notes to anyone who owed them money. At night, her chest pained her, a phantom corset crushing her ribs, strangling her breath. She pictured their possessions carted off, cold ashes blowing in the grate, even the fire taken from them. The courts took a dim view of those who could not pay their debts. As a girl, she’d spent long hours in Newgate Prison, helping her Mam deliver the infants of labouring women who’d pled their bellies in exchange for a few more weeks or months of life. Dying in childbed seemed an infinitely better prospect than enduring the lewd attentions of the guards, the strippings and beatings.

‘I know a man,’ Lemuel had said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Owes me a favour. We shall turn it round, you’ll see. Have faith in me, Mary, for the love of God.’

But she’d lost faith in her husband years ago.

Their destination – the Needle in Wapping, the house where they now reside – was let to them by a friend of Lemuel’s uncle and Mary had to admit it was better than what their last savings would have netted them elsewhere. At least the beams were dry, the planking solid. A freshly painted signboard, etched with needle and thread, hung over the door. The previous tenants – a merchant and his bride – had moved upriver and left some good pieces of furniture behind: a timber bedstead, a china cabinet, oak chairs bearing hardly a scratch. Best of all, they had drained the soil in the vast back garden and planted fruit trees, planning for a crop of figs and limes. It was not difficult for Mary to integrate her own cuttings and herbs. Lemuel left for sea soon after they moved in, promising vaguely that he would send money back when he could. A few months later, when nothing had arrived, Mary learned from a sailor’s wife that no money ever would come since an advance had already been paid against projected profits. Lemuel had simply not given her a penny of it. She would have laughed if she’d had the strength. What else was his deceit but confirmation of what she already knew? If she and her children were to survive, she would have to take on the responsibility herself.

That very day, she had marched down to Anne Clifton’s house and asked to be trained as a midwife. Six years’ experience has taught her discipline. It has given her a sense of identity and completion she could never have achieved when she was a young mother, running Lemuel’s surgery in Fetter Lane, spreading straw over the bloodstains.

At least she need not rely on anyone but herself.
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Inside the Needle, Mary is immediately assailed by voices, one sharp, the other soft, coming from the kitchen – Alice, instructing Bess how to cook a haunch. Mary imagines her maid’s wide face, scalded red with steam from the hob and Bess’s sulky one, hair frizzed by the heat. Loosening the ties on her midwife’s mantle, she hangs the crimson cloak on the row of hooks, a sense of warm contentment washing through her. The hallway is filled with dappled golden light. There are just enough hours left in the day for her to dig out a new plot for the borage, presuming she can resolve the domestic discord in the kitchen, where raised voices climb in frustration as the pots continue to boil.

‘’Tis ruined.’ Grim-faced, Alice tilts the pan so that Mary might better observe the burned butter. ‘A white sauce is not tricky, missus, but it does require watching. I turned my back on her for one second. What’s to be done? That was the last of the butter. Now the mutton will be dry as kindling.’ The maid darts an accusing glance at Bess, who slouches against the cabinet, arms folded over her stained smock.

‘’Twasn’t my fault,’ Bess mutters. She turns towards the plates, refusing to look at the maid who, at twenty-one, is seven years her senior. ‘I was only doing what you asked. The sauce ruined itself.’

Alice grips a brush and begins to scrape the bristles over the blackened pan. ‘If you had been paying attention,’ she grumbles, ‘instead of ruminating over that pamphlet –’

‘What pamphlet?’ Mary says at once.

Bess squirms against the dresser, her hand creeping into a bulging pocket. ‘It’s nothing,’ she protests but her hesitance as she digs out the forbidden pages and places them in Mary’s outstretched palm suggests the resigned demeanour of a shoplifter caught with the proceeds of her crime.

Mary scans the pamphlet, the relevant information highlighted in bold letters. Murder is one word; hanging, another. The date of the forthcoming execution is stamped indelibly in lampblack.

‘Bess,’ she says, disappointment battling dismay. ‘Where on earth did you find this?’ The question is rhetorical; Bess is a magpie, always seizing on small cast-offs and scraps of ephemera dropped near the market by careless hands. Pamphlets are popular all over London, especially amongst the lower classes who lack the distraction of playhouses and pleasure gardens. After years of working and living in Wapping, Mary sees no distinction between her own family and those born poor, although she won’t stoop to buying the pamphlets, Jeremiah Grape, the parish constable, prints in his horrid shop to sell to the masses gathered on hanging days.

Mary avoids Execution Dock when she can. As if the rough crowds and deafening noise are not bad enough, the grim reality of the killing strikes her as particularly callous. Are there not enough ways already for a person to die? And if the law decrees they must, would it not be better for the act to take place in private? Wouldn’t God desire his subjects be treated with dignity and compassion, whatever their sins? Of course, she’s never voiced her opinions, anticipating their unwelcome reception from neighbours like Missus Pearce, who, for all the charitable work she performs on behalf of Wapping’s orphans, will happily recount the gruesome details of the hanging of the notorious pirate, Captain Kidd, to anyone who asks: ‘When the first rope broke, there were some as declared he ought to be pardoned but the next noose did the job and he was good and dead after that. You can still see his body, hanging in its gibbet at Tilbury Point. I hope it will be there when the twins are grown, so that they might learn where the path of wickedness leads.’

Mary has never taken Bess to Tilbury. At fourteen, the girl is still prone to occasional nightmares. They don’t distress her the way they did following her father’s death, but Mary still hears her sometimes, muttering in her sleep, fighting the bedclothes. Since her withdrawal from Missus Priest’s Ladies’ School three years ago, she’s been directionless, helping in a haphazard way with household chores but often sneaking off to her bedroom or to Lemuel’s old study, leaving Alice to perform the bulk of the work. Although Mary starts each day with the best of intentions, determined to impress upon her eldest child the merits of duty and responsibility – the two creeds which have governed her entire existence – there’s always some crisis demanding her attention, a medical emergency or a plant which needs harvesting. Each day ends with her crawling, exhausted, into bed while in the next room Bess remains blissfully unchastised.

Crossing to the hearth, Mary balls the pamphlet in her fist and throws it into the flames.

‘Since you can’t be trusted to help with supper, Bess, you’d better go up and straighten your room. And no more of this hanging business, it’s unbecoming. People will talk.’

Bess holds her gaze for a long moment, pink-cheeked and defiant, before she stalks out.

A relieved silence wells in her absence. Alice, abandoning the pan to prod the sizzling haunch, nods approvingly to herself.

‘This come for you,’ she says, wiping her hands on her apron and handing Mary a cream envelope inscribed with her name.

Mary takes the letter but does not open it. Instead, she says, ‘Missus White will surely spare us some butter. Nip down the street and ask her, will you, Alice? I’ll remake the sauce when you return.’

She waits for Alice to leave. The letter is from Richard, her late husband’s cousin – a short note, advising of his imminent return and enquiring after the family’s health. As she unfolds the last crease, a small sprig of dried hyacinth falls into her lap. The faded racemes have lost a little of their brilliant purple lustre but the remaining scent, sweet and heady, brings a tired smile. Richard often sends such jewelled tokens of his regard, a reminder of the early days of their friendship. She pictures him in his lawyer’s chambers in Fleet Street, carefully extracting the dried bloom from the pages of a legal tome.

Tucking the sprig into her hair, she busies herself at the hob, pinching the stubborn haunch with the tongs until it rolls, exposing a flank of pale, uncooked flesh. She shakes back her wide sleeves, heat melting on her hands and cheeks. Perhaps one day… But she will not allow herself to think of their joint households yet. Work and children come first, as Richard knows. Her duty to her clients, forged on an unimpeachable reputation, is more important than any girlish desire to be touched or loved. There’s no urgency, is there? Nothing should be done in haste but the gripping of a flea – that’s how the proverb goes.

They have all the time in the world.



The third time she spoke to Lemuel Gulliver, aged seventeen, he told her she was as beautiful as the sun. Well, that is no great compliment, Mary thought, pragmatic even at her tender age. To look upon the sun is blinding and its heat, in summer, intolerable. Unless he means I’m constant and never changing? Pa always absented himself when Mister Gulliver and his cousin arrived. Muttering apologies, he hastened off for an appointment with a pin man in Ludgate or to cast his eye over a shipment of silk newly arrived from the East. Mary longed to go with him to visit the family of Huguenot weavers who made the hair ribbons they stocked in the shop, silky lengths of spruce green and starry violet and cherry pink. But no; she must stay and help the gentlemen with their selections.

On her eighteenth birthday, Lemuel visited the shop alone and gave her a silver locket with his portrait inside and told her he was going away.

‘Oh,’ she said, crestfallen, for by then she’d begun to look forward to their company – Lemuel, fair and fine-mannered, and Richard, shy and dark and always sporting a rash of pimples across his cheek or neck. If Lemuel was going away, that meant Richard would be, too.

The cousins were like twins born to different mothers. Whether it was watching men wrestle a crocodile at the Hand and Dial, chasing salubrious breezes in the city’s pleasure gardens or braving the wild rapids near London Bridge, the cousins were inseparable. Lemuel’s booming voice filled the shop with their adventures, Richard chiming in every now and then to correct a detail, but more often content to stand back and let his cousin do the talking for them both. Their company was a welcome alternative to the fussy old gentlemen who patronised Burton’s Hosiery, or worse, their valets, who stank of wet wool and horseshit and pressed themselves against her when she turned around to unlock the samples.

But Richard was already away – called north to visit his ailing grandfather – and Lemuel could not say for certain when or indeed if he’d return. Mary’s stomach swooped each time she thought of Richard seeking her gaze and chatting with her quietly while Lem admired his legs in the fly-spotted looking glass. Knowing her interest in plants, Richard always brought her a cutting, the stem wrapped in damp muslin. She kept them in saucers ranged about her chamber and pressed them between the leaves of her heaviest books to trap their redolent perfume which, to her, was the scent of hope.

‘Will you be gone long?’ she said, distracted. ‘When will you return?’

‘You are so sweet, my dear, to be concerned for my welfare,’ Lemuel said, placing his hand over hers on the counter. ‘I’m away to Leiden to learn physic and complete my studies. Two years I will be gone. When I return to London, I plan to open my own surgery.’

‘A surgeon? Then you’ll want much finer hose than Burton’s can supply, sir. We will have nothing to tempt you.’

‘On the contrary,’ he said, lowering his voice and brushing her ungloved fingers with his own. His hands were thinner than hers, the fingers long with squared-off tips. The silver locket – later lost in the move between houses – twinkled hopefully on its linked chain, a heart-shaped promise she dared not touch. ‘It’s my fervent hope I will have something to tempt you. We can be married before I go. I’ve spoken to your father, who has given his blessing.’

He meant to be kind, but she would have snatched her hand back if she were not so afraid of offending him. How she wished it were Richard making this offer. Perhaps, Mary reflected miserably, she’d mistaken Richard’s intentions. Had he tired of her company and this was his way of avoiding an embarrassing confrontation?

Swallowing her disappointment, she tried to imagine what life might be like, married to a man like Lemuel. She saw herself stranded on a bobbing flotilla of ice, cast away from everything she’d ever known, only her husband for company. Was it nerves or a portent of some darker future? She did not love him; of that she was fairly certain. But could she? Did it matter, if she were well provided for? At least she would no longer need to endure the attention of the pinch-bottoms in the hosiery shop. And would marrying him mean giving up her tantalising dream of joining the midwife’s trade? Despite all the things she’d witnessed assisting her mother in the birthing chamber – women spitting and clawing like lunatics, privities so torn and bruised they made pissing an unbearable agony, small, still bundles carried past a knot of silent siblings – she missed the excitement, the thrill of new life squirming in her bloodied hands. When her father died, his trade would die with him, so her choices were either to marry or apply for a licence to train as a midwife. If Mam had survived, Mary would have begged her for advice. As it was, there was nobody to ask except for Pa.

‘You are a fool if you refuse him,’ her father had said, his embroidery needle quivering. ‘You will get no better offers. He is training to be a surgeon, you know. You could do worse – his cousin will only be a solicitor, little better than a parson without a parsonage. I have set something aside for a marriage portion but it is not enough to live on comfortably unless your husband has money of his own. If your mother were alive she would say the very same: marry and forget the midwife’s trade. Please your husband and give over any thoughts of your own industry. ’Tis unbecoming in a woman. Gentlemen prefer a wife to think solely of them.’

He’d rubbed his eyes with a scarred knuckle, his sight already troubling. How many more years did they have before it gave out completely? Since Mam’s death, it was just the two of them. How could she expect her father to care for himself while she took up a midwife’s apprenticeship? There was a part of her that resented Pa – and Lemuel, too – for forcing this choice on her but another part whispered that there was no choice; there was only survival or poverty, family or isolation. When viewed this way, her marriage could be seen as an investment, a fortification against misfortune. And perhaps, in time, Lemuel might encourage her to seek her own path of learning, so she could help women the way her mother had taught her.

They were married the Sunday before Lemuel’s departure, in full view of the Church. She would have preferred a quiet day, the better to quell the speculative whispers and knowing winks of the congregation, but Lemuel wanted to show her off. After the exchange of rings, he led her past his smirking friends and the raucous revellers followed them all the way to their lodgings in the Old Jewry, Lemuel laughing at each man’s vulgar catcall, showering the crowd with glittering pennies. At every street corner, Mary searched in vain for a glimpse of Richard’s face. His conspicuous absence felt like a reinforcement of his disinterest in her future. When she put the question of his whereabouts to Lemuel, he merely shrugged and said he was not his cousin’s keeper. If Richard chose not to attend the nuptials when he had been dutifully informed, that was his decision.

Mary’s bridesmaids, hired by Lemuel, were mercenary shopgirls who pecked off her bridal dress while they chattered like barnyard hens. Shivering in her thin shift under the bedclothes, she waited for the last of the gallants to leave, for her bridegroom to find his way upstairs and seal their transaction. But when he joined her, dressed in a nightshirt that barely covered his hairy knees, he was surrounded by men she did not recognise and so drunk he could barely walk unsupported. Ignoring her squeaks, they flung back the bedclothes and deposited him, groaning, beside her.

Dawn found her still a virgin, the hot spear she had anticipated revealed to be nothing more than a flaccid disappointment. Hunched by the window, sipping lukewarm mutton broth, she’d watched the sky lighten from indigo blue to pallid grey, wishing with all her heart that it was Richard, not Lemuel, snoring in the bed behind her.

A week later, Lemuel was Leiden-bound, having left her to organise the furnishing of their rooms and oversee the ordering of the comforts he expected to find on his return: wine, candles, soap, coal. Hannah Woolley, the London doyenne of household instruction, advised newly minted wives not to abuse the freedom of their husband’s purses, nor throw money away on trifles and luxuries. Mary had no concerns in this regard, having spent the past few years managing Pa’s accounts. Thrift was her trademark. With Lemuel gone, there was nothing to do but act the role of wife as best she could. With luck, they would soon be blessed with children. God would not be so cruel as to deny her that joy when she had fulfilled her duty to her father by marrying a man she did not love.

‘Married?’ Richard said in astonishment, when he arrived on her doorstep a month after the wedding. Travel-weary, he clutched a wilting bouquet and his hat. Lemuel had written to him from his lodgings at Leiden and told him to look in on her at this address. Imagine his shock, to learn his cousin and Mary had joined hands without informing him! Had she not known his true intentions towards her? His hopes for their joined future?

‘But the letter,’ she said, prickling all over with sudden fear. ‘The letter he sent, the invitation to the wedding…’

‘What letter?’

A lump lodged in her gullet at this proof of Lemuel’s deception – the first of many. As she stood there trembling, a boy from the clockmaker’s at Clerkenwell arrived bearing Lemuel’s wedding gift – a jewel-toned timepiece. Years later when it was sold, its absence on the mantel brought stark relief. She had come to associate it, in her mind, with that day of revelation and the dreadful moment of realising exactly what she had lost.



The front door slams. In the kitchen, Mary straightens.

‘What a time you were, Alice,’ she says into the dim passageway. ‘Bess and I have eaten. Where on God’s earth have you been?’

Alice leans against the doorframe, drawing long, ragged breaths. Pale-faced, she runs a palm over her greasy scalp, blinking in bewilderment. ‘Lucy White,’ she croaks. ‘She’s been raped, in her own home. The constable’s there now, speaking to her husband. Lucy’s in no fit state –’ She snaps her mouth shut, as if she can keep the awful truth at bay by holding in the news.

Pushing her onto a stool, Mary fetches an ale. The maid gulps down the draught and wipes her lips with a trembling hand.

‘Constable Grape asked Missus Clifton to examine her. I saw Lucy first; she didn’t want to talk to anyone but me. I cleaned her up best I could.’ She looks up at Mary, the whites of her eyes glimmering half-moons. ‘They haven’t caught him yet. Disguised himself, didn’t he? Wore a handkin over his face. He might have done worse, if Robert White hadn’t come home when he did. Might have murdered her where she lay.’

Her voice catches and her head droops, as if the effort of holding it erect is too much to bear. Mary squeezes her shoulder. Leaving Alice nursing the empty mug, she hurries out into the hall to check the bolts. The criminal could be anywhere – over the river or hiding in a warehouse at the docks. He could be searching the streets for another soft target – a house, perhaps, devoid of menfolk and manservants. How can two women and a young girl hope to defend themselves against such violence?

The hall blooms with dusky shadows. Dry-mouthed, she tests the chain, fingering the metal links strung across the door. She counts the bolts, rattling each one in turn over and over until she can be certain they are secure. Cold iron wards off ill luck, her mother used to say. But can it repel a violent man?

In St Gregory’s parish last year, a seven-year-old girl was seized outside her parents’ house, carried off right under their noses by a blackguard who poured ale down her throat and raped her in a nearby building. That man met his maker at the end of a Tyburn rope but it was the child Mary had thought of as pamphlets of the man’s demise circulated. The child, who had now to live with the memories of what had befallen her as well as the physical curse he’d bestowed – a virulent case of the pox.

Thank God her Bess is safe upstairs.
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Bess is lying on her bed, communing with her dead father’s spirit and dreaming of escape when she hears the bang of the front door, followed by scurrying footsteps. The urgent noises remind her of the day news of Pa’s last fateful voyage arrived – the one which split her life into two phases, ‘before’ and ‘after’. Creeping into the corridor, she peers down the stairwell to see Alice join her mother beside the front door. The two women confer quietly, heads inclined. Bess cranes as far forward as she dares, watching her mother’s agitated gestures, the emphatic flick of her wrist. What can she be saying? What has happened? There’s still enough light for Bess to discern the worry lines around her mother’s mouth, the way she splays her hand against the timber door as if the Needle is a fortress she must defend, an English-built Batavia ringed by trenches and canals and coconut trees stretching up into a godless sky.

A baby, Bess thinks suddenly and her interest sours. Something has gone wrong and Mam is being called out to make an urgent delivery. Nothing else could possibly inspire her mother to such a state of heightened animation. Mam thinks of nothing but babies unless she’s in her garden and then it’s herbs that occupy her mind. If Bess were a hollyhock, Mam might notice her for long enough to enquire about her day or take the time to encourage her hopes and dreams. But Bess is just a girl, unworthy of her mother’s attention, her feelings of less value than a mewling infant’s. It’s not surprising Mam misunderstood her interest in the hangings. If Pa were here, he would have understood her curiosity. He understood everything.

Unwilling to linger any longer in the musty corridor, Bess retreats to the sanctuary of her bedroom. If Mam goes out, at least there will be no interruptions. Bess takes comfort in the books and curios, the empty birdcage glowing in the last strands of daylight through the shutters. She trails her hand along a japanned box left over from her days at Missus Priest’s School. The timber box is black and silky smooth, beautified by layer upon layer of varnish. Bess wonders what became of the other box she started but never finished. Did some other girl complete it in her absence, one whose parents could absorb the fees set by Missus Priest, the proprietor? Bess spent two years at the school before her parents lost the surgery and with it, the means of paying. She remembers little of the school now, except how worthless the other students – the daughters of middle-class shopkeepers and clergymen and merchants – made her feel. Her only comforts were Johnny, when he was home from school, and her little bird, the absence of which still pains her. And Pa, of course.

An abundance of treasures is spread out on the bed, her late father’s belongings; the objects of her ritual. Bess touches them one by one, absorbing their fraternal power. She cups a notched tortoiseshell in her left hand then sets it down and picks up a tiger-striped nautilus. Stroking the smooth spine, she lifts it to her ear, wondering if Pa’s voice might somehow breach the divide and drift back to her. Nothing comes but the whispering sea.

She plucks an old tankard off the counterpane, the handle a bare-breasted mermaid, locks of yellowed ivory flowing to her waist. Bess is especially proud of this item, since she discovered it months after Pa’s passing, hidden under the dresser in the kitchen. It must have rolled under there one night and miraculously escaped her mother’s mass purge of anything valuable. Now it belongs to her, a reminder of her father’s wild adventures. Although the liquid contents evaporated long ago, Bess fancies she can still detect the aroma of ale, her father’s drink of choice if something stronger – burgundy, for example – was not available. Under its yeasty spell, his stories grew increasingly fantastical and elaborate.

Bess remembers the shadowed world of the kitchen springing to life as she sat cross-legged, staring up at him. She remembers a chair transforming into a sultan’s throne, the table rumbling in her father’s hands as a Lima earthquake trembled the house. She remembers Henry – her father’s manservant – laughing as Pa pretended to pluck a handful of grapes off their stems and pop them into his mouth, only to spit them back out in surprise. Bess counted the grapes, gleaming in the rosy warmth of the firelight: six hard little pellets of purest gold. Treasure worth a hundred silk dresses or a fleet of ships as grand as the Swift.

Pa had beckoned her over, tipping the pellets into her cupped hands. ‘Your treasure now,’ he’d said – the last words he ever spoke to her. Before climbing into bed, she’d placed the gold carefully under the loose floorboard in her room, dreaming of all the places it would take her – India, China, the ice-cold waters of the North Sea, Jamaica, Bermuda, Bombay. Places even Pa hadn’t been. They would go to sea together and share the spoils. In the morning, the gold was gone but Pa had left a note in its place, promising he would return.

The note is so fragile when she fishes it out of the cup, she’s afraid it will crumble to dust as she unfolds it. But here it is, the proof she cannot let go – his promise to return. Bess chants the words to herself, an incantation of longing. Come back, she says, the sound of her own voice startling and childlike. Breath held, she strains for an echo, an answer, but there is only the house, creaking and settling like the joists of a great ship, sailing them all into the dark.
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They bring him after sundown.

Mary hears rapid knocks and casts a worried look at Alice, who lifts both palms in warning. Wait and see. When the knocking is repeated – louder, insistent – they both jump.

‘Missus Gulliver!’ calls an unfamiliar male voice.

‘Don’t go,’ whispers the maid, but Mary sets down the hose she has been darning and reaches for the candle. The hall is dark since they no longer light the sconces unless expecting company. Shadows flee before her, filling the spaces on the bare walls where paintings of storm-tossed ships once hung.

Mary draws the bolts and Alice’s solid presence at her back lends her courage. The door judders open, ushering in the foul stench of canal waste from the gutter. The taper’s greasy light falls on two men holding up a third. Drunk, is her first thought but they smell of brine, not liquor. Two of the men are strangers.

The third is her husband.

He staggers forward, cursing, supported by his companions, his boots scuffing the steps. ‘Stand aside, Mary, for God’s sake!’

Lemuel’s face brightens, one brief flash before the light winks out as she drops the candle, which rolls away, hissing. Although aged, there’s no mistaking its symmetry, the loose jowls and turnip nose, the ears pushed slightly forward.

In the dimness beyond the doorframe, the muttered cursing continues. She sinks to her knees, scrabbling on the varnished wood, her fingers finding only dust. Where is the blasted candle? She thinks she might be sick. The dead cannot rise; it is impossible.

Light dawns at her back and footsteps thunder on the boards. Alice reappears, bearing a fresh taper. The maid helps her to her feet and brushes her down before they turn to the waiting men. Mary supresses an unnatural desire to laugh. This is preposterous. Somewhere close by, stagehands are waiting to whisk this grim-looking man – an actor, wearing her husband’s visage, a dark blue coat and knee-high boots – off to his next scene. His body is gone, lost in the currents. An empty coffin inscribed with his initials sits mouldering in the Gulliver crypt. And yet…

There is his florid face, bristling with ragged whiskers. He glares at her through bloodshot eyes, swaying, as if the slightest puff of wind will knock him off his feet. The question nips at her: If he has not been in Heaven, then where on God’s good earth has he been?

Lemuel, clearly tired of waiting for an invitation into his own house, pushes past her, helped by his companions. They are sailors, she realises, their once-white shirts rinsed grey with sweat and seawater. Brown breeches billow around their calves. Locked together, the trio take up all available space, a many-headed monster, lurching along the passage towards the parlour. She flattens herself against the wall, allowing them to stagger past.

Inside the parlour, Alice rekindles the lamps. The men ease Lemuel into a chair. Out of habit, Mary kneels to prise off his unfamiliar boots. The grain is coarse, the leather tight. By the time she has worked his heel out of the shaft, she is sweating.

‘Thank you, Mary,’ he says, when the second boot stands at stiff attention beside its companion on the hearth rug. She glances up, unnerved by his gratitude. He has never before thanked her for performing her duty, never in such a gentle tone. The floor is hard under Mary’s knees, cool air rising from the buttery beneath the boards. Lemuel sprawls in the armchair, stretching out his legs. She wants to ask him how – why – if she is dreaming – but his mouth is clamped tighter than a mussel shell, so they regard each other silently until Alice clatters in with a tray of ale and three cups.

‘For the master,’ she says, handing Mary a mug.

She raises the cup to his cracked lips. His skin is clammy, despite the warmth of the small room, the extra bodies hemmed in by the mismatched furniture. A few drops splash from the mug onto his lap. She watches them hover then sink, tiny jewelled islands consumed by a fabric sea.

One of the sailors taps her shoulder. ‘Excuse me, missus.’ He has removed his hat and crushed it to his chest, exposing chapped ears. ‘We’re grateful for the drink but we were to deliver Mister Gulliver then go straight back to the docks. If the captain catches us lurking…’

‘Of course,’ she says. ‘Of course, I understand. Thank you for bringing him home.’

‘Aren’t you going to ask them what happened? Where he was?’ Alice hisses as they follow the sailors out. Mary waits until they have waved the men off and shut out the noise and smell of the street before she replies.

‘We shall have to ask him ourselves.’

He is trembling when they return, from shock or something worse, she cannot tell. Alice runs to fetch a blanket while Mary helps him shrug off the blue jacket, so stiffened by salt and sea breezes that when she throws it on the floor, it remains distended, as if it cannot forget the shape of him.

‘This is Alice,’ she says, when the maid returns, certain he will not remember her. Alice bobs a curtsey, unfurling the blanket over his thin body.

Hunching his shoulders up around his earlobes, Lemuel barely spares her a glance. His presence looms, casting its long shadow over them. Alice, usually so self-possessed, dithers in the doorway, as if she cannot decide whether to stay or leave.

The flickering light of the candles illuminates the soft pink cushions stuffed with duck feathers, a jar of loose buttons and darning needles resting on a stool. The room is not the dark-panelled domain it was when Lemuel lived here, the lintel lined with skulls and pipes and tokens of his travels. It is a woman’s space now, designed to accommodate emergency alterations and ironings. A pile of clean clouts, stacked to knee height, waits to be shoved into the linen press, and in the armchair opposite the hearth, Mary’s kitbag has toppled onto its side. Lemuel is as out of place here as a bear who has wandered into a pleasure garden, but for reasons Mary doesn’t understand, it feels as if she is the interloper, the past three years merely illusion. One blink is all it will take to complete the reversion.

Can he really be here? She stares at him until her eyes water and his features blur. The chattering of his teeth reminds her of a child’s game of chance; she hears the creamy knuckles shaken in a balled fist, the bones scattering in the dirt.

‘Wh-where is Henry?’ he says.

Ah, there he is, she thinks, relieved to discover his earlier gentleness was mere accident. Of course he asks after his manservant before enquiring about his children. ‘Gone,’ she says.

He arches his back. ‘Gone? Where has he gone? Who sent him off? When will he return?’

The footstool scrapes across the boards. She lifts his withered legs and props them on the cushion – he will need to sleep where he sits, they cannot manage him between them. First thing tomorrow, she will send Alice across the road with a message for Tom Clements to bring his son to help them get Lemuel up the stairs. ‘Henry left of his own accord, and Missus Perry has gone over water. Bess is upstairs and Johnny is at the grammar school. They will be so pleased to see you.’

He says nothing. Alice brings a cloth and a bowl swimming with oil.

‘Are you comfortable?’ Mary dabs at his hairline with the cloth, hesitant at the first tingling shock of contact but growing bolder, rubbing small windows of filth away from his crusted skin. The scent of lilac, thick and cloying, fills the room. He frowns; he is still thinking of Henry, his manservant, wondering, she supposes, who tempted him away. All it took was the news of the Antelope’s sinking. Henry did not have another situation to go to, he did not even stop to say goodbye. He merely shouldered his strongbox and left through the side gate, trampling a carpet of thyme in her precious garden.

The firelight shines on her husband’s wigless scalp, skimming the uneven notches and depressions where a sailor’s blade clipped too close. The stubble is quite grey now, the colour leached away.

‘You must have many questions,’ he says unevenly, his hands scratching under the covering.

‘They can wait.’ It takes every ounce of her self-control to say this, but she has been patient for three years; what’s one more night? ‘We can speak tomorrow, when you’re rested.’

He nods, his chin wobbling, then his rheumy blue eyes bore into hers. He says, ‘Could I trouble you for a sleeping draught? Just for tonight. I am afeared of sleeping. My dreams… they are full of strange horrors. If you only knew what I have seen. Those men who brought me, they know. I wake them at night with my screams. Why do you think they were so eager to be gone?’

‘Who were they?’

‘Oh… sailors.’ His hand disturbs the air, their names motes of sunshine slipping through his fingers. ‘Under the authority of… Captain Biddell. Please, Mary. The draught.’

His fingers have found her wrist and his grip tightens; blood throbs, constricted. Then he is sinking back against the bolster, weak again and helpless, his hand lying innocent and inert on his lap. She thinks of Bess. If her daughter remains undisturbed by Lemuel’s dramatic entrance, it’s possible she can be temporarily distracted until he’s well. They’ve been here before – each time he returned from sea, it took longer for him to adjust to being home. Mary grew used to abandoning their shared bedchamber in a bid to escape involuntary muscle twitches, night terrors and blundering confusion. She did her best to keep Bess away, too, concerned she would be frightened by what she couldn’t understand. If Bess has been woken, she will not want to wait to ask her father where he has been; she will demand the truth at once. Fourteen cannot wait, it longs to know everything. It is suspicious of delays.

‘I can make you a draught,’ she says, slowly. At least under the spell of a mild soporific, he will not wake screaming and raise the whole house.

Lemuel closes his eyes, grinding his jaw against the incessant rattling of his gums. ‘Thank you, wife.’

Wife. The word comes as a shock. She hasn’t considered herself a wife for two and a half years.

Leaving him in Alice’s care, she goes to the stillroom, a narrow place squashed between the kitchen and the garden at the back of the house. Sheafs of drying herbs whisper against her shoulders as she opens cupboards and rummages through drawers, searching out the ingredients that will dull her husband’s pain and tilt him into a soft dreamland. Borage, oil of roses, a finger of mallow root, a few yellowish petals of all-heal. From the back of a cupboard, she retrieves a jar of poppy heads, floating in syrup. The petals, dark as midnight, shimmer as she lifts them out. Snipping them in half, she tips the crescents into a bowl and sets about crushing them to a liquid pulp. The rise and fall of the pestle is soothing; it reminds her of Mam, who taught her this recipe, who showed her how to squeeze the poppy seeds against the brass bowl to spill the sap. She has done this a hundred times before, most recently to ease the agony of a dying neighbour whose infant lodged so firmly in the birth canal, even the surgeon shook his head and turned away. Mary remembers how the woman called for God. Skirts rucked up, straining against Mary’s arm while her life’s blood pumped from her privities. God save me! God help me! Her body stretched as tight as leather hide over a drying frame, then softening as the draught took hold.

The stillroom is warm and dry, thanks to the residual heat of the oven. Through the large window, her garden is a shadowy mass, the herbs dark sentinels watching the house. Mary pushes the back of a spoon against the mush, sieving it through a cloth until the liquid pools into the clean bowl. Something moves beyond the window, a fleeting shape and she looks up, startled.

An owl, she says to herself, although her skin is curiously stippled.

In the parlour, Lemuel swallows the draught in one gulp, smacks his lips then tips his head back against the cushion and closes his eyes.

Alice stifles a yawn.

‘Get some rest,’ Mary tells her. ‘I can manage here.’

Alice eyes the slumped figure doubtfully but at Mary’s insistence, she goes, promising to lock up on her way. The bolts rattle and the stairs creak beneath her weight before a muted quiet descends.

They are alone at last. She sits in the chair opposite him, elbows on her knees, watching, waiting for him to open his eyes and accuse her of changing the parlour to suit herself, abandoning his memory so quickly. But he stays as he is. The shivering has ceased.

When he is snoring softly she goes to the desk in the corner. Squeaking open a drawer, she pulls out a piece of parchment and fills the inkwell. Her quill nib scores the parchment’s surface. On her way upstairs, she props the letter against the stand, ready for the morning’s penny post.

A golden band peeks under Bess’s door – the girl has forgotten to extinguish her candle again. Bess’s inner sanctum is a sprawling disaster of books, old maps and curious food smells that linger even when the source has been identified and removed. The shelves are littered with the detritus of her father’s travels: Dutch clogs, an Indian turban, a chalk-white unicorn horn. Each time Lemuel returned, he lavished his daughter with frivolous gifts which had no practical or educational purpose. Some were downright dangerous. Mary was once forced to remove a ceremonial knife and another time a paper wasps’ nest riddled with white ants before Bess could come to harm.

The forgotten tallow sizzles in its holder. Mary blows it out and Bess stirs, frowning in her sleep. Mary feels the old desire to protect her daughter rise up. This time, she will need to erect a fierce maternal barricade between Lemuel’s fantastical stories and Bess’s innocent beliefs. Sometimes Mary’s love for her daughter frightens her; it is a huge thing, with ill-defined edges, smothering rationality. Any sensible mother would have taken her in hand long ago and pushed her into a trade or service. Since when have love and sense gone hand in hand? Mary’s secret wish is for Bess to train as a midwife, but she isn’t ready to let her go just yet. If she can keep her safe for a little while longer – if she can undo the damage Lemuel did when he fed her nonsense about taking her to sea – then perhaps she can prepare her daughter for the hardships she will inevitably face. She will be grown up soon enough. Soon enough, she will learn how cruel the world can be.

Mary tugs out a book tucked under the corner of Bess’s bolster – Sir Robert Dudley’s Dell’Arcano del Mare. Opened to a map of Portugal, the volume’s markings are familiar: the sea monster roiling in scalloped waves, the coastline with its branching fingers reaching out into the sea. Closing the book softly, she places it on a stack of others. The gilded titles glow, as if to remind her of their wasted worth. She should have sold them – would have, if Bess hadn’t begged to be allowed to keep them. God knows, they needed the coin. Now she finds herself wondering if Lemuel will want them back. Surely he cannot be so cruel? But another version inside her nods knowingly, says: You know exactly what he is capable of.
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