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Reekie Wharf, Southwark, London, Midsummer Eve


Dear Ned, my dearest brother,


I have to tell you that we have had a letter from Rob’s wife from Venice.


It’s bad news. It’s the worst news. She writes that Rob is drowned dead drowned. Rob’s wife widow says that she is coming to England with his baby. I write to you now as I cannot believe it as I know you would want to know at once. But I don’t know what to write.


Ned - you know that I would know if my son was dead.


I know he is not.


I swear to you on my soul that he is not.


I will write again when she has come and told us more. You will say - I think you will say - that I am lying to myself - that I cannot bear the news and I am dreaming that everyone but me is wrong.


I don’t know. I can’t know. But I do think I know.


I am sorry to write such a bad a sad letter. It is not possible that he be dead and I not know it. I would have felt it its not possible that he could be drowned.


How could I have come up out of deep water and twenty-one years later it hold him down?


Your loving sister, Alinor. Of course I pray that you are well. Write me.
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The ramshackle warehouse was the wrong side of the river, the south side, where the buildings jostled for space and the little boats unloaded pocket-size cargos for scant profit. The wealth of London passed them by, sailing upstream to the half-built new Custom House, its cream stone façade set square on the fast-flowing river, as if it would tax every drop of the roiling dirty water. The greatest ships, towed by eager barges, glided past the little wharves, as if the quays were nothing but flotsam, sticks and cobbles, rotting as they stood. Twice a day even the tide deserted them, leaving banks of stinking mud, and piers of weedy ramps rising like old bones from the water.


This warehouse, and all the others leaning against it, like carelessly shelved books, shuddering along the bank towards the dark channel at the side, were hungry for the wealth that had sailed with the new king in the ship that had once been Oliver Cromwell’s, into the country that had once been free. These poor merchants, scraping a living from the river trade, heard all about the new king and his glorious court at Whitehall; but they gained nothing from his return. They saw him only once, as he sailed by, the royal pennants flying fore and aft, once and never again: not down here, on the south side of the river, on the east side of the town. This was never a place that people visited, it was a place that people left; not a place that ever saw a grand carriage or a fine horse. The returning king stayed west of the City, surrounded by aristocratic chancers and titled whores, all of them desperate for promiscuous pleasure, jerked back from despair by gamblers’ luck: not one of them earning their good fortune.


But this little house clung to the old puritan principles of hard work and thrift, just as the buildings clung to the quayside: so thought the man who stood before it, staring up at the windows as if he were hoping to catch a glimpse of someone inside. His brown suit was neat, the white lace at his collar and cuffs modest in these times of fashionable excess. His horse stood patiently behind him as he scanned the blank face of the warehouse – the pulley on the wall, and the wide-open double doors – and then turned to the murky river to watch the lumpers throwing heavy grain sacks, one to another from the grounded flat-bottomed barge, grunting a monotone chant to keep the rhythm.


The gentleman on the quayside felt as alien here as he did on his rare visits to court. It seemed as if there was no place for him at all in this new England. In the glittering, noisy palaces, he was a dowdy reminder of a difficult past, best clapped on the back with a quickly forgotten promise. But here on the quayside at Bermondsey he stood out as a stranger: a rich idler among labouring men, a silent presence amid the constant scream from the pulley of the crane, the rumble of rolling barrels, the shouted orders and the sweating lumpers. At court, he was in the way of a thoughtless round of pleasure, he was too drab for them. Here, he was in the way of the passage of work, where men were not individuals but moved as one, each one a cog; as if even work was not work anymore; but had been atomised into a new painful machine. He thought the world was not whole anymore; but sundered into country and court, winners and the lost, protestants and heretics, royalists and roundheads, the unfairly blessed and the unjustly damned.


He felt very far from his own world of small luxuries taken for granted – hot water in a china jug in the bedroom, clean clothes laid out for the day, servants to do everything – but he must enter this world of work if he were to make right the wrong he had done, bring a good woman to happiness, heal the wounds of his own failure. Like the king, he had come to make a restoration.


He hitched his horse to a ring on a post, stepped to the edge of the wharf and looked down into the flat-bottomed barge which was grounded heavily on the ramp beside the quay. ‘Where have you come from?’ he called down to the man he took to be the master of the ship who was watching the unloading, ticking off the sacks in a ledger.


‘Sealsea Island, Sussex,’ the man replied in the old, familiar drawling accent. ‘Best wheat in England, Sussex wheat.’ He squinted upwards. ‘You’ve come to buy? Or Sussex-brewed ale? And salted fish? We’ve got that too.’


‘I’m not here to buy,’ the stranger replied, his heart thudding in his chest at the name of the island that had been his home: her home.


‘Nay, you’ll be here for a dance in the ladies’ great hall?’ the ship master joked, and one of the lumpers gave a crack of a laugh as the gentleman turned away from their impertinence, to look up at the warehouse again.


It was on the corner of a run of shabby three-storey warehouses built of planks and old ships’ timbers, the most prosperous of a poor row. Further along the quay, where the River Neckinger joined the Thames in a swirl of filthy water, there was a gibbet with a long-ago hanged man, a few tatters of cloth holding the bleached remaining bones. A pirate, whose punishment had been to hang, and be left to hang as a warning to others. The gentleman shuddered. He could not imagine how the woman he had known could bear to live within earshot of the creak of the chain.


He knew that she had no choice, and she had done the best she could with the wharf. Clearly, the warehouse had been improved and rebuilt. Someone had gone to the expense and trouble to build a little turret at the downriver corner of the house, looking out over the Thames and the River Neckinger. She could step out of the glazed door and stand on a little balcony to look east: downriver towards the sea; or west: upriver to the City of London; or inland along St Saviour’s dock. She could open the window to listen to the cry of gulls and watch the tide rise and fall below her window and the goods come into the wharf below. Perhaps it reminded her of home, perhaps some nights she sat there, as the mist came up the river turning the sky as grey as water, and she thought of other nights and the thunder of the tide mill wheel turning. Perhaps she looked across the turbulent river to the north, beyond the narrow street of chandlers and victuallers, past the marshes where the seabirds wheeled and cried; perhaps she imagined the hills of the north and the wide skies of the home of a man she had once loved.


The gentleman stepped up to the front door of the warehouse which was clearly home, business and store combined, lifted the ivory handle of his riding crop and rapped loudly. He waited, hearing footsteps approaching, echoing down a wooden hall, and then the door opened and a maid stood before him, in a stained working apron, staring aghast at the glossy pelt of his French hat and his highly polished boots.


‘I should like to see—’ Now that he had got this far, he realised he did not know what name she used, nor the name of the owner of the warehouse. ‘I should like to see the lady of the house.’


‘Which one?’ she demanded, wiping a dirty hand on her hessian apron. ‘Mrs Reekie or Mrs Stoney?’


He caught his breath at her husband’s name and the mention of her daughter, and thought that if he was so shaken to hear this, what would he feel when he saw her? ‘Mrs Reekie,’ he recovered. ‘It is she that I wish to see. Is Mrs Reekie at home?’


She widened the gap of the front door; she did not open it politely to let him in, it was as if she had never admitted a visitor. ‘If it’s about a load, you should go to the yard door and see Mrs Stoney.’


‘It’s not about a load. I am calling to visit Mrs Reekie.’


‘Why?’


‘Would you tell her that an old friend has called to see her?’ he replied patiently. He did not dare give his name. A silver sixpence passed from his riding glove to the girl’s work-stained hand. ‘Please ask her to receive me,’ he repeated. ‘And send the groom to take my horse into your stables.’


‘We don’t have a groom,’ she answered, pocketing the coin in her apron, looking him up and down. ‘Just the wagon driver, and there’s only the stables for the team horses and a yard where we store the barrels.’


‘Then tell the wagon driver to put my horse in the yard,’ he instructed.


She opened the front door just wide enough to admit him, leaving it open so the men on the quayside could see him, standing awkwardly in the hall, his hat in one hand, his riding crop and gloves in the other. She walked past him without a word, to a door at the rear, and he could hear her shouting from the back door for someone to open the gate to the yard, though there was no delivery, just a man with a horse that wouldn’t stand on the quayside. Miserably embarrassed, he looked around the hall, at the wood-panelled doors with their raised stone thresholds to hold back a flood, at the narrow wooden staircase, at the single chair, wishing with all his heart that he had never come.


He had thought that the woman he was visiting would be poorer even than this. He had imagined her selling physic out of a quayside window, attending births for sailors’ wives and captains’ whores. He had thought of her so many times in hardship, sewing the child’s clothes with patches, stinting herself to put a bowl of gruel before him, turning this way and that to make a living. He had thought of her as he had known her before, a poor woman but a proud woman, who made every penny she could; but never begged. He had imagined this might be some sort of quayside boarding house and hoped she worked here as a housekeeper; he had prayed that she had not been forced to do anything worse. Every year he had sent her a letter wishing her well, telling her that he thought of her still, with a gold coin under the seal; but she had never acknowledged it. He never even knew if she had received it. He had never allowed himself to find the little warehouse on the side of the river, never allowed himself even to take a boat downriver to look for her door. He had been afraid of what he might find. But this year, this particular year, on this month and this day, he had come.


The maid stamped back into the hall and slammed the front door against the noise and glare of the quayside so he felt that he was at last admitted into the house, and not just delivered into the hall like a bale of goods.


‘Will she see me? Mrs Reekie?’ he asked, stumbling on the name.


Before she could answer, a door further down the hall opened, and a woman in her thirties stepped into the hall. She wore the dark respectable gown of a merchant’s wife, and a plain working apron over it, tied tightly at the curve of her waist. Her collar was modestly high, plain and white, unfashionable in these extravagant days. Her golden-brown hair was combed back and almost completely hidden under a white cap. She had lines at the corners of her eyes and a deep groove in her forehead from frowning. She did not lower her eyes like a puritan woman, nor did she coquet like a courtier. Once again, with a sense of dread, James met the direct unfriendly gaze of Alys Stoney.


‘You,’ she said without surprise. ‘After all this time.’


‘I,’ he agreed, and bowed low to her. ‘After twenty-one years.’


‘This isn’t a good time,’ she said bluntly.


‘I could not come before. May I speak with you?’


She barely inclined her head in reply. ‘I suppose you’ll want to come in,’ she said gracelessly, and led the way into the adjoining room, indicating that he should step over the raised threshold. A small window gave the view of the distant bank of the river, obscured by masts and lashed sails, and the noisy quay before the house where the lumpers were still loading the wagon, and rolling barrels into the warehouse. She dropped the window blind so that the men working on the quay could not see her direct him towards a plain wooden chair. He took a seat, as she paused one hand on the mantelpiece gazing down into the empty grate as if she were a judge, standing over him, considering sentence.


‘I sent money, every year,’ he said awkwardly.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘You sent one Louis d’Or. I took it.’


‘She never replied to my letters.’


‘She never saw them.’


He felt himself gasp as if she had winded him. ‘My letters were addressed to her.’


She shrugged as if she cared for nothing.


‘In honour, you should have given them to her. They were private.’


She looked completely indifferent.


‘By law, by the laws of this land, they belong to her, or they should have been returned to me,’ he protested.


Briefly, she glanced at him. ‘I don’t think either of us have much to do with the law.’


‘Actually, I am a justice of the peace in my shire,’ he said stiffly. ‘And a member of the House of Commons. I uphold the law.’


As she bowed her head, he saw the sarcastic gleam in her eyes. ‘Pardon me, your honour! But I can’t return them as I burned them.’


‘You read them?’


She shook her head. ‘No. Once I had the gold from under the seal, I had no interest in them,’ she said. ‘Nor in you.’


He had a choking sensation as if he were drowning under a weight of water. He had to remember that he was a gentleman; and she had been a farm girl and was now passing herself off as the lady of a poor warehouse. He had to remember that he had fathered a child who lived here, in this unprepossessing workplace, and he had rights. He had to remember that she was a thief, and her mother accused of worse, while he was a titled gentleman with lands inherited for generations. He was descending from a great position to visit them, prepared to perform an extraordinary act of charity to help this impoverished family. ‘I could have written anything,’ he said sharply. ‘You had no right…’


‘You could have written anything,’ she conceded. ‘And still, I would have had no interest.’


‘And she…’


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know what she thinks of you,’ she said. ‘I have no interest in that either.’


‘She must have spoken of me!’


The face she turned to him was insolently blank. ‘Oh, must she?’


The thought that Alinor had never spoken of him in all these years struck him like a physical blow in the chest; knocking him back in his hard chair. If she had died in his arms twenty-one years ago, she could not have haunted him more persistently than she had done. He had thought of her every day, named her in his prayers every night, he had dreamed of her, he had longed for her. It was not possible she had not thought of him.


‘If you have no interest in me at all, then you can have no curiosity in why I have come now?’ he challenged her.


She did not rise to the bait. ‘Yes,’ she confirmed. ‘You’re right. None.’


He felt that he was at a disadvantage sitting down so he rose up and went past her to the window, pulled back the edge of the blind to look out. He was trying to contain his temper and, at the same time, overcome the sensation that her will against him was as remorseless as the incoming tide. He could hear the rub of the fenders of the barge as the water lifted it off the ramp, and the clicking of the sheets against the wooden masts. These sounds had always been for him the echoes of exile, the music of his life as a spy, a stranger in his own country; he could not bear to feel that sense of being lonely and in danger once again. He turned back to the room. ‘To be brief, I came to speak to your mother, not to you. I prefer not to talk to you. And I should like to see the child: my child.’


She shook her head. ‘She cannot see you, and neither will the child.’


‘You cannot speak for either of them. She is your mother, and the child – my child – has come of age.’


She said nothing but merely turned her head away from his determined face, to gaze down at the empty grate again. He controlled his temper with an effort but could not stop himself seeing that she had matured into a strong, square-faced beauty. She looked like a woman of authority who cared nothing for how she appeared and everything for what she did.


‘The child is twenty-one years old now, and can choose for himself,’ he insisted.


Again, she said nothing.


‘It is a boy?’ he asked tentatively. ‘It is a boy? I have a son?’


‘Twenty-one gold coins, at the rate of one a year, does not buy you a son,’ she said. ‘Nor does it buy you a moment of her time. I suppose that you are a wealthy man now? You have regained your great house and your lands, your king is restored and you are famous as one of those who brought him back to England and to his fortune? And you are rewarded? He has remembered you, though he forgets so many others? You managed to elbow yourself to the front of the queue when he was handing out his favours, you made sure that you were not forgotten?’


He bowed his head so that she should not see the bitterness in his face that his sacrifice and the danger he had faced had done nothing more than bring a lecher to the throne of a fool. ‘I am fully restored to my family estates and fortune,’ he confirmed quietly. ‘I did not ever stoop to curry favour. What you suggest is… beneath me. I received my due. My family were ruined in his service. We have been repaid. No more and no less.’


‘Then twenty-one pistoles is nothing to you,’ she triumphed. ‘You will hardly have noticed it. But if you insist, I can repay you. Shall I send it to your land agent at your great house in Yorkshire? I don’t have it in coin right now. We don’t keep that sort of money in the house, we don’t earn that sort of money in a month; but I will borrow and reimburse you by next week.’


‘I don’t want your coins. I want…’


Once again her cold gaze froze him into silence.


‘Mrs Stoney.’ He cautiously used her married name and she did not contradict him. ‘Mrs Stoney, I have my lands, but I have no son. My title will die with me. I am bringing this boy – you force me to speak bluntly to you, not to his mother, and not to my son, as would be my choice – I am bringing him a miracle, I will make him into a gentleman, I will make him wealthy, he is my heir. And it will be her restoration too. I said once that she would be a lady of a great house. I repeat that now. I insist that I repeat it to her in person, so that I can be sure that she knows, so that she knows exactly, the great offer I am making her. I insist that I repeat it to him, so that he knows the opportunity that lies before him. I am ready to give her my name and title. He will have a father and ancestral lands. I will acknowledge him…’ He caught his breath at the enormity of the offer, ‘I will give him my name, my honourable name. I am proposing that I should marry her.’


He was panting as he finished speaking but there was no response, just another void of silence. He thought she must be astounded by the wealth and good fortune that had descended on them like a thunderclap. He thought she was struck dumb. But then Alys Stoney spoke:


‘Oh no, she won’t see you,’ she answered him casually, as if she were turning away a pedlar from the door. ‘And there’s no child in this house that carries your name. Nor one that has even heard of you.’


‘There is a boy. I know there is a boy. Don’t lie to me. I know…’


‘My son,’ she said levelly. ‘Not yours.’


‘I have a daughter?’


This threw everything into confusion. He had thought so long of his boy, growing up on the wharf, a boy who would be raised in the rough and tumble of the streets but who would – he was certain – have been given an education, been carefully raised. The woman he had loved could not have a boy without making a man of him. He had known her boy, Rob, she could not help but raise a good young man and teach him curiosity and hopefulness and a sense of joy. But anyway – his thoughts whirled – a girl could inherit his lands just as well, he could adopt her and give her his name, he could see that she married well and then he would have a grandson at Northside Manor. He could entail the land on her son, he could insist the new family took his name. In the next generation there would be a boy who could keep the Avery name alive, he would not be the last, he would have a posterity.


‘My daughter,’ she corrected him again. ‘Not yours.’


She had stunned him. He looked at her imploringly, so pale, she thought he might faint. But she did not offer him so much as a drop of water, though his lips were grey and he put up a hand to his neck and loosened his collar. ‘Should you go outside for air?’ she asked him, uncaring. ‘Or just go?’


‘You have taken my child as your own?’ he whispered.


She inclined her head; but did not answer.


‘You took my child? A kidnap?’


She nearly smiled. ‘Hardly. You were not there to steal from. You were far away. I don’t think we could even see the dust behind your grand coach.’


‘Was it a boy? Or a girl?’


‘Both the girl and the boy are mine.’


‘But which was mine?’ He was agonised.


She shrugged. ‘Neither of them now.’


‘Alys, for pity’s sake. You will give my child back to me. To his great estate? To inherit my fortune?’


‘No,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘No, thank you,’ she said insolently.


There was a long silence in the room, though outside they could hear the shouts of the men as the last grain sack was hauled off the barge, and they started to load it with goods for the return trip. They heard barrels of French wine and sugar roll along the quayside. Still he said nothing, but his hand tugged at the rich lace collar at his throat. Still she said nothing, but kept her head turned away from him as if she had no interest in his pain.


A great clatter and rumble of wheels on the cobbles outside the window made her turn in surprise.


‘Is that a carriage? Here?’ he asked.


She said nothing, but stood listening, blank-faced, as a carriage rolled noisily up the cobbled quay to the warehouse and stopped outside the front door which gave on to the street.


‘A gentleman’s carriage?’ he asked incredulously. ‘Here?’


They heard the clatter of the hooves as the horses were pulled up, and then the footman jumped down from the back, opened the carriage door, and turned to hammer on the front door of the warehouse.


Swiftly, Alys went past him, across the room, and lifted the bottom of the blind so that she could peep out onto the quay. She could only see the open door of the carriage, a billowing dark silk skirt, a tiny silk shoe with a black rose pinned on the toe. Then they heard the maid, stamping up the hall to open the shabby front door and recoil at the magnificence of the footman from the carriage.


‘The Nobildonna,’ he announced, and Alys watched the hem of the gown sweep down the carriage steps, across the cobbles and into the hall. Behind the rich gown came a plain hem, a maid of some sort, and Alys turned to James Avery.


‘You have to go,’ she said rapidly. ‘I was not expecting… You will have to…’


‘I’m not going without an answer.’


‘You have to!’ She started towards him as if she would physically push him through the narrow doorway, but it was too late. The stunned housemaid had already thrown open the parlour door, there was a rustle of silk, and the veiled stranger had entered the room, paused on the threshold, taking in the wealthy gentleman and the plainly dressed woman in one swift glance. She crossed the room and took Alys in her arms and kissed her on both cheeks.


‘You allow me? You forgive me? But I had nowhere else to come!’ she said swiftly in a ripple of speech with an Italian accent.


James saw Alys, so furiously icy just a moment before, flush brightly, her blush staining her neck and her cheeks, saw her eyes fill with tears, as she said: ‘Of course you should have come! I didn’t think…’


‘And this is my baby,’ the lady said simply, beckoning to the maid behind her who carried a sleeping baby draped in the finest Venetian lace. ‘This is his son. This is your nephew. We called him Matteo.’


Alys gave a little cry and held out her arms for the baby, looking down into the perfect face, tears coming to her eyes.


‘Your nephew?’ James Avery said, stepping forward to see the little face framed in ribboned lace. ‘Then this is Rob’s boy?’


A furious glance from Alys did not prevent the lady from sweeping him a curtsey and throwing her dark veil back to show a vivacious beautiful face, her lips rosy with rouge, enhanced with a dark crescent patch beside her mouth.


‘I’m honoured, Lady… ?’


Alys did not volunteer the lady’s name, nor did she mention his. She stood, awkward and angry, looking at them both, as if she could deny the courtesy of an introduction and ensure that they would never meet.


‘I am Sir James Avery, of Northside Manor, Northallerton in Yorkshire.’ James bowed over the lady’s hand.


‘Nobildonna da Ricci,’ she replied. And then she turned to Alys. ‘That is how you say it? Da Ricci? I am right?’


‘I suppose so,’ Alys said. ‘But you must be very tired.’ She glanced out of the window. ‘The carriage?’


‘Ah, it is rented. They will unload my trunks, if you would pay them?’


Alys looked horrified. ‘I don’t know if I have…’


‘Please allow me,’ Sir James interrupted smoothly. ‘As a friend of the family.’


‘I shall pay them!’ Alys insisted. ‘I can find it.’ She flung open the door and shouted an order to the maid and turned to the widow, who had followed every word of this exchange. ‘You’ll want to rest. Let me show you upstairs and I’ll get some tea.’


‘Allora! It is always tea with the English!’ she exclaimed, throwing up her hands. ‘But I am not tired, and I don’t want tea. And I am afraid I am interrupting you. Were you here on business, Sir James? Please stay! Please continue!’


‘You are not interrupting, and he is going,’ Alys said firmly.


‘I will come back tomorrow, when you have had time to think,’ Sir James said quickly. He turned to the lady: ‘Is Robert with you, Lady da Ricci? I should so like to see him again. He was my pupil and…’


The shocked look on both their faces told him that he had said something terrible. Alys shook her head as if she wished she had not heard the words and something in her face told James that the ostentatious mourning wear of the Italian lady was for Rob, little Rob Reekie who twenty-one years ago had been a brilliant boy of twelve and now was gone.


The widow’s mouth quivered; she dropped into a seat and covered her face with her black-mittened hands.


‘I am so sorry, so sorry.’ He was horrified at his blunder. He bowed to the lady. He turned to Alys. ‘I am sorry for your loss. I had no idea. If you had told me, I would not have been so clumsy. I am so sorry, Alys, Mrs Stoney.’


She held the baby, the fatherless boy, in her arms. ‘Why should I tell you anything?’ she demanded fiercely. ‘Just go! And don’t come back.’


But the lady, with her face hidden, blindly stretched out her hand to him, as if for comfort. He could not help but take the warm hand in the tight black lace mitten.


‘But he spoke of you!’ she whispered. ‘I remember now. I know who you are. You were his tutor and he said you taught him Latin and were patient with him when he was just a little boy. He was grateful to you for that. He told me so.’


James patted her hand. ‘I am so sorry for your loss,’ he said. ‘Forgive my clumsiness.’


Mistily, she smiled up at him, blinking away tears from her dark eyes. ‘Forgiven,’ she said. ‘And forgotten at once. How should you guess such a tragedy? But call on me when you come again, and you can tell me what he was like when he was a boy. You must tell me all about his childhood. Promise me that you will?’


‘I will,’ James said quickly before Alys could retract the invitation. ‘I will come tomorrow, after breakfast. And I’ll leave you now.’ He bowed to both the women and nodded to the nursemaid and went quickly from the room before Alys could say another word. They heard him ask the maid for his horse and then they heard the front door slam. They sat in silence as they heard the horse coming around from the yard and stand, as he mounted up, and then clattered away.


‘I thought his name was something else,’ the widow remarked.


‘It was then.’


‘I did not know that he was a nobleman?’


‘He was not, then.’


‘And wealthy?’


‘Now, I suppose so.’


‘Ah,’ the lady considered her sister-in-law. ‘Is it all right that I came? Roberto told me to come to you if anything ever… if anything ever… if anything ever happened to him.’ Her face was tearstained and flushed. She took out a tiny handkerchief trimmed with black ribbon and put it to her eyes.


‘Of course,’ Alys said. ‘Of course. And this is your home for as long as you want to stay.’


The sleeping baby gave a gurgle and Alys shifted him from her shoulder to hold him in her arms, so she could look into the little pursed face for any sign of Rob.


‘I think he is very like your brother,’ the widow said quietly. ‘It is a great comfort to me. When I first lost my love, my dearest Roberto, I thought I would die of the pain. It was only this little – this little angel – that kept me alive at all.’


Alys put her lips to the warm head, where the pulse bumped so strongly. ‘He smells so sweet,’ she said wonderingly.


Her ladyship nodded. ‘My saviour. May I show him to his grandmother?’


‘I shall take you to see her,’ Alys said. ‘This has been a terrible shock for her, for us all. We only had your letter telling of his death last week, and then your letter from Greenwich three days ago. We’re not even in mourning. I am so sorry.’


The young woman looked up, her eyelashes drenched with tears. ‘It is nothing, it is nothing. What matters is the heart.’


‘You know that she is an invalid? But she will want to welcome you here at once. I’ll just go up and tell her that you have come to us. Can I have them bring you anything? If not tea, then perhaps a drink of chocolate? Or a glass of wine?’


‘Just a glass of wine and water,’ the lady said. ‘And please tell your lady-mother that I wish to be no trouble to her. I can see her tomorrow, if she is resting now.’


‘I’ll ask.’ Alys gave the baby to the nursemaid and went from the room, across the hall, and up the narrow stairs.





Alinor was bent over her letter, seated at a round table set in the glazed turret, struggling to write to her brother to tell him such bad news that she could not make herself believe it. The warm breeze coming in with the tide lifted a stray lock of white hair from her frowning face. She was surrounded by the tools of her trade: herbalism, posies of herbs drying on strings over her head, stirring in the air from the window, little bottles of oils and essences were ranked on the shelves on the far side of the room, and on the floor beneath them were big corked jars of oils. She was not yet fifty, her strikingly beautiful face honed by pain and loss, her eyes a darker grey than her modest gown, a white apron around her narrow waist, a white collar at her neck.


‘Was that her? So soon?’


‘You saw the carriage?’


‘Yes – I was writing to Ned. To tell him.’


‘Ma – it’s Rob’s… it is…’


‘Rob’s widow?’ Alinor asked without hesitation. ‘I thought it must be, when I saw the nursemaid, carrying the baby. It is Rob’s baby boy?’


‘Yes. He’s so tiny, to come such a long way! Shall I bring her up?’


‘Has she come to stay? I saw trunks on the coach?’


‘I don’t know how long…’


‘I doubt this’ll be good enough for her.’


‘I’ll get Sarah’s room ready for the maid and the baby, and I’ll offer her Johnnie’s room in the attic. I should have done it earlier but I never dreamed she’d get here so soon. She hired her own carriage from Greenwich.’


‘Rob wrote that she was a wealthy widow. Poor child, she must feel that her old life is lost.’


‘Just like us,’ Alys remarked. ‘Homeless, and with the babies.’


‘Except we didn’t have a hired carriage and a maid,’ Alinor pointed out. ‘Who was the gentleman? I couldn’t see more than the top of his hat.’


Alys hesitated, unsure what she should say. ‘Nobody,’ she lied. ‘A gentleman factor. He was selling a share in a slaver ship to the Guinea coast. Promised a hundredfold return, but the risk is too much for us.’


‘Ned wouldn’t like it.’ Alinor glanced down at her inadequate letter to her brother, far away in New England, escaping his country that had chosen servitude under a king. ‘Ned would never trade in slaves.’


‘Ma…’ Alys hesitated, not knowing how to speak to her mother. ‘You know that there can be no doubt?’


‘Of my son’s death?’ Alinor named the loss she could not believe.


‘His widow is here now. She can tell you herself.’


‘I know. I will believe it when she tells me, I am sure.’


‘D’you want to lie on your sofa when I bring her up? It’s not too much for you?’


Alinor rose to her feet and took the half-dozen steps to the sofa and then seated herself as Alys lifted her legs and tucked her gown around her ankles. ‘Comfortable? Can you breathe, Ma?’


‘Aye, I’m well enough. Let her come up now.’
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Ned was in a land without kings, but not without authorities. A selectman from the town council of Hadley banged through the north gate from the town and clambered up the embankment of the river and down the other side to the rickety wooden pier, so he could clang the dangling old horseshoe on a rusty iron bar to summon the ferryman from wherever he was. Ned mounted the bank from the back yard of the little two-room house, wiping the earth from his hands, and paused at the summit to look down on him.


‘There’s no need to raise the dead. I was in my garden.’


‘Edward Ferryman?’


‘Aye. As you know well enough. D’you want the ferry?’


‘No, I thought you might be in the woods, so I clanged for the ferry to fetch you.’


Ned silently raised his eyebrows as if to imply that the man might call for the ferry but not the ferryman.


The man gestured to the paper in his hand. ‘This is official. You’re wanted in town.’


‘Well, I can’t leave the Quinnehtukqut.’ Ned gestured to the slow-moving river in its summer shallows.


‘What?’


‘The river. That’s its name. How come you don’t know that?’


‘We call it the Connecticut.’


‘Same thing. It means long river, a long river with tides. I can’t leave the ferry in daylight hours without someone to man the boat. You should know that. It’s the town’s own regulation.’


‘Is that French?’ he asked curiously. ‘The Quin… whatever you called it? D’you call it by a French name?’


‘The native tongue. The People of the Dawnlands.’


‘We don’t call them that.’


Ned shrugged. ‘Maybe you do or you don’t; but it’s their name. Because they’re first to see the sun rise. All these lands are called Dawnlands.’


‘New England,’ the man corrected him.


‘Did you come all this way to teach me how to talk?’


‘They said in the town that you speak native. The elders say you must come to explain a deed to one of the natives.’


Ned sighed. ‘I only speak a little; not enough to be of any use.’


‘We need a translator. We want to buy some more land, over the river, further north, over there.’ He waved to where the huge trees came down and leaned curving boughs into the glassy water. ‘You’d want land there yourself, I suppose, you’d want land around your ferry pier?’


‘How much land?’ Ned asked curiously.


‘Not much, another couple of hundred acres or so.’


Ned shook his head, rubbed earth from his hands like a man brushing off sin. ‘I’m not the man for you. I left the old country to get away from all the money-making and grabbing from each other. When the king came back it was like rats in a malt-house. I don’t want to start all over again here.’ He turned to go back to the garden behind his house.


The man looked at him, uncomprehending. ‘You talk like a Leveller!’ He climbed up the little embankment to stand beside Ned.


Ned flinched a little at the memory of old battles, lost long ago. ‘Maybe I do. But I’d rather be left in peace, on my own plantation, than make a fortune.’


‘But why?’ the selectman demanded. ‘Everyone’s come here to make their fortune. God rewards his disciples. I came to make a better living than I could in the old country. Same as everyone. This is a new world. More and more people arriving, more and more being born. We want a better life! For ourselves and our families. It’s God’s will that we prosper here, His will that we came here and live according to His laws.’


‘Aye, but some people hoped for a new world without greed,’ Ned pointed out. ‘Me among them. Maybe it’s God’s will that we make a land without masters and men, sharing the garden like Eden.’ He turned and made his way down the rough steps back to his garden.


‘We do share it!’ the man insisted. ‘Share it among the godly. You have your own share here by the minister’s good-will.’


‘The elders’d do better to ask one of the native people.’ Ned undid the twine at his garden gate and went in. ‘Dozens of ’em speak good-enough English. Some of them Christian. What about John Sassamon? The schoolteacher? Him that’s preaching to King Philip? He’s in town, I brought him over this morning. He’ll translate for you, as he does for the Council. He’s been educated, he’s been to Harvard College! I wouldn’t know where to begin.’


Ned fastened the little hand-made gate behind him, and ordered his dog to sit. ‘Don’t come any further,’ he said firmly to the unwelcome visitor. ‘I’ve got seedlings in here that don’t need treading.’


‘We don’t want a native. Truth be told: we don’t trust one to translate a deed to buy land. We don’t want to find out in ten years’ time that they called it a loan rather than a sale. We want one of our own.’


‘He is one of our own,’ Ned insisted. ‘Raised as an Englishman, at college with Englishmen. Crossed on my ferry this morning, wearing boots and breeches, with a hat on his head.’


The man leaned over the garden fence, as if he feared the deep river might be listening to them, or the long grassy banks might overhear. ‘Nay, we don’t trust any of ’em,’ he said. ‘It’s not like it was. They’re not like they were. They’ve gone sour. They’re not like they were in their old king’s time, welcoming us and wanting to trade, when they were simple savages.’


‘Simple? Was it truly all so sweet-hearted then?’


‘My father said it was so,’ the man said. ‘They gave us land, wanted our trade. Welcomed us, wanted help against their enemies – against the Mohawks. Everyone knows that they invited us in. So here we are! They gave us land then, and now they have to give us more. And we’d pay a fair price.’


‘In what?’ Ned asked sceptically.


‘What?’


‘What would you pay your fair price in?’


‘Oh! Whatever they asked. Wampum. Or hats, or coats, whatever they wanted.’


Ned shook his head at the exchange of acres of land for shell beads. ‘Wampum’s lost its value,’ he pointed out. ‘And coats? You’d pay a couple of coats for a hundred acres of fields that they’ve planted and cleared and forest that they’ve managed for their hunting, and call it fair?’ He hawked and spat on the ground as if to get the taste of fraud from his mouth.


‘They like coats,’ the man said sulkily.


Ned turned from the gate to end the argument, dropped to his knees and picked up his hoeing stick, to weed around his vines of golden squash.


‘What’s that stink you’re spreading there?’


‘Fish guts,’ Ned said, ignoring the smell. ‘Shad. I plant one in each hillock.’


‘That’s what natives do!’


‘Aye, it was one of them taught me.’


‘And what’s that you’re using?’


Ned glanced at the old hoeing stick which had been rubbed with fat and roasted in ashes till it was hard, sharpened till it was as good as hammered iron. ‘This? What’s wrong with it?’


‘Native work,’ the man said contemptuously.


‘It was traded to me for fair payment, and it does the job. I don’t mind who made it, as long as it’s good work.’


‘You use native tricks and tools, you’ll become like them.’ He spoke as if it was a curse. ‘You be careful, or you’ll be a savage yourself, and you’ll answer for it. You know what happened to Edward Ashley?’


‘Forty years ago,’ Ned said wearily.


‘Sent back to England for living like a native,’ the selectman said triumphantly. ‘You start like this, with a hoeing stick, and next you’re in moccasins and you’re lost.’


‘I’m English, born and bred, and I’ll die English.’ Ned reined in his irritation. ‘But I don’t have to despise anyone else.’ He sat back on his heels. ‘I didn’t come here to be a king looking down on subjects, forcing my ways on them in blood. I came here to live at peace, with my neighbours. All my neighbours: English and Indian.’


The man glanced to the east, upriver where low-lying water meadows on the other side of the river became deep thick forest. ‘Even the ones you can’t see? The ones that howl like wolves in the night and watch you from the swamp all the day?’


‘Them too,’ Ned said equably. ‘The godly and ungodly, and those whose gods I don’t know.’ He bent over his plants to show that the conversation was over; but still the messenger did not leave.


‘We’ll send for you again, you know.’ The man turned away from Ned’s garden gate and headed back to the town. ‘Everyone has to serve. Even if you don’t come now, you’ll have to come to militia training. You can’t just be English sitting on the riverside. You have to prove yourself English. You have to be English against our enemies. That’s how we know you’re English. That’s how you know yourself. We’re going to have to teach them a lesson!’


‘I should think we’ve already taught them a lesson,’ Ned remarked to the earth beneath his knees. ‘Better not invite us in, better not welcome us.’
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The Italian lady had to take off her hat and the dark veil, her black lace mittens, and wash her face and hands in the little attic bedroom before she could visit her mother-in-law. The baby was still sleeping but she took him in her arms and came into the room, strikingly beautiful, like a sorrowful Madonna. Alinor took in the dark gown cut low over her breasts, the creamy skin veiled by black lace, the pile of dark curling hair under the black trimmed cap, and the wide tragic eyes; but her attention was on the sleeping baby.


‘Rob’s boy,’ was all she said.


‘Your grandson,’ Lady da Ricci whispered, and put the baby into Alinor’s arms. ‘Doesn’t he look like Roberto?’


Alinor received the baby with the confidence of a midwife who has attended hundreds of births, but she did not embrace him. She held him on her lap so that she could look down at the sleeping face, round as a moon with red lips that showed a rosy little sucking blister. She did not exclaim with instant love; strangely she said nothing for long moments as if she were interrogating the dark eyelashes on the creamy cheeks and the snub little nose, and when she looked up at the widow kneeling beside her sofa, her pale face was grave: ‘How old is he?’


‘Ah, he is just five months old, God bless him, to lose his father when he was new-born.’


‘And his eyes?’


‘Dark, dark blue, you will see when he wakes. Dark as the deep sea.’


The Italian lady felt, rather than saw, the little shudder that Alinor could not suppress.


‘He is so like his father,’ she asserted louder. ‘Every day I see it more.’


‘Do you?’ Alinor asked neutrally.


‘He is Matteo Roberto, but you must call him Matthew of course. And Robert, for his father. Matthew Robert da Ricci.’


‘Da Ricci?’


‘My title, and my married name.’


The widow saw her mother-in-law’s hand tighten on the beautiful lace trim of the white gown. ‘I’ll call him Matteo, like you,’ was all that the older woman said.


‘I hope it will comfort you, that though you have lost a son, I have brought your grandson to you?’


‘I don’t think…’


‘You don’t think… ?’ the Italian woman repeated, almost as if she were daring Alinor to finish her thought. ‘What don’t you think, Nonna? I shall call you dearest grandmother, you are his only grandmother!’


‘I don’t think that one child can take the place of another. Nor would I wish it.’


‘Oh! But to watch him grow up! An English boy in his father’s country? Won’t that joy take away the pain of your loss? Of our loss?’


Alinor said nothing, and the widow sensed that her lilting voice was somehow off key. ‘I must not tire you with my baby, and my sorrows.’


‘You don’t tire me,’ Alinor said gently, giving the baby back to her. ‘And I’m glad that you have come and brought your son. I’m sorry we’re not made ready for you. We only just got your letters. But you must have a home here as long as you want. Rob wrote that you have no family of your own?’


‘No-one,’ she said swiftly. ‘I have no-one. I am an orphan. I have no-one but you!’


‘Then you shall stay as long as you wish, I’m only sorry that we don’t have more to offer you.’


The widow did not allow herself to glance around the room which was obviously a workplace, a sitting room and a bedroom in one. ‘I want only to be with you. Is this your only house? What about your home in the country?’


‘This is all we have.’


‘All I want is here,’ she breathed. ‘All I want is to live with you and with my sister Alys.’


Alinor nodded; but said nothing.


‘Will you bless me?’ her daughter-in-law prompted. ‘And call me Livia? And may I call you Mamma? May I call you Mia Suocera, my mother-in-law?’


Alinor’s face paled as she closed her lips on a refusal. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course. God bless you, Daughter.’





The two young women dined alone in the parlour while the maid took a tray up the narrow stairs for Alinor. The nursemaid ate in the kitchen, sulking that there was no servants’ hall. She took the baby under one arm and her candle in her hand and went up the narrow wooden stairs, to the first-floor bedroom, opposite the big front room that Alinor seldom left.


‘Your mother is ill?’ Livia asked Alys. ‘Roberto never told me she was so very ill.’


‘She had an accident,’ Alys replied.


Livia shook her head. ‘Ah, how sad. Just recently?’


‘No, it was many years ago.’


‘But she will recover?’


‘She can walk out in fine weather, but she gets very tired. She prefers to rest in her room.’


‘Oh, so sad! And she must have been a beautiful woman! To be struck down so!’


‘Yes,’ said Alys shortly.


‘Roberto never told me! He should have told me!’


‘It was—’ Alys broke off. She thought she could not answer for her brother to this exotic bride he had chosen. ‘It was a great shock to us all. We never spoke of it. We never speak of it at all.’


The Nobildonna considered this for a moment. ‘An accident too terrible to discuss?’


‘Exactly.’


‘You are silent?’


‘Yes.’


The pretty young woman considered this. ‘Was it your fault?’ she asked baldly. ‘Since you have made a silence of an accident?’


Alys’ face was stricken in the candlelight. ‘Yes, exactly. It was my fault. And I never speak of it, and nor does Ma.’


The younger woman nodded as if secrets came naturally to her. ‘Very well. I shall say nothing also. So, tell me about the rest of your family. You have an uncle, do you not? Rob’s uncle Ned?’


‘Yes, but he is not in London. He would not live here, under a king. He writes every season from New England, and he sends us goods. Mostly herbs, he sends us rare herbs that we can sell to the apothecaries…’


‘He leaves his home because he does not like the new king? But why should he care?’ She laughed. ‘It’s not as if they are likely to meet?’


‘He’s very staunch,’ Alys tried to explain. ‘He believed in the parliament, he fought in the New Model Army, he hates the rule of kings. When his leader Oliver Cromwell died, and they brought Prince Charles back, my uncle left the country with others who think like him – great men, some of them. They would not live under a king and he would have executed them.’


‘He is wealthy in the New World?’ she inquired. ‘He has a plantation? He has many slaves? He makes a fortune?’


‘No, he has half a plot and the rights to the ferry. No slaves. He would never own a slave. He went with almost nothing, he had to leave our home.’


‘But it still belongs to the family?’


‘No, it’s lost. We were only ever tenants.’


‘I thought it was a great house, with servants and its own chapel?’ she demanded.


‘That was the Priory, where Rob stayed as a companion to the lord’s son. My uncle Ned just had the ferryhouse, and Ma and Rob and me lived in a little fisherman’s cottage nearby.’


Livia’s pretty mouth pursed. ‘I thought you were a greater family than this!’ she complained.


Alys gritted her teeth on her shame. ‘I’m afraid not.’


But Livia was pursuing the family history. ‘Ah well, but you have children! Are they doing well? I so long to meet them! Where are they?’


‘They are twins. My son, John, is at work, apprenticed to a merchant in the City. My daughter, Sarah, works as an apprentice milliner, she’s nearly finished her time at the shop. She’s very skilful, she takes after her grandmother – not me. They come home on Saturday after work.’


‘Heavens! You let her live away from home? In Venice we would never allow a girl such freedom.’


Alys shrugged. ‘She’s had to earn her own living, she has to have a trade. She’s a sensible girl, I trust her.’


Livia’s laughter grated on Alys. ‘Allora! It is the young men I do not trust!’


Alys managed a smile; but said nothing.


‘You do not arrange for her marriage to a wealthy gentleman?’


Alys shook her head. ‘No. It is better for her that she has her own trade, we think. And we don’t know any wealthy gentlemen.’


‘But what about your visitor? Is he not wealthy?’


‘We don’t really know him.’ Alys ended this inquiry. ‘You must be very tired from your journey? But tomorrow I would be glad if you could tell me about your life with Rob. And… and… how he died.’


‘You surely had our letters?’


‘We had letters from him when he first took up his post in Venice, and then he wrote that you would marry. He told us of little Matteo’s birth and your happiness. But then we heard nothing until you wrote that he had drowned. We only got that letter last week. And then three days ago we had your letter from Greenwich telling of your arrival.’


‘Ah, I am so sorry! So sorry! I wrote from Venice at once, after my loss, and sent it at once. I did not think it would be so slow! I wrote again the moment that I landed. How good you are to welcome me when I bring such bad news!’


The maid came into the room and cleared the dishes. Nobildonna da Ricci looked around as if she were expecting more than the single plate of fruit and pastries.


‘May I call you Livia?’ Alys asked her. ‘You shall call me Sister Alys, if you wish.’


‘Roberto used to call me Lizzie, which made me laugh. He said he would make me into a real Englishwoman.’


‘You speak English so beautifully.’


‘Ah, my mother was an Englishwoman.’


‘Really? And your title?’


‘It is my family title,’ she said. ‘An ancient name. So when I married, I added it to Ricci. That’s the correct thing to do, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t know,’ Alys said. ‘We’ve not got a title, we’re not like that. Just a small family with nothing but this warehouse and two horses and the cart.’


‘But Roberto told me that Sir William Peachey was his patron, and James Summer was his great friend and tutor. He promised that when we came home we would have a great house in London, that he would be a famous physician.’


‘Rob was always ambitious,’ Alys conceded awkwardly. ‘But there’s no great house. Just here.’ She looked around the small room and the cold grate. ‘This is an achievement for us… when I think where we came from…’


‘Where did you come from?’ Livia was curious. ‘For Roberto told me of land like the Venice lagoon – half land and half water, changing every tide, with the birds calling between sky and sea.’


‘It was like that,’ Alys agreed. ‘We were always on the edge, between poverty and surviving, between friends and enemies, in the tidelands between water and fields. We were on the edge of everything. At least here we are in a world with a firm footing. At least Uncle Ned is making a new life in a new land as he wants.’


‘But I want nothing more.’ Livia clasped Alys’ hands, as if to swear a promise. ‘Nothing more than to enter the world with a firm footing. Nothing more than to make a new life, a better life. And we shall call each other Sister and love each other as sisters should.’
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The first morning after her arrival, Alinor invited Livia to take breakfast with her, and Alys helped the maid carry the heavy trays up the winding stairs. A small round table was laid with plain cutlery in the turret window and Alinor sat with her back to the river, with the glazed door open on the latch behind her, so that the ribbons of her cap stirred a little in the breeze. She could hear the gulls calling. It was a slack tide and the skiffs went quickly upstream, the sunlight shone on the water and the ceiling of the room was dappled with the reflected ripples of light. ‘Tell me about your life in Venice,’ she invited Livia. ‘When did you meet my son?’


‘We met in Venice. Italian families are very strict, you know? I was married very young to a much older man, a friend of my grandfather’s. When the Conte, my husband, was taken ill, I had to call in a doctor; and everyone said that the young English doctor was the best in the world for my husband’s condition.’


‘He trained at the university in Padua,’ Alinor said proudly.


‘He came every day, he was so very kind. My husband had always been—’ She broke off and looked at the older woman as if she could trust her to understand. ‘My husband was very… harsh with me. To tell you the truth: he was cruel, and Roberto was so kind. I fell in love with him.’ She looked from the older woman to the younger one. ‘I tried not to. I knew it was wrong, but I could not help myself.’


Neither mother nor daughter exchanged the smallest glance. Alys fixed her eyes on the table as her mother watched Livia. ‘It is sometimes hard for a woman,’ Alinor agreed quietly. ‘Did Rob love you?’


‘Not at first,’ she said. ‘He was always so careful, so correct. So English! You know what I mean?’ She looked at their closed faces. ‘No, I suppose not! He used to come to the house wearing—’ she broke off with a pretty little laugh, ‘such great boots! For going out on the marshes, you know? He used to walk on the sandbanks and islands, at low tide, where there were no paths or even tracks, he used to walk out and pick herbs and reeds. He would take a boat across the lagoon and then find his own way around the little islands. He knew his way as well as the fishermen that live on the lagoon. He would come into our old shuttered palace that was always so dark and so cool and I could smell the salt air, the open air on his jacket, in his hair—’ She looked from one woman to another. ‘It was like he was free, free as the birds of the lagoon and the salt marshes.’


Alys glanced at her mother, who was leaning forward, drinking in the news of her son. ‘It sounds like our old home,’ she said.


‘He was walking the tidelands,’ her mother agreed. ‘Like at Foulmire. He was walking in the paths between sea and land.’


‘He was!’ Livia agreed. ‘There he was, living in the richest city in the world, but every afternoon he turned his back on it and went out into the lagoon and walked and listened to the cry of the birds. He liked our white birds, egrets, you know? He liked to watch them. He liked the waterside paths better than the gold markets and streets! He was so funny! Not like anyone else. He caught his own fish, imagine it! And he was not ashamed of being a countryman; he told people that he felt at home on the water and walking on the sandbanks and islands. And when my old husband became more and more ill, Roberto came to stay in the house to help to care for him, and when he died, Roberto was a great comfort.’


Alys examined the bread rolls, not looking at her mother.


‘I turned to him in my grief, and that was when I told him that I loved him,’ Livia whispered. ‘I should not have spoken, I know. But I was so lonely and so afraid in the great palace on the canal. It was so cold and so quiet, and when the family came for the funeral, I knew that they would throw me out and put the heir in my home. I knew they hated me: my husband had married me because I was young and beautiful.’ She gave a little laugh. ‘I was very beautiful when I was young.’


Neither of her listeners assured her she was beautiful still, so Livia went on: ‘I only had one friend in the world.’ She looked imploringly at Alinor and reached out to clasp her hand. ‘Your son, Roberto.’


Alys saw her mother withdraw her hand from the young woman’s touch and wondered at her irritability. ‘Are you tired, Ma?’ she asked her in an undertone.


‘No, no,’ Alinor replied. She clasped her hands together in her lap, out of reach. ‘You must forgive me,’ she said to Livia. ‘I am an invalid. And Alys worries about me. Go on. Did Rob know you were in love with him?’


‘Not at first,’ Livia said with a rueful little smile. ‘It’s not how it should be at all. I know that in England it is the gentleman that speaks first? Isn’t it so?’


Neither woman replied.


‘I truly think that he was just sorry for me. He is – he was – so tender-hearted. Isn’t he?’


‘Yes,’ Alys said when her mother said nothing. ‘Yes, he was.’


‘When I had to leave Venice and go back to my family house in the hills outside Florence I thought I would never see him again. But he followed me.’ She put her hand to her heart. ‘He came to my family house and he told my cousin, the Signore, the head of my family, a very great family, that he loved me. It was the happiest moment of my life. The happiest ever.’


‘He wrote to us that he had met you, and that he admired you,’ Alys confirmed.


‘Yes, he did,’ Alinor said. ‘And when he wrote to us that he would marry, we sent you some lace to trim your gown. Did you get it?’


‘Oh yes, it was so beautiful! And I wrote in reply with my thanks. Did you receive that letter?’


Alys shook her head.


‘I’m so sorry! I would not want you to think I was not grateful, and so glad of your good wishes. I wrote you a long letter. I sent it by a merchant. But who knows what happens to these ships! Such a long voyage and such dangerous seas!’


‘Yes,’ Alinor agreed. ‘We’ve always lived on the edge of deep waters.’


‘So, we married quietly in Venice and we defended ourselves against my first husband’s family.’


‘Against what?’ Alys asked.


‘Oh, they were jealous! And they said all sorts of things against me. Then, I found I was with child, and we were so glad. When little Matteo was born we knew that we had found true happiness. Then – ah, but you know the rest—’


‘No, I don’t,’ Alinor interrupted. ‘You have told me nothing!’


‘You only wrote that he had drowned,’ Alys reminded her.


Livia took a sobbing breath. Clearly, it was an ordeal for the widow to speak. ‘Roberto was called out to one of the islands on a stormy night. I went with him, I often went with him. There was a terrible wind and our ship overturned. They pulled me out of the water at dawn, it was a miracle that I survived.’ She turned her face from the brightness of the window and hid it in her little black-trimmed handkerchief. ‘I wished that I had not survived,’ she whispered. ‘When they told me that he was dead… I told them to throw me back into the waters.’


Alys looked at her mother, waiting for her to speak with her usual compassion; but the older woman said nothing, just watched, her grey eyes slightly narrowed, as if she were waiting to hear something more.


‘So terrible,’ Alys whispered.


Livia nodded, dried her eyes and managed a trembling smile. ‘I wrote to you of his death – I am sure I made no sense at all, I was so grieved! I knew I should come to you, I knew Roberto would have wanted it. So, though I was quite alone in the world, I packed up our little house, I spent all our savings on my passage on the ship, and here we are. I wrote to you as soon as we landed, and then I hired the coach and came. I have brought my English boy to his home.’


There was a silence.


‘And we’re so glad you’ve come,’ said Alys too loudly into the quiet room. ‘Aren’t we? Aren’t we? Ma?’


‘Yes,’ Alinor said. ‘Did they find the body?’


The question was so coldly abrupt that both young women stared at her.


‘The body?’ Livia repeated.


‘Yes. Rob’s drowned body. Did they find it? Drag it from the water, bury him with the proper rites? As a protestant?’


‘Ma!’ Alys exclaimed.


‘No,’ Livia said, the tears welling up again. ‘They didn’t. It’s so deep, and there are currents. They did not expect to find it – him – not after he had… sunk.’


‘Sunk,’ Alinor repeated slowly. ‘You tell me that my son – sunk?’


Alys put out her hand as if to stop the words but neither woman noticed her.


‘We held a service of memorial at the place that he was lost,’ Livia said, her musical voice very low. ‘When the sea was calm, I went out on a little rowing boat; it was halfway between Venice and the island of Torcello. I put flowers on the water for you: white lilies on the dark tides.’


‘Oh really,’ Alinor said indifferently. She turned her head and looked down to the quayside. ‘There’s that ship factor again,’ she said.


Livia leaned towards the window and glimpsed James Avery on the doorstep, being admitted to the house. ‘Oh, that is not a ship’s factor,’ she said. ‘That’s Sir James Avery, Roberto’s tutor and friend. I met him yesterday.’


The room froze. Nobody spoke. Alys could hear the maid slowly labouring up the stairs from the hall and then the creak as she opened the door. ‘Am I to clear the crocks?’ she asked into the stunned silence.


‘Yes, yes,’ Livia said, when no-one else answered. She looked from Alinor’s white face to Alys’ fixed grimace. ‘Have I said something wrong? What is wrong?’


‘James Avery is here? That was the visitor: James Avery?’ Alinor demanded.


‘Yes,’ Alys said tightly. ‘I didn’t even know if you would recognise his real name?’


‘Yes. It was to be my name. Of course I recognise it.’


‘He is Sir James. Turns out he has a title. Did you think it would be yours?’ Alys demanded.


‘Yes. He came here to see me?’


Alys silently nodded.


Mother and daughter looked at each other as if they were blind to the maid clattering around the table and Livia’s avid face.


‘Alys, when were you going to tell me?’


‘I was never going to tell you.’


The maid took the heavily laden tray and walked out of the room, leaving the door open. They heard her slow progress down the stairs and then the knock of the whip handle on the front door. They could hear her sigh, and the rattle of crockery as she put the tray down on the hall table. They listened as she opened the front door and said impatiently: ‘Go in! Go in!’ sending Sir James into the empty parlour as she hefted the tray again and went down the hall to the kitchen to yell from the back door for the wagonner to take the gentleman’s horse again.


‘Has he been before?’


‘Not before yesterday. I swear he has not.’


‘Or written?’


Alys’ silence was a confession.


‘He wrote to me? He has written to me?’


The daughter said nothing.


‘Did you think you were keeping him from me, for my own good?’ Alinor asked gently.


‘No.’ Alys was driven into honesty, the words spilling out with sudden tears. ‘It was for me. I could hardly bear to touch his letters. I’d never have let him in if I’d known who he was yesterday, I’d have slammed the door in his face. As it is, I told him not to come back. Not for you, because I don’t know what you feel – now, after all this time. It was for me. Because I will never forgive him.’


‘After all this time? As you say? After all this time?’


‘More. More every year that you sicken.’


‘But he was so good to Roberto!’ Livia interrupted. ‘And so charming a gentleman. I don’t understand! You are angry, Sister Alys? You are distressed? And you… Mia Suocera?’


They both ignored her.


‘He wrote to me?’ Alinor’s voice was a thread.


‘I dropped his first letter in the fire, and when the wax burned off, a gold coin fell through the bars of the grate into the ashes. I didn’t even know what it was, only that it was gold. It was a French pistole. I kept it. It paid for your medicine, we’d never have afforded the doctor without it. Next year he sent again. This time I lifted the seal and took the coin and burned the letter. I never wanted to know what he wrote. I never wanted to see his writing. I never wanted to see him again.’


‘But Roberto said he was so good…’ Livia remarked. ‘And he is such a gentleman! His clothes…’


‘He wasn’t good to us,’ Alys said with quiet bitterness. ‘He was no gentleman then.’


Her words drove Alinor to her feet, leaning on the breakfast table for support. At once, Alys jumped up to help her.


‘No, I can walk. I’m just going to my chair.’ She took the three steps, leaning on the table and then the back of the chair, and when she was seated she was breathless, her face pale.


‘Let me tell him to leave?’ Alys asked her. ‘Ma? Please can I tell him to go?’


‘Leave?’


‘And come back in another twenty-one years?’


Alinor shook her head, fanning her face with her hand as if she would summon air. ‘I can’t see him now.’


‘Oh, why not?’ Livia’s face was bright with curiosity. ‘Since he has come twice to see you? And before that, he sent money?’


‘You don’t have to see him, ever,’ Alys said fiercely.


‘Ask him to come back tomorrow.’ Alinor struggled to speak. ‘I’ll see him tomorrow, in the afternoon.’


‘I don’t want him here again.’


Alinor nodded. ‘I know, my dear, I know. Just this once.’


Livia looked from one to another, her dark gaze sharp. ‘But why not?’


‘Not Saturday afternoon, not Sunday,’ Alys specified.


Alinor took a shuddering breath. ‘Oh? Is it the children he wants? Did he not come for me, but for them?’


‘I don’t know what he wants,’ Alys said stubbornly. ‘But he shan’t have it.’


Her mother looked at her with a long level stare. ‘I expect you do know,’ she said, her voice very low. ‘I expect he told you.’


‘I hate him.’


‘I know.’ She took a breath and closed her eyes, leaning her head back against the high chair. ‘Best tell him to come back this afternoon then. Not tomorrow so he can’t see the children.’


‘Shall I tell him?’ Livia offered helpfully. ‘Shall I run down and tell him to come back this afternoon?’


Alys nodded, and the young woman whisked from the room. They heard her high-heeled shoes clatter down the stairs to the parlour, and then they heard the door close behind her. In the sunlit bedroom Alinor reached out her hand silently to her daughter, and Alys gripped it.





James Avery was looking out of the window over the busy quayside; the grinding of the pulleys and the rolling of the barrels was a constant nagging din.


‘Sir James.’ Livia entered and swept a deep curtsey to him.


He turned and bowed. ‘Nobildonna da Ricci.’


‘Madam Ricci will see you this afternoon,’ she said simply. ‘It is too early now. She is unwell, you understand. And of course, old people do not like to meet their friends early in the day.’


He hesitated as if he could not understand what she was saying.


She gave him a mischievous smile. ‘You must not surprise us ladies in the morning!’ she said. ‘The older you are, the more there is to do!’


James flushed and looked awkward. ‘I did not think… I’ll come back this afternoon then.’ He picked up his hat and whip from the table. ‘Would three o’clock be the right time?’


‘Why not say four o’clock, and you can stay for dinner,’ she offered.


‘She invited me for dinner?’ He was astounded.


Her gleeful smile told him the truth. ‘No! It is my invitation; but I hope that they will agree.’


‘You are kind to me, Nobildonna da Ricci,’ he said, carefully hiding his disappointment. ‘But I think I had better wait for an invitation from Mrs Stoney.’


‘From Sister Alys? She’ll never make you welcome! Why does she dislike you so much?’


‘I didn’t know that she did?’


She laughed irrepressibly, and then clapped her hand over her pink lips and the little white teeth. ‘Ah, this house! Nobody laughs here!’


‘They don’t?’


‘No, it is very grave. Roberto was such a happy young man. I thought everyone would be merry.’


He started to speak and then checked himself, as if there was too much to say. ‘It all happened a long time ago.’


‘When the twins were born?’


‘There are twins?’


She widened her dark eyes. ‘Did you not know? But I thought you came to see them?’


‘I did not know there were twins,’ he said, carefully choosing his words. ‘I must speak to Mrs Reekie. I might be able to… I could assist the boy. I have been blessed in my good fortune, and I would want to be of assistance to her, if I can.’


‘You have no family of your own?’


‘My wife and I were childless. It was a great sorrow to us.’


‘But of course. It is a sorrow for any man and wife. Especially if there is property.’


He smiled at her frankness. ‘You are a Venetian indeed. Yes, it is a great pity, especially if there is property.’


‘I am not a Venetian,’ she corrected him. ‘My family home is in the hills outside Florence. We are a very old family, a noble family. That is why I know the importance of a son and heir. And now I am an English lady. With an English boy. Would you have made Roberto your heir if he had lived?’


She could see him shift on his feet and look awkward. ‘I have a particular interest in the boy… in the twins.’


‘But Roberto is their uncle? Then my baby must be their cousin?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘So you must love my boy too,’ she insisted. ‘Let me show him to you.’


‘Perhaps I should go now and come back this afternoon?’ he suggested, but she had already opened the parlour door and called out before he could speak, and then the nursemaid came from the kitchen with the baby in her arms.


Quickly Livia took the baby from the nursemaid and turned to James with her cheek against the little dark head. The baby was awake, and as she held him out to James, he fixed the man’s face with a dark blue wondering gaze.


‘Is he not beautiful?’ she demanded, her hands still on him as she put him into James’ arms, so they held him together.


‘Yes,’ James said truly, struck with tenderness at the thought of this child, another child, growing up fatherless in this poor little house.


‘See, how he likes you,’ she remarked, moving away so that James held the baby on his own, and felt his grip tighten with anxiety.


‘I have no experience of babies,’ he said, holding him for only a moment and then trying to hand him back to her. ‘I don’t know how to manage them. I don’t know what they… prefer.’


She laughed at that, but she took the child and held him against her shoulder, turning sideways so that James could see the exquisite baby face against the darkness of his mother’s glossy hair and her profile, as clear-cut as a cameo. ‘Ah, you would learn in no time,’ she assured him. ‘You would be a wonderful father. I know you would be. Every man should raise his son. It is his legacy. How else can he leave a name in the world?’


The door opened behind her and Alys stood in the doorway. She looked in silence from her sister-in-law to James and back again. James flushed with embarrassment.


‘My mother will see you this afternoon,’ Alys said icily to James. ‘Not now. Lady da Ricci was telling you to leave now.’


‘Indeed yes,’ the lady said, her dark eyes wide. ‘Forgive me, I was distracted.’


James bowed. ‘At what time shall I come?’ he asked, picking up his hat and riding whip.


‘At four?’ Livia suggested brightly. ‘And stay for dinner?’


‘At three,’ Alys ruled. ‘For an hour.’
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Ned had pulled his ferry to the north side of the river and left it grounded where the shallow pebble beach made a dry landing place for passengers even when the river was in flood. He picked up his basket and walked up the narrow trail to Norwottuck village, his dog Red – named in memory of his old English dog – following at his heels.


He paused while he was still half a mile out and, self-consciously, cupped his hands to his mouth and made the ‘urr urr whoo hoo’ call of the native owl, and waited till he heard the cry back. This was his permission to come to the village. He started on down the path and saw an old woman walking easily towards him. She must have been more than sixty but her hair, worn long on one side, was still black and her stride was confident. Only the deep wrinkles on her face and neck showed she was an elder of the village, a person of wisdom and experience.


‘Quiet Squirrel,’ Ned said making a little nod to her. ‘Friend.’


‘Nippe Sannup,’ she said pleasantly, in her own language. ‘Netop.’


Ned struggled to reply in the native tongue. ‘Netop, Quiet Squirrel. Want candlewood, want sassafras,’ he said. ‘Me come look-find?’


She had to hide a smile at the big man talking like a child. ‘Take what you need from the forest,’ she said generously. ‘And I have something to show you. I don’t know if you Coatmen like this?’


She unbuttoned a satchel at her side and proffered a lump of rock. Ned took it from her hands, turned it over to examine it, and saw that the pebble had been cut in two and each half was hollow, but inside a tiny cave of diamonds sparkled with purple and blue crystals.


He looked from the jagged gems to Quiet Squirrel’s face.


‘What this?’ he asked.


‘Thunderstone,’ she told him. ‘It protects from lightning strike.’ When he frowned, uncomprehendingly, she raised her hands to the sky, and made a rumbling noise in her throat and then a ‘crick! crick!’ noise. She brought her hands down, making a jagged gesture. ‘Lightning,’ she told him. She lifted the stone above her head and smiled. ‘Safe. This is a thunderstone: it protects from thunderstorms.’


Ned nodded. ‘Lightning! Safe – I understand.’


He thought at once that this would be something his sister in London could sell to merchants whose high wooden roofs left them vulnerable to lightning strike, whose terror was fire, who had sworn their city must never burn again. She could sell it to the new builders in London who were putting up church spires with brass weathercocks, and bell towers with bronze bells. ‘You got lots?’ he asked. ‘Many? Many?’


She laughed at him, showing her teeth ground down from a diet of hard vegetable and grit. ‘Coatman!’ she exclaimed. ‘You always want more. Show you one thing, you want a hundred.’


Ruefully he spread his hands. ‘But I can sell this,’ he admitted in English, and then tried her language again: ‘Trade. Good trade. You want wampum?’


She shook her head. ‘Not wampum, not between you and me, not between friends.’ She took his hand to try to explain to him. ‘Wampum is a sacred thing, Nippe Sannup. Wampum is a holy thing. You should give it as a gift, to one you love to show them that you value them. It’s not a coin. We should never have let your people use it for coin. It is not for sale. It shows love and respect. Respect is not for sale.’


Ned grasped one word in ten of this but knew he had somehow offended. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Sorry. Big feet—’ He mimed trampling on her feelings. ‘Sorry. Big feet.’


‘What on earth are you doing now?’ she asked him as he marched around the clearing trying to mime the idea of clumsiness. ‘You Coatmen are all quite mad.’


Ned returned to her. ‘Sorry. You have more? This? Fair price?’ He dipped his head. ‘Not wampum – not you to me wampum. We are friends.’


She put her head on one side as if she were calculating. ‘I can get more,’ she said. ‘But you will pay me in musket parts, and small iron rods.’


Ned recognised the English word ‘muskets’. ‘Not guns,’ he objected. ‘No guns. No thundersticks. Not for people of Dawnlands. Very bad!’


‘Not guns,’ she agreed pleasantly. ‘But hammer, mainspring, frizzen.’ She knew the English words for the parts of a musket, and showed him that she meant little parts of guns with her fingers.


‘Why?’ Ned asked uneasily. ‘Why want? Why want parts of guns?’


She smiled into his honest anxious face. ‘For hunting, of course,’ she lied. ‘For hunting deer, Nippe Sannup. What else?’


He was troubled. He did not have the words to ask her why she wanted parts to renovate muskets, if her people were arming, perhaps for a foray against another tribe which would disturb the balance of the whole region – English settlements as well as native peace treaties. ‘But all happy?’ he asked, feeling like a fool under her steady dark gaze. ‘All good friends? Netop, yes? You like Coatmen?’ He could not mask the note of pleading in his voice. ‘Friends with us? Us Englishmen? Friends with me?’
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The front door closed behind James, and the two young women stood in silence to listen to the clatter of the horseshoes on the cobbles as he rode down the quay.


‘And where does he go? Sir James? Does he have a town house?’ Livia asked.


‘I have no idea.’


‘You don’t ask him? You don’t know if he stays at an inn or if he is so rich that he has a house of his own in London?’


‘No.’


‘I would ask him,’ the younger woman asserted.


‘I’d prefer you don’t,’ Alys said, her awkwardness making her Sussex accent stronger. ‘He’s no friend to the family, he never was. You need not be more than…’


‘Polite?’ Livia suggested with a little gleam. ‘Polite and cold? Like you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Of course, I will always be polite to your guests.’


There was a little silence in the small, stuffy room.


‘And what do you do now?’ Livia asked. ‘For the rest of the day? Do you, perhaps, walk out to look at shops? Do we go out to visit friends?’


‘No!’ Alys exclaimed. ‘I work. I have goods coming in on the coastal trading ships, and I store them in the warehouse. I break them into smaller loads and send them to the London markets and shops and inns. I order the return load, and I pack the goods and send them out for their return journey. We trade along the coast, Kent and Sussex and Hampshire.’


‘No society?’ Livia asked.


‘We are a working wharf,’ Alys explained. ‘In the coastal trade. There’s no time for society.’


‘But why only the little ships?’


‘Sometimes we have big ships. But mostly they have to go to the legal quays to pay their taxes. Only the untaxed loads can come here. Sometimes, when the wait for the Excise officers is too long, the big ships will come here to declare their tax and unload. We’re called a sufferance wharf – we’re allowed to take the overspill from the legal quays. Some mornings I go to the coffee houses to meet the captains and the ship owners and bid for their business.’


‘They are pleasant places? For ladies? Could I come with you?’


Alys laughed at the thought of it. ‘No. You wouldn’t like it. They’re for business.’


The younger woman widened her dark eyes and rested her lips against her baby’s head. ‘You are a working woman – what do you call yourself? A storeman?’


‘I’m a wharfinger.’


‘You do it all?’


Alys flushed. ‘It’s how we live.’


‘Roberto told me that he was raised in the country, on the side of marshes that stretched to the sea and you never knew where the dry paths were and only people who lived there could find their way through the waters.’


‘That was more than twenty years ago,’ Alys said unwillingly. ‘Rob was telling you of our childhood home. But, after the accident, we had to leave Foulmire and come here. At first, we worked for the woman that owned this quay, and we did her deliveries with our cart and horse, and then we were able to buy her out. Ma went out as a midwife to our neighbours, and made herbal teas and possets. She still has a good trade with the apothecaries and Uncle Ned sends us goods from New England, especially herbs.’


‘You don’t have a warehouse in the City? You don’t own a ship?’


‘This is all,’ Alys confirmed.


‘But why does your husband not do all this work for you? Where is Mr Stoney?’


Alys flushed deeply. ‘Surely Rob told you? I’ve got no husband. I had to bear the twins and raise them on my own.’


‘Ah, I am so sorry. No, he didn’t tell me. I begin to think he was not honest with me. He made me think that you were a grander family by far, related to the Peachey family, and he was brought up with the lord’s son, a friend of the family.’


Again, Alys shook her head, her mouth folded into a severe line. ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s no family anymore. Rob was just a companion to Sir William Peachey’s son; but only for one summer. Walter Peachey died years ago, his father too. Sir James Avery was their tutor. We’re not related to any lords, and we’re not friends with Sir James. And we never will be.’ She hesitated, her face flamed red. ‘Maybe Rob was ashamed to tell you. Perhaps he was ashamed of us.’


‘But Sir James comes to see your mother this afternoon?’ Livia pursued. ‘There must be a friendship here, an acquaintance?’


‘No,’ Alys said flatly. ‘He’s coming just this once, and it makes no difference.’





As Alys went into her counting room, in the corner of the warehouse, and Alinor rested upstairs, Livia left the baby with the nursemaid, put on her hat, and walked out on the quayside where the incoming tide was running fast, slapping against the walls and sweeping away the rubbish upstream. Labourers fell back from her path with exaggerated respect, lounging sailors tipped their caps to her face and whistled behind her back. She ignored them all, walking through them as if she were deaf to the shouted suggestions and catcalls. She did not turn her head, she did not flush with embarrassment. Only once did she stop, when a tall broad man blocked her path and seized her hands.


‘Gi’ us a kiss,’ he said, bending down and breathing a warm gust of beer into her face. To his surprise, instead of shrinking back she instantly gripped him tightly and pulled him closer, so that she could kick him, hard, just under the kneecap with her pointed shoe. He let out a yelp of surprise and pain and jumped back.


‘Vaffanculo!’ she spat at him. ‘If you lay one finger on me, you’ll be sorry.’


He bent and rubbed his knee. ‘God’s blood, Missis… I just…’


She turned her head and walked away before he could answer.


‘Oy! Oy!’ came the shout from his mates. ‘No luck, Jonas?’


He straightened up and made an obscene gesture, but he let Livia walk on, upriver. She turned inland from the quay along the little road that ran, pot-holed and muddy, behind the warehouses. She turned again, on to a cart-track leading south, lined with small cottages with vegetable gardens. Behind them were green fields, and beyond them, a slow rise of green hills trimmed with darker hedges, capped with the soft billows of midsummer woods. Livia shaded her eyes and looked towards the horizon: nothing.


Nothing.


Livia, who had lived most of her life among the crowded squares and busy markets of Venice, saw nothing but emptiness: a waste of green, a few cows, a child watching them from the shade of an ash tree, and in the distance, the smoke from the chimney of an isolated farmhouse. Nothing.


‘Dio!’ she said horrified. ‘What a place!’


She gave a little ‘tut’ of disapproval at the absence of activity, of shops, or diversion; she sighed irritably at the silence broken only by the cry of the seagulls over the river and the aspiring trill, high above her, of a lark. There was nothing here to give her any pleasure, and she turned her back on the fields, and went back the way she had come. The birds were singing in the hedges as she walked; she did not hear them.





‘Where is she?’ Alinor asked the maid who brought her some warm broth.


‘Walking.’


‘Where has she gone walking?’ she asked Alys who came in, still wearing her baize apron from the counting house, with an ink stain on her finger.


‘I don’t know. I didn’t even know she was out,’ Alys said indifferently. ‘Perhaps she’s walked over Horsleydown.’


‘Wouldn’t she have taken the nursemaid? Wouldn’t she have taken the baby for fresh air?’


‘I don’t know,’ Alys said again. ‘Ma, this afternoon…’


‘Yes?’


‘Are you sure you want to see him? You don’t have to see him at all, of course. I can just tell him…’


‘What’s he coming for?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘For his child?’


‘He doesn’t have a child,’ the younger woman replied stubbornly. ‘He’ll never learn it from me.’


‘Nor me,’ Alinor promised, and when her daughter looked at her she smiled, with her old confidence. ‘Truly.’


‘He knew you were with child back then?’


Alinor turned her head away.


‘Ma, did you tell him?’


‘He knew I was carrying his child; but he did not claim me, nor own it.’


‘He may claim you now,’ Alys warned her; and was surprised by the luminous clarity of her mother’s smile as she raised her head.


‘Then he’s a bit late,’ she said.





Livia returned from her walk just as Sir James stepped ashore from a little wherry boat at Horsleydown Stairs. Sir James paid his fare and climbed the greasy steps as she waited at the top. She smiled, as if surprised at their meeting, and gave him her hand. He bowed and kissed it.


‘You have been out?’ he asked, glancing around at the wharf and the idle men who were openly staring.


‘I have to walk, for my health,’ she said. ‘Behind these houses and these warehouses are some beautiful fields, so green! Rob always told me that England is so green all year round.’


‘You should not walk alone,’ he said.


‘Who is there to walk with me?’ she asked. ‘My sister-in-law works all day long, she has no time for me! And my mamma-in-law is delicate.’


‘Your maid,’ he said. ‘Or their maid.’


She gave a little giggle. ‘You have seen their maid?’


She let the silence lengthen, until the thought came to him that he could walk with her.


‘Shall we go in?’ he asked.


‘Of course!’ she said. ‘Forgive me, I have forgotten my Italian manners in this rough place! Please come in.’


She preceded him into the little hall and took off her bonnet, keeping on a little cap deliciously trimmed with black ribbons. She led the way into the parlour that overlooked the quayside and dropped the blinds on the noise and the heat with a sigh, as if they were unbearable. In the shaded room, she turned back to him. ‘May I offer you some tea? I suppose you want tea? Or do gentlemen take wine in the afternoon in England?’


‘Nothing, I thank you,’ he said. ‘I am here to visit Mrs Reekie. Would you be so kind as to ask the maid to tell her I am here?’


‘I will tell her myself,’ she said sweetly. ‘She’s not the sort of maid who announces visitors. I had better do it. What business shall I say?’


His grip on his hat tightened. ‘Nothing… nothing… Just… she will know.’


‘A personal matter?’ she suggested helpfully.


‘Exactly so.’


‘I will tell her at once. May I plead on your behalf? Is there anything I can say to help you?’


He loosened his collar under her dark, sympathetic gaze. ‘No. I had better… I believe she will… at any rate. It is about the child. But she knows that, she will know that.’


‘Her grandchildren? Is there some way I can help you?’


He let out an exclamation and turned from her. ‘I am afraid you cannot help me,’ he said. ‘I am afraid nobody can. These are old troubles, and in my case, old sorrows.’


‘Is the boy yours?’ she asked very quietly, coming to stand close to him, her face filled with compassion at his distress. ‘Do you think he is your own son?’


He turned and she saw his mouth tremble. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I believe so. I think he is mine. I think I have a son.’


‘Then he should know his father,’ she whispered gravely. ‘And you should know him.’





Livia led Sir James up the narrow stairs, tapped on the door and swung it open. He had to squeeze past her to enter the room but he was unaware of her perfume or the swish of her silk skirts as she drew them back; he saw nothing but Alinor, leaning on her high-backed chair, waiting for him, as she had waited for him in the meadow, as she had waited for him on the rickety pier.


‘We were almost always out of doors,’ he blurted out, and he closed the door behind him.


‘We were,’ she agreed. ‘There was never anywhere that we could go.’


They both fell silent, looking at each other. He thought he would have known her anywhere, her grey eyes were the same, the direct gaze and the slight lift to her lips. Her hair, smoothed under her cap, was not the rich gold he had loved but bleached into a pale beauty. Her face was white, even her lips were cream; but she was the same woman he had loved and betrayed, the set of her shoulders and the turn of her head was instantly recognisable as the woman who lived, indomitably, on the edge of the mire and defied ill luck or high tides to wash her away.


She regarded him carefully, looking past the gloss of his prosperity, the fine clothes, the thickened body, to the troubled young man she had loved with such a reckless desire.


‘You are ill,’ he said, his voice filled with pity.


She gave a little grimace at his tone. ‘I never recovered.’


‘You have a consumption?’


‘Something like drowning,’ she said. ‘I drowned then, and I go on drowning. The water sits in my lungs.’


He shut his eyes on the memory of the green water pouring from her mouth when they turned her limp body on her side. ‘I failed you.’ He found that he was on one knee before her, his head bowed. ‘I failed you terribly. I have never forgiven myself.’


‘Aye,’ she said indifferently. ‘But I forgave you almost at once. There was no need for you to set your own penance.’


‘I have served a hard penance.’ He looked eagerly upwards, wanting her to know that he too had suffered. ‘I was restored to my home, to the lands that I loved, and I married, but my wife took no pleasure in our life, and she never conceived a child. I am a widower now. I am alone with no-one to continue my name.’


‘And so now you come to me?’ She sat down and gestured that he should rise and take a seat.


‘Now I am free to do what I should have done that day. I am free to claim you for my wife, my beloved wife, and to name your child as my child, and to give you both the home you should have had, and the future you should have had.’


She said nothing for a long moment and the silence made him realise for the first time how arrogant he sounded. Outside the seagulls wheeled and cried. He heard the clatter of the sheets against the masts, and at that sound, which had always meant leaving and loss to him, his heart sank and he knew that she would refuse him.


‘I’m sorry, James, but you’re too late,’ she said quietly. ‘This is my home, and there is no child of yours here.’


‘I’m not too late. I am not too late, Alinor. I never ceased to love you, I wrote to you every year on Midsummer Eve, I never forgot you. Not even when I was married did I ever forget you. I swore I would come for you as soon as I was free.’
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