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PROLOGUE
THE PALACE OF WHITEHALL
February 24, 1601
Midnight
 
He will make a good death, they say. The better for him, for he could never make a good life. Nature made him a king among men, and offered him a king’s fortune too. But Cecil, always the wisest of my counselors, called him “the Wild Horse,” and true it was he never could be backed or broken.
They knew I loved him. But none knew how, or why. When he threw away a thousand pounds at a game of cards by casting all his hearts into my lap, or when he tilted at the ring with my favor on his sleeve, they saw “England’s Darling,” as the ballads hailed him, and thought him mine. But I knew, none better, that he was born to love himself above all others—that he was wedded to his own will and rutting for mastery, till in his fury he swore that he would no longer serve a bastard and a woman . . .
Axe and block is not a bad death. There are many worse. Even after all these years, I can never feast the death of a traitor with crown of beef, suckling pig and baked swan, as my father did, but must choke on the reek of guttering tallow and the screams of dying men. My thoroughbred tomorrow meets the mercy of the headsman, not the courtesy of the butcher’s cleaver, in spite of that foul insult. I a baseborn woman? It was nothing but a beheading that made me a bastard, when my father—God rot his soul!—rid himself of “the French Whore” my mother sixty-odd years ago on this selfsame block.
My father . . . The people called him “Good King Henry” and “Harry the Great,” worshipping their great beef-faced bashaw like the sun in splendor. What did they know of those days when he . . . ?
My father . . .
Was it my father he recalled to me when first he came to Court in the Earl of Leicester’s train that winter so long ago? Eighteen he was then, and the lustiest lad of his length in the whole of England—the youngest and poorest, too, of all those who hoped to make their fame and fortune at my Court, for all he was heir to the ancient and noble house of Essex. Leicester himself it was who brought him to me, my Robin, ever faithful to my service even to the point of supplanting himself in my eyes with a newer, fresher cavalier.
And mine were not the only eyes he caught in the snare of those rich tumbling curls halfway between brown and gold, those bright black eyes alight with hope and mischief, that smile flashing out to bring sunlight into the chamber even on the darkest day. Yet he was still young for his years and ill at ease in the foolery of Court fashion, his fine French hose too high-breeched for the loose length of those horseman’s legs, the starched and goffered ruff too stiff about his soft neck. He chafed, too, under Robin’s patronage, ill content to be no more than “my lord of Leicester’s boy.”
All this my Robin saw and was well pleased—for his plan had been merely to try the lad out, to see how he was fitted for the Court. Now, like a master cook, having given me the merest savor of the dish, he knew how to delay the delight of the taste. Late that year, when winter gripped the land in its iron fist and the rivers were as hard as roads to travel on, when Robin left for the Netherlands, groaning under the lion’s paw, his entourage was richer by one, and that one above all I would have kept back. “Fret not, madam” were Robin’s last, wicked words. “I do but take away the boy—I shall bring you back the man.”
Never was truer word. The man who strode in Robin’s train into the Presence Chamber two-odd years later in that May of ’87 was a May lord indeed, and in his presence no other lord—no, not Robin himself—could hold a candle to that flame. Something of his boyish-ness lingered yet in the swift bright gaze, the ready smile, as it has all his life. But the girlish glance had become an eagle’s glare, the tumbling tresses had been cropped till the red-brown curls lay to his head no bigger than buds of marjoram. Now the jewel at his ear proclaimed him a maiden voyager no longer, but a privateer full-fledged, trafficking the high seas of the eternal love-trade between women and men. Alas, pulchritudo virilis, the manly beauty that the sages sang! I was lost—lost—and saved.
Once again, just as I had with Robin that summer twenty-five years before, I was up with the lark to take horse for the fields, to catch the dew still glimmering on the grass and the speedwell opening her blue eyes to the sun. Once again I had found a man whose vigor could keep pace with mine, who, like me, never tired however long or hard the gallop, who could match me mile for mile through the forest rides from dawn to dusk, then pace me step for step through a night of reveling till once again the sun called us out into the fields and woodlands . . . all day, every day, all summer long.
But he was no mere centaur, half man, half beast, but a knight in the saddle, a cavalier in the chamber. He could hold up a fair hand at cards, yet in the freedom of his nature he cared nothing for winning if he could throw away the game with a laugh and a wink. He loved to dice, yet his favorite throw was ever ames-ace, the single spot that others take as ill-omened and the worst of fortune. A man made his own fortune, he believed, by the way he lived—and so, in the end, did he.
In the beginning, though, he loved me—I was adored once. He would watch out the night with me when I felt the silver creeping fingers of my mother’s bane, the white night, when sleep will not come, sitting at my side in the silence of perfect companionship, through no more than the simple desire to serve my need. He would read aloud fair trifles to divert me, or softly sing airs of such sweet melancholy that the leaden hours were minutes, and darkness became day. Night after night he came not to his own chamber till the birds were singing, yet after the briefest of toilets, scarcely allowing his man to shift his shirt or persuade him to a fresh doublet and hose, he would be back again at my side, declaring himself “entirely Your Majesty’s—at Your Majesty’s will and pleasure.”
Such was his love then that he would not share it with any man, would not permit one glance of mine to fall on any other. I raged at his presumption, grieved at the wounds he both took and gave. Yet in my heart I joyed, joyed with a joy the like of which I had never known.
Then—how it was then, the world remembers. And now?
Now I freeze, I burn, as ever I have been condemned to do from the moment I saw him, whether he was with me or far away. Now he goes to it, as we all must—we owe God a death. Does he know, I wonder, that this is his last act of love—an act of love for me so great that it will cancel once and forever all the passages of jealousy and hate?
Save one. Does he know, can he know, that his last insult, that final barb, will not die with him, but lives in my heart raw and bleeding as the moment he first stuck it there? I a mere bastard woman? It is a gross lie: I was no simple bastard, but a bastard three times over! Yet still no baseborn creature in reality, only in the eyes and hearts of men—bastard men.
As you shall hear.
Oh, you may trust my tale, for it is the word of a queen, yes, and a great one too—the greatest of all the rulers of Christendom. For now I hold the balance of their kingdoms and empires in my hand and sway the world with the smallest of my smiles. Now do the ships of little England bestride the seas, and her armies take and rule lands where she pleases—where I, who am England, please.
Yet it was not always so. Now he is gone, now I roam the rooms of memory, I have room enough both to wander and to wonder at the steps that brought me here. And I long to be delivered of my burden of knowledge, to tell my tale.
For I shall be much talked of when, like him, I am no more. And like him again, precious little of it will be the truth. “What is truth?” that jesting fellow Francis Bacon, that follower of his, used to demand, and for all his wit, never had an answer. But I know what I know, and none knows it as I do. They say now (for I hear their every whispering) that I forget. And forgive, you ask? Why should I forgive? Now as his soul trembles on the brink and mine strains to follow after, what do I have to forget or forgive? Judge you, from what follows.
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Some are born bastards, some achieve bastardy, others have bastardy thrust upon them, as the fellow said in the play last Shrovetide—or would have done if he had made his bow on this great stage of fools as I made mine. My birth came under the last of these three heads. I was thrust into bastardy willy-nilly, since those who were so intent on making a whore of my mother Anne Boleyn would hardly lose the opportunity of bastardizing her child as well.
Anne’s fault was simple: she had caught the eye of a married man who had tired of his wife. For King Henry’s once-doting Queen had turned into a termagant who could not come into his company without flying at his throat. Queen Katherine it was who first named her rival Anne “the Whore,” and more besides: “the French Whore,” “the Great Whore,” “the Concubine,” “the Harlot,” “the Witch,” “the Punk from Satan’s  Stews.”
An evil wife is a scourge of God, they say. Henry needed his freedom—from Katherine’s fury, and from God’s. And more and more, as time went by, he needed a son. With a son, even one, Katherine would have been safe. With only a daughter, the puny Princess Mary, no more than a sickly sliver of Eve’s flesh, she threatened to throw England back again to the bloody strife of civil war. Her day was done.
“A daughter!” Henry spat the word in the Ambassador of the Holy Roman Empire’s face.
But Chapuys was a brave man. “It seems that God has shown us, my lord, that the succession to the throne of England will come down in the female line.”
Henry laughed in scorn. “Think you so, Master Ambassador? I know better than that!”
For a woman could not inherit—all men knew that! A woman could not rule. All she could become was the catspaw of kingmakers, the power-brokers of a new reign who would use her as they pleased while they carved up the body of poor bleeding England.
All Henry’s occasions came together at a stroke on the day when his mistress Anne Boleyn, pale with fear and pride, plucked at his sleeve and whispered that she was with child. Henry had waited for this, prayed for this. Too long perhaps—at least for Anne.
From the time that Henry first saw the new maid of honor, fresh home from France and garbed all in green, to the time when he made her, in one fumbling swoop, his wife, his Queen and the legitimate mother of his child, was seven long years. No passing lust, then, but a longing that withstood wind and weather; and she no mare of the night but a thoroughbred, one fit for a king. Yet time enough for the slowest tongues to be set a-wagging, for the juggernauts of Church and State to grind life, love and all to bonemeal.
The first Papal Bull declaring me null and void came with the first whispers that “Madame Boleyn” was enceinte.  How Henry sweated then to make his child legitimate! Harder than he had sweated in the making of it! But bastard his babe became, and while still in the womb too—bastardized by a Bull from the highest authority in Christendom, the Holy Father.
That was the first time I was decreed a bastard—and that time, the King my father was on my side. Within the hour a mounted messenger was spurring west from the royal palace of Greenwich to York Place in Westminster, where Cardinal Wolsey lay.
“A divorce, Wolsey!” Henry ordered, before his chief minister had scarcely dismounted from his mule and rustled his red silks and ample frame into the King’s presence. For now the long-awaited Prince was on the way, Henry was on fire to be married.
“This is a great matter, my liege!” said Wolsey, aghast, his mind nervously revolving the enmity of Spain, and the wrath of the Holy Roman Emperor, who was Queen Katherine’s nephew and staunch supporter. Nor did he forget his own good Papist hate of Anne Boleyn, who, he feared, would be as lax in religion as she was loose in her love.
“No matter!” commanded the King. “Go to it!” 
Desire now went hand in hand with dynasty as Henry strove to ensure that his son was born with a true and legitimate claim to the English throne. That meant a wedlock child. “No King since the Conqueror has borne the taint of bastardy,” Henry reminded Wolsey.
Wolsey went to work. His clerks’ candles burned early and late in the Chapterhouse as the documents were prepared. Again the fastest, trustiest royal messenger took horse, this time south, for Rome and the Holy Father, to beg a divorce from Katherine, to free Henry to marry Anne.
The Holy Father? A strange heresy, no, to make a childless male virgin the Father of us all?
And all in vain.
For the Emperor Charles, getting word that Henry had already supplanted his ancient aunt, flaunting Anne openly in Katherine’s jewels and royal style, flew into a Holy Roman rage. From London his man Chapuys fed the imperial fury. Chapuys’s spies were everywhere.
“The Harlot vomits every morning,” Chapuys wrote in coded missives to his Emperor, “as I hear from the churl who attends her Groom of the Stool. Also, from a seamstress in Cheapside, word of a gown she has sent to be let out in the waist . . .” 
Charles acted, and the Pope returned to the attack. That Bull reached England as Anne entered her last trimester. “King Henry VIII, of England, France, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, &c., &c.,” so the proclamation ran like wildfire round all Europe, “lives now in whoredom and illegal cohabitation with Mistress Anne Boleyn, the Great Whore of England. The child she bears is thus bastard-born, and bastard beyond redemption.”
Bastard twice over, then.
Not many can say that.
And as soon as it became known that God had denied Henry the son he craved, and that “the Great Whore” had thrown nothing more than an unwanted girl, I was honored with yet another title, one that mocked both her and me together: “the Little Whore.” 
I make light of it now, you say? Now I am safe. Now none dares speak of it—who even remembers it?
But then—then . . .
So much for us—the two whores, great and small.
But what of the whore-maker?
King Henry my father—the monarch, the spouse, the man—what of him?
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I
He was a man in his prime and a stranger to the word “no.” He had looked upon the world for forty years, over twenty of them as a king. His tall body had filled out with age, indulgence, pleasure and action to give him a huge and powerful frame, on which his rich velvet coats and satin doublets, puffed, embroidered and slashed, hung like the royalty he was.
In every group he towered above other men. He bestrode the world, straddling the earth foursquare, as if he owned it, his jeweled dagger swinging carelessly beside the thrust of his great curving codpiece, and in his green and gold, purple and white, scarlet, silver and fox, outshone them all.
I speak of him like a lover, no, my father as I first remember him? His splendor, his danger, his might? Perhaps I was—in spite of everything—at least a little in love with him then, for so all the world was too.
Now I was ten years out of my nurse’s arms, and he ten years nearer his grave—years that had dealt him a hard hand of suffering, sickness and betrayal. Yet was he looking, as he stood at the altar, magnificent in gold and rubies, in furred crimson surcoat and plumed hat, as handsome, as glorious as ever—and as cheerful as any man may, for what he was about to do.
The occasion was his sixth adventure into wedlock, his sixth attempt to make a marriage that would withstand wind and weather, to find a woman who would please him, and a pleasure that would last. The bride was Dame Katherine Parr, rich, religious, and comely in cream brocade, the three months’ widow of the late Lord Latimer, and of another rich and aged husband before him. Squinting at the couple between my fingers as I knelt at prayer, I pondered on the mystery of marriage, and why my father still chanced his fortune on such rough seas.
This was the only one of my father’s weddings to which I came invited. The first, to Katherine of Aragon, the Infanta of Castile and pride of Spain, was long before my time, when Henry himself was only eighteen. At his second marriage, to my mother Anne Boleyn, I have to own I was present, though unbidden and unallowed; indeed, I was the cause of the hasty and secret ceremony celebrated hugger-mugger in that January of 1533, for Anne had found herself, like many a maid before, with a child in her belly before she had a husband for her bed.
The third of the King’s weddings, to plain Jane Seymour, was likewise a private affair. The fourth, to the Princess of Cleves (another Anne), was pitched as low as decency permitted, since the King, disliking her on sight, wanted to be as little married as possible to the woman he called “the Flanders Mare,” with a view to unmarrying himself as soon as possible, as he was shortly to do. The fifth, another Katherine, his girl Queen of the Howard clan, the King could not wait to wed and bed—another costly lesson on the old text, Marry in haste, repent at leisure.
Only with this marriage to Madam Parr, the most motherly of all his women, did the King decide to make it a family affair. Beside me in the Chapel Royal at Hampton Court that day knelt the oldest of his children, my sister Mary, surrounded by her women. By her white knuckles and pale mumbling lips, Mary was praying hard enough to satisfy both God and man—but not, as all there knew, to satisfy the King, since she clung with all the fury of her nature to the old Catholic faith of her mother Katherine of Aragon. How would she fare, the Court whispered, under the new Queen, Katherine Parr, a woman as devout in the Reformed Religion of our Protestantism as Mary was absolute for Rome?
On my other side knelt the son for whom Henry had broken with the Pope and Rome, my brother Edward, whose pale, over-solemn face flushed with smiles as he caught my eye. He wriggled his small body nearer to mine with a confidential air.
“Shall we have comfits after, sister, and candy-things?” he whispered hoarsely. At once he was silenced by his governor Lady Bryan, while mine, my trusted Kat, though all ears, winked a blind eye and continued serenely with her prayers, confident that at my great age of ten, I for one was better schooled than to chatter in church. But I gave Edward a secret smile and a nod, for I longed for him to be more like any other child of six summers, instead of the infant Solomon all expected of the heir to the throne.
Within the chapel it was as cool as a cave, though high summer blazed outside. Here the only radiance came from bank upon bank of rich wax candles, the only sound from a small cluster of the King’s Music sighing away sweetly in the shadows behind the reredos. At an unseen signal, silence fell like a cloud. The Bishop of Winchester approached the altar and the ceremony began.
“. . . to join together this Man and this Woman in Holy Matrimony, which is an Honorable Estate, ordained for a remedy against Sin, and to avoid Fornication, for the mutual Society, Help and Comfort that the one ought to have for the other . . .”
My child’s mind wandered, drifting away with the fine white smoke of the candles, high above the humbled heads of the tiny congregation.
Where were my father’s other wives now? Were their spirits here with us, to hear him make again the selfsame vows that he had made to them? And why, since he was all-powerful, so fine, so wise, so good, had they all failed him?
I bowed my forehead to my hands and with all my young heart earnestly besought God the Father to bless this marriage for the King my father’s sake.
Afterward in the King’s privy apartments, at a reception for the closest of his courtiers and councillors, there were all the comfits and candy-things, jellies and quinces, possets and peaches and pigeon pies that my dear Edward’s six-year-old heart could desire.
A visit to Court, the chance to see my father and the great ones, was a rare treat, and not to be wasted clinging to my governor Kat’s skirts. Strange how men full grown pay no heed to a child, especially a girl. I had slipped away from Kat for once, she being deep in conversation with Lady Bryan on the trials of caring for the royal young.
I was standing now by the arras in a corner of the chamber near a group of the King’s lords. In truth, I was lurking there to pluck one special lord by the sleeve, since well I knew that whether he was Archbishop of Canterbury or no, Thomas Cranmer was the kindliest man at Court and would always have a fair word for me. With him in conversation were two lords of the Privy Council, Sir Thomas Wriothesley and Sir William Paget, its Secretary.
Wriothesley was a short, angry, strutting man, shifting his weight restlessly from foot to foot as he spoke. “So our lord the King plays the farmer, going to market one more time!” He laughed unpleasantly. “And fetches back neither Flanders mare nor hot young Howard filly but a fair old English cow!”
“Not so old, my lord,” interjected Paget smoothly, swirling the thick golden wine reflectively round his glass. “Our new Queen has seen but thirty-odd summers—”
“—and with God’s grace may see many more,” added Cranmer gently.
“Well may she see another thirty before she brings home what we most need!” said Wriothesley fiercely. “Money and land she brings him, I grant you, from her former husbands, a dower fit for a queen. But not a child from either of them—never has she cropped, though the earth twice tilled! I fear my lord King will get milk enough from this cow, yet never a calf—the golden calf we pray for, the god of our idolatry—another prince, to make all sure!”
“We are blessed with one prince, my lord,” said Cranmer, looking fondly across the Presence Chamber to where Edward sported with the Queen’s lapdogs under the care of his uncle the Earl of Hertford. The Earl looked sad, I thought—as how could he not, remembering on a day like this the King’s marriage to his sister Jane Seymour seven years before, and her death giving birth to Edward so soon after?
“Hertford looks sour!” put in the sardonic Wriothesley with a greedy gulp of wine, waving for a passing servant to recharge his goblet. “As well he might if the new Queen’s kinsmen are to be grabbing for places as fast as he and his brother did!”
“Truly, the Earl is not the only one of the Seymours to feel his nose put out of joint by this marriage,” added Paget with a faint smile. “I hear that brother Tom had caught the widow’s eye and thought to have her—or her wealth!—before the King popped in between him and his hopes. And now the rogue finds it politic to travel abroad until her heart returns to its rightful place in her new husband’s bosom!”
“Yet Dame Parr may surprise us,” said Cranmer reflectively, covertly studying the new Queen’s ample frame as she moved about the chamber. “There looks to be no hindrance to childbearing on her side. Remember she has only ever before had aged men as bed partners—something that smiles not on the work of generation.”
“And now—how is the difference?” came Wriothesley’s sharp sneer. Together the three men turned their eyes to the King where he sat on his chair of state, leaning heavily on his gold-topped staff of ebony, the only wood, his master carpenter had told him, that could now support his weight. Even then I could read their delicate silence as it hung in the air. The King is old . . . in his embraces Madam Parr will not bear nor bring forth . . .
Now they were looking at Edward with a scrutiny I could not read.
“Take heart, my lords,” rallied Cranmer gently. “God is love. Our Prince is forward for his years and likely to thrive.”
There was no reply. My attention wandered. Across the chamber my sister Mary was locked in conference with a group of clerics around the Bishop, still robed in his ceremonial finery after conducting the wedding. With them stood the Duke of Norfolk, a dark-faced man of policy I had always feared, even though I knew he was distantly kin to me, and his son, a young warlord a mile above my head, the Earl of Surrey.
As if she felt my gaze, Mary twisted her small body toward us and peered shortsightedly in our direction. “Sister?” she called, for if she could not see me, she could make out my bright new scarlet gown. “Elizabeth, come and know my lord—my lord Gardiner, the Bishop of Winchester!”
As I moved away, Wriothesley’s last gibe traveled with me: “If Popish Mary cleaves to Gardiner now, he will bear watching . . .”
Behind Mary, dominating her low form, stood a weighty figure, a bishop’s cope and cross distinguishing his rank. Behind him a bevy of lesser clerics fanned out in silent ranks awaiting his command.
“Is this the child—the Lady Elizabeth?” Bishop Gardiner’s air as he glowered in my direction was one of unspeakable arrogance, and his deepset eyes did not deign to meet mine. His face was swarthy, his nose hooked like a buzzard’s, and his rough demeanour more that of an ale-house brawler than a man of God. His ragged frowning brows and pitted skin gave him an ugly fearsomeness, but the red mouth beneath his coarse mustache was as soft and spiteful as a woman’s.
He must have known who I was! Why, then, this rude pretense? But Mary was gazing at him with an admiration that left her oblivious to anyone else. With difficulty she now gave her attention to me. “My lord Bishop has been instructing me, sister, on . . . on many matters . . .” Again the glance of adoration, which the proud prelate received as nothing more than his due. “Know him, Elizabeth, I beg of you, for your soul’s good!”
“Souls, madam?” snapped the Duke of Norfolk, his left hand angrily gripping the hilt of his sword. “All was well enough when the care of souls was left to His Grace the Bishop here and his people. Our business is with bodies! If the King means to make these wars on France, we must have men—men and money! Or else the Netherlanders . . .”
I moved slowly away, so that no one would notice me. My father’s marriage, my new stepmother’s chance of childbearing, Mary’s love of God—or was it for the Bishop?—I had food enough for one day, and more than enough for a ten-year-old mind to digest. Much of it, I confess, I laid by to think of later, and forgot. Soon afterward I was sent from Court once more and returned with Kat and my women to my quiet life at Hatfield, deep in the Hertfordshire countryside. And there did the Fates, knowing what was to come, let me sleep out the last of my childhood, the sleep of innocence from which we all too soon awake.
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He came on Lady Day that March, in the year of Our Lord 1546.  Spring was early that year, breathing into stale, arras-hung chambers and cold, forgotten corners, and never more welcome after a cruel winter. Snug on its hillside, Hatfield turned a shining morning face to the newborn sun. Now, with the death of winter, new life was stirring, and out in the byres the bulls bellowed for the cows by day and night.
Within doors, too, the red blood was raging for God’s human creation. The peace of the old manor was often broken now by the sound of deep whispers and soft laughter, and another maid of my years might have been sighing her heart out for her own true love, or at least for a dream of him on St. Agnes’ Eve. But my head was in other clouds as I ripened toward my fourteenth summer, and old Dame Nature’s games held no delight for me.
My books were my love then, and with the joy of a lover was I hastening down the dark passageway to surprise my tutor by being before him at my lesson, with a headful of knowledge crammed since yesterday:  “The might of Rome in those days was so great that many evil men plotted to grasp for themselves the supreme sway. Among them was Catiline, a  man of many virtues, but fallen to a great hunger and greed for power . . .”
The black figure hovering silently against the window looked like a creature from the nether world. I stood on the threshold, my eyes dazzled by the sun, and willed it to depart. I have no fear of spirits: they are no more than ourselves as we shall be.
Instead, it uncoiled like a snake and began to move toward me. I closed my eyes and hugged my books till the brass-bound edge of the Psalter dug into my chest. Conserva me, Domine . . . Save me, O Lord, for in Thee have I put my trust . . .
“My lady Elizabeth?”
Still ringed in early-morning fire, the figure of a man garbed all in black stood before me. Black, but gorgeous: a courtier, and one of rank, judging by the gleam of his gold-worked satin and the sheen of his silken hose. His black eyes held the same cold luster, like the film on stagnant water.
“Sir?”
I did not know him. But it was a good while now since I had been at Court, where there were always new men. This magpie would glitter in any company. Around his neck he wore a rope of brilliants, and a table-cut diamond the length of a little finger flashed from the hat he swept now from his head. His bow was fulsome, but somehow careless too. His voice had attended the University, but had not learned its malevolence there. A pair of lizard’s eyes in an old-young face never left mine.
“I am sent to bid you to Court, madam. You leave at once.”
“To Court? But my governor Mistress Kat knows nothing of this! My household cannot uproot itself at a moment’s notice. My gentle-women—”
“Mistress Ashley has been informed—she is about it now. Likewise your women and the gentlemen of your household.” He paused, and looked at me again with that strange hint of insolence and malice.
I could feel my blood rising. “Sir, I protest—”
His reply killed all defiance in me: “You would not advance your will above that of the King your father?”
“The King—?”
“—has expressly ordered haste. When great ones command”—he treated me to a saturnine grin—“underlings obey. And you, Mistress Elizabeth, situated as you are, would not be well advised to flout the King’s wishes.”
Something caught at my throat. “Situated as I am . . . ?”
He shrugged. “Madam, who would be so discourteous as to recall the taint of your mother’s treason—and the form her treason took . . . ?” Another pause. “Yet are kings and great ones, too, subject to events, to a power none can resist . . .”
Around him the sunlit motes glanced through the air, and the sun, warming the polished gold of the old oak wainscotting, breathed the sweet honey smell of beeswax into the chamber. My gorge rose in fear. At the window, black like my visitant against the sun, a small fly buzzed helplessly against the greeny glass. Outside the casement the early-morning light poured across the park, glazing the windows of the great east gallery with gold and tipping all the buds in the orchard beyond with fire. Out in the fields the first sweet shoots were breaking free of the loamy earth, and the waysides were spangled with celandines as bright as fallen stars.
In a corner of the window frame a great black spider, its web newly spun, glistened for the fly. Sensing her peril, she flapped more frantically against the glass until at last, through her own fear, she tangled herself in the fatal threads. Now the spider uncranked his long black hairy legs and began to move up for the kill.
Domine, conserva me . . .
I reached out to the casement and broke the web, setting the small fly free. Opening the window, I watched her soar away into the clear blue sky. Then I turned on my black-coated visitor and, straining every nerve, favored him with a smile to match his own.
“We are all servants of His Majesty,” I said piously, folding my hands in maidenly submission. “ ‘When I forget my sovereign, may my God forget me!’ as the Bible teaches us. It shall be as my lord the King desires it.” I added a deep curtsy to complete the effect.
He blinked, discomfited, and then recovered his composure. His hat described a perfect black parabola as he made his bow. “Then I shall follow you, lady, to the Court.”
“Your name, sir? That I may honor you as your due?”
“My name, madam, is of no account. I am nothing but the go-between of greater men—and Your Ladyship’s ever-humble, ever-devoted servant.”
There it was again, the suggestive drawl, the familiar, lingering glance. The very waters of my soul congealed. He dared to put himself above me, above the daughter of the King? What did he know that I had  yet to learn?
“Farewell, mistress.” He turned to go.
“Sir?” I tried a careless laugh. “What news at Court? How does my father the King? And Madam his Queen?”
His dark face assumed another false, fleeting smile. “As you shall see, my lady.”
I could have killed him. “But do you bring no Court gossip for us, sir, buried here in the country?”
With infinite care he placed his hat on the side of his head and thrust back his lank, black curls. “Buried no longer, neither you nor yours.” He drew on his gold-embroidered gloves, flicking their long beaded fringes into place. “As for news, Madam Elizabeth”—suddenly the chamber was full of his menace—“that shall be as you find it—or make it!”
He turned on his painted heel, and was gone.
The space around me was as cold and void as if the Devil had passed through. I gripped the corner of the table as my visitor’s tapping heels died away down the dark gallery, and tried to fight down the fear now raging at my heart.
The treason of my mother . . . and the form that treason took . . .
Moments later, surging through the doorway, came my trusted Kat. Behind her, his gown flapping, strode my tutor Master Grindal. Neither seemed to want to meet my eye.
“How came it, Kat,” I demanded, steadying my voice, “that this . . . this courtier bearded me here alone and unannounced, without my chaperone or any of my women?”
Kat’s sweet round face showed both anger and fear, and her small body was aquiver with outrage. “Madam, he would have it so!”
I could not contain my rage. “He would have it so! And who is he, Kat, that his word commands my household?”
“Madam, he bore a warrant from the King!”
“In the King’s own hand?”
“Permit me, Lady Elizabeth.” The tall, lean figure of Master Grindal took a step forward and bowed stiffly before me. “Both Mistress Ashley and myself ”—he nodded at Kat—“examined the warrant, lady, of this dawn messenger. It was authenticated surely—with the King’s own stamp.”
It was true, then. None could have signed the warrant but the King himself or one of his closest counselors.
“Oh, my lady!” Knotting her plump hands, Kat looked as pale as death.
I could not have her suffer. She had proved her loyalty a thousand times in the ten years she had been my governor, teacher and more than mother to me. Only a year ago had she bound herself to me more tightly by marrying a cousin of my mother’s, and my senior gentleman, John Ashley. Latterly I had lengthened both in leg and in body, following my father, and was startled, less than happy now, to find myself looking down on her. But never would I willfully overtop her or deny her governance.
“Well then,” I said as gaily as I could, “we have the King’s warrant, and with it his will. To Court it is! When may we depart?”
Kat’s anxiety now made off in a new direction, and her sighs had her tight lacing straining again at its moorings. “He says at once!” Her hand flew to the bundle of keys at her belt. “But I have a hundred things to see to first! Today I must go over the accounts with Master Parry, and afterward—”
“Then so tell him, Kat.” My calm voice surprised me. “You are the governor here, not he. We leave at your say-so, not his. That is my wish. So tell him.”
Kat’s woebegone face brightened at once.
“Tell him”—I pondered for a moment—“tell him, I am my father’s daughter in all things. Tell him, further, that as my father forgets not me, so let this fellow not forget himself—at his now-and-future peril. Say him so.”
Kat nodded, her eyes alive now with righteous anger.
“And tell him last”—I smiled defiantly at Grindal—“that I will not miss my lesson! And until then, Master Grindal and I will be roaming with Cicero and the wicked Catiline in ancient Rome!”
Kat dropped her curtsy, and was gone. Grindal came forward and placed his satchel down on the table. The sunlight played over his worn scholar’s gown, his dusty cap, his absentminded toilet, which had left one side of his hair smoothed down, the other innocent of a comb, today at least.
Yet seen against the other black-gowned creature who had last stood there, he had the beauty of an angel in my eyes. As he always had: for with great care and dedication had he directed my studies for the last three years and, through them, guided the footsteps of my mind. He taught me to think, and with the spirit of inquiry; he abhorred blind faith instilled by violence, such as that visited on sister Mary, brought up according to the Spanish fashion and whipped every day. Dame Katherine Parr chose him for me when she became Queen. She wrote to tell him everything I should read or study, as he, too, corresponded with his own tutor Master Ascham from his Cambridge days. Along with Kat, he was a portion of my soul; more, one of its charioteers. I would have trusted him with my life.
Now, though, he seemed strangely wrapped in his own thoughts as he opened his satchel, carefully conveying a packet of letters to the inside of his doublet. Then he drew together all the paraphernalia of our working days in the schoolroom: goose quills, inkpots, hornbooks and even my old slate, still kept there for trivial writings. I seated myself, opened my last night’s text and eagerly began: “ ‘As Sallust tells us, when the great Cicero was Consul of Rome, there arose a vain and wicked man, called Catiline. This Catiline was contemptuous of law and good government, and greedy only for power, which he sought through cunning, force or blood. He wooed the common people, then mounted an attack upon the sovereignty of Rome itself. His vile ambition—’ ”
“Power always attracts!” interrupted my master in a low and urgent tone. “Brighter than reddest gold, subtler than the lure of any woman—always—everywhere!”
This was no secret to a young girl who had read as much history as I had. “Master?”
“Always! Vain, greedy and ambitious men seek to win power!” He combed his hair with one distracted hand. “They gather around every throne. Even here!”
Here? Did he mean our strange visitant? Or at the Court? Who? 
He read the question in my eyes. “Enough of Sallust!” he said hurriedly. “You have your Fables, my lady? Of Aesop?”
My fingers fumbled for the familiar little leather-bound volume.
“The fable of the aged lion, the King of the Beasts, as he lies near to death . . .”
The King . . . old . . . near to death . . .
I could not find the page. Suddenly Grindal’s thin hand came down over mine, his voice no more than a whisper. “Put the case, madam, that the old lion, the dying King, has whelped but a small litter. And now the whole of the animal kingdom waits to see how he will leave his throne.”
Beyond the casement window the soft sounds of morning came and went. High above, a lark cried in the clear morning sky. But in the bright schoolroom the silence was as deep as under water.
“The first of his brood, a young lioness, he sent out into the wilderness because he could no longer abide her dam. But out there alone for so many years, she found friends and gathered many round her who had pity on her plight. Now her party waxes strong as she prepares to claim her rights.”
Mary. My older sister Mary. My father had divorced her mother, then disowned Mary and put her away.
Mary waxing strong—against me?
Fearfully Grindal glanced over his shoulder. Behind the door the winter arras hung swagged back to the wall; as I knew from Christmas revels, it could easily conceal a human form.
As I watched, it seemed to move. I turned to Grindal, but he kept his eyes fixed on the table, on the feather-stippled gold flakes of the grain of the oak, and muttered on. “Say that the old lion has another female cub, younger than the first, dearer to her father and closer to his ways.”
Myself.
There was no other.
“She, too, has her own party, those who care for her and the New Faith. But as her sister waxes strong, so her people are put in fear. Their letters are read; their very words are used against them.” His hand fluttered to the packet at his bosom. “So they see now, as through a glass darkly, in ignorance and confusion. There is an order given that the friends of the little lioness must . . . abandon her . . . or betray her.”
The low murmur of Grindal’s words died away. Then from behind the arras came another sound. I rose to my feet, smoothing down my gown, my palms sweating against the rasp of the rough velvet as I moved toward the door.
Betrayed . . .
At the door I trembled, but my hand still reached out for the arras. Whoever was betraying me, I would know it, if it meant my life.
Each his own Oedipus, said Sophocles, born to riddle out our own confusion.
Fool that I was, the space was empty! A small gray mouse ran scratching by: that was the sound my fear-infected ears had caught. I rejoined Grindal at the table and took up my Aesop again to still my shaking hands. “You were saying, sir. The little lioness! Will they betray her?”
Silence. Grindal sighed, reached forward, pushed aside the silverfiligree hornbook that had been Kat’s gift for my baby primer, and picked up a book of maxims. “Let us construe, my lady.” His bony finger stabbed at a Latin verse: “ ‘Si labat fortuna,/Itidem amici collabascunt: fortuna amicos invenit.’ ”
“Plautus,” I guessed wildly, and began to translate: “ ‘If good fortune falls away,/So also do your friends: yet good fortune finds friends again.’ ”
Was this Grindal’s message to me, that he was my friend only as long as Dame Fortune smiled? Others were of no account. But Grindal—?
“One lesson more, Lady Elizabeth.” He reached out for the slate and chalked crudely, even angrily, three words I had not seen before, in glaring Roman capitals:
VIDE AMPLIUSQUE ETIAM
I had not been used to such simple Latin since I began the language with Kat, ten years before. I turned the phrase once in my mind and dashed off a hasty translation: “ ‘Vide ampliusque etiam?’ Why, sir, ‘See, and see again.’ ”
“Wrong! Wrong! Repeat! Repeat! Again!”
His feverish gesture as he pointed to the phrase left me in no doubt of its importance. Urgently I tried again. “ ‘See more—and see more again’?”
“Yeesssss. Yeeeeesss! Just so!” He closed his eyes and muttered under his breath, “Remember, my lady: ‘See-more and see-more again.’ ” Suddenly he opened his eyes. “And now for our last today.”
Bunching his long trailing sleeve, he scrubbed the slate clean, careless of the white dust streaking the threadbare black. Then concentrating fiercely, he drew two shapes, side by side. I grasped the slate between both hands and stared.
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A heart and a river—or a stream?
Softly my master leaned forward and laid his finger on his lips. “Remember, my lady.” Intently he described a linking movement with his finger from the heart to the water. “Remember!” His voice was calmer now. “And remember, too, the words of great Cicero as he waited for the conspiracy of Catiline to reveal itself—for the poison to gather to a head, like a boil full of pus, until it could be lanced.”
“I remember, master,” I said huskily. “From my last night’s study. ‘Vide: Tace,’ Cicero told his friends. ‘See, and hold your peace.’ Well then, sir, let Video et Taceo be the watchword for me: I will see and be silent, never fear!”
He bowed, rose, gathered his books and left. Outside, the tower clock in the gatehouse struck the hour. Eleven o’clock! No more?
O Grindal.
He had as good as told me that he had to betray me.
Et tu, Brute? You too?
The dinner hour came and went, the sun left the chamber, and I remained frozen there, in a chill that gripped me now without and within.
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III
The chill I felt was mortal, the birthright of any motherless child: for when a mother dies, her child catches an everlasting cold. My mother’s life was short—so short it scarcely touched on mine. Yet if the evil that men do lives after them—well, we all know that women are Eve’s daughters, born to sin, the children of God’s wrath.
No wonder, then, that even in the grave her sins would not sleep but must come back to haunt me. And as I wept and wrestled, knelt and prayed all that livelong day, I felt in my bones that she was at the back of these fearful new events. Her death had infected me with her soul’s plague, and now I saw I never would be free of it. And I wished her safely dead, even if that doomed her to an eternity in purgatory, rather than risen to torment me thus!
I showed little pity of her then, you say?
But what love or pity had she shown to my father when she betrayed him?
For I knew her story, I knew her treachery, I had known it all my life. I was not three years of age when Sir Thomas Bryan came with the news. Visitors to Hatfield were rare, and the slumbering peace of our warm hillside hollow hardly ever disturbed. That day, though, the sharp clatter of hooves and the cries of men in the courtyard betokened a mighty event.
“Within, there! My lord comes!”
“Call for my lady!”
“My lady Bryan, ho! Have her make ready the Lady Princess for audience with my lord—at once!”
“Anon, sir!”
“Make haste, fool!”
“Sir!”
He knelt before me, still in his great riding boots, all beslubbered with journeying, the rank smell of his man’s sweat mingled with that of his gelding, for it was late in May and summer was on the wing. Beside me on the chair of state in the Great Hall sat Lady Bryan his wife, for she was my governor then before Edward was born, and Sir Thomas had been sent as much to bear his wife up in the face of what he had to tell as to break the tidings to me.
I can still see her face beside me a blank mask of shock, her back rigid, her hands restless, writhing. And more: for the first time ever I remembered it, that thin scent in the air, sourer than vomit, sharper than cat’s gism, the reek of which can never be forgotten, never disguised—the smell of fear.
That same smell filled the air as, leaning on his knee, hanging his head like a broken man, Sir Thomas told me that this very day had Queen Anne Boleyn, my mother and the King my father’s former wife, been put to death.
Where?
“On Tower Green.”
How?
“She had her head cut off.”
Why?
“She was a traitor, my lady, to the King her husband.”
A traitor?
“She committed treason. And for treason, the price is death.”
So.
A traitor. Treason. And death.
All this, not strange to say, served well enough for the child I was. For as I had no understanding of what the words meant, I felt nothing of their shame, nor of my curse.
And I knew nothing of the woman she was, the mother I had lost. The miniature Kat kept by me in the drawer beside my bed was a picture of a lady to me, nothing more. Soon after my birth the King my father had given me Hatfield for my hearth and home, my place, my palace, my little kingdom. At three months old I had been taken from the Queen’s household and dispatched on the first of my royal progresses to my new home far away from Court. And though I saw her once or twice thereafter—
Yes, yes, I saw her. I remember her, however fleetingly—eyes as black as coals, with little firelights deep within them—I remember her, and more, more than I ever wish to remember—wisps of memory that fret at the edges of my waking days and stalk unchallenged through my sleepless nights . . .
Yet was she no more to me then than any other great lady of the Court, and less, far less than she who cared for me, good-hearted Margaret Bryan, or my second governor, Mistress Kat.
Kat came to me when I was four years old, to take Lady Bryan’s place. Poor frightened Bryan, whose horror on that day was so much worse than mine! She had her own reasons for retiring from her post with all speed, since before her marriage to Sir Thomas, she was related to Anne Boleyn on the Howard side. All Howards, all Boleyns, now stood compromised by Queen Anne’s fall, and Bryan was not the only one to feel her head a little looser on her shoulders. From Anne’s great-uncle to the husband of her sister, most of those who had known her now went swiftly to ground. Yet the Bryans were too shrewd, of course, to run like rats for cover. They let time roll by, and when it was clear that all Howard hopes had died with Anne, they bowed out of Hatfield and hitched their fortunes to the new Orpheus ascending, the baby princeling and heir to the throne, my brother Edward.
The King, however, required one last service from Sir Thomas ere he and his lady were permitted to give up my governorship. I was four summers high and more now, and a great lady, in my own eyes at least: for was I not the Princess Royal now that my older sister Mary had been put out of her place in my favor; was I not the only true heir of the Tudors, and the Princess of Wales to boot? No matter that I never came to Court, that the King never sent for me: all knew who I was. And none approached me but on their knees, none addressed me save with their head uncovered and every mark of respect.
Once again Sir Thomas had come fresh from Court. Once again I sat to receive him on the chair of state in the Great Hall, with Lady Bryan at my side. But now there was a difference. This time Sir Thomas in my presence did not kneel. Nor could he meet my eye as he made his bow. “My lady Elizabeth—”
I did not understand. “How is it, governor, that I was yesterday ‘my lady Princess,’ and today but ‘my lady Elizabeth’?”
“There you have it, madam.” Sir Thomas was not a man to mince words. “His Majesty the King your father has given order that as his marriage to the late Anne Boleyn your mother was no marriage, you are no true child of wedlock. You are therefore but a bastard born—and as such, therefore, no princess.”
No marriage to my mother?
No true child?
No princess?
A bastard, then—bastard-born, the child of a woman who conceived out of wedlock—and what was the word for women such as that—?
Sir Thomas was still speaking. “All this is done out of the King’s great love for you, my lady. You are no longer any daughter of the traitor Anne Boleyn, but now to be known only as ‘the Daughter of the King.’ And His Majesty bids me say, ‘What is “Princess,” “Heiress of Wales” or any other title to compare with that?’ ”
Again I swam in a sea of incomprehension, again I did not feel the barb of my injuries. My father loved me! That was all I knew.
What else could I know? I was but four years old. Bryan must have been heartily thankful that he had only a poor infant to contend with, and that after leaving the requisite orders as to my correct form of address for the future—“the King’s Majesty’s Daughter, the Lady Elizabeth”!—he could  terminate his distasteful duties so lightly.
Leaving the place to Kat, my beloved Kat, who alone became my rock, my lighthouse, my pilot and my guiding star through the still rougher seas that were to come.
Kat. My Kat, my Kit, my consolation, my tib, my tabby, my queen of cats.
Kat had come as fresh as the curds off the whey to King Henry’s Court. No Boleyn cousinage, no Howard heritage, clouded her history: nothing but an honest Devonshire girlhood of milk and cheese, and strawberries and clotted cream. Also an education that made her the boast of her brother, a gentleman in the King’s service, who sang her praises until the King himself commanded this paragon to appear at Court. “For,” said he, “we have need of learned maidens to learn our Court maids, and one above all.”
That “one” was the royal me.
“My lady Princess” was Kat’s soft greeting in her gentle Devon burr. “For so you are, though I must henceforth call you ‘Madam Elizabeth.’ ”
“Mistress Katherine—” I began, steadying my tongue for an attempt upon her Devon surname, “—Champernowne?”
She checked me with her sweet, twinkling smile. “My lady, you may call me ‘Kat.’ ”
And Kat she so became.
Four years old I was, and due to begin Latin. Like all those who loved learning, Kat was also passionate for Greek. And geography, and Italian, and a little Hebrew, and mathematics, and grammar, and rhetoric, and astronomy, and architecture, and more, much more. She was a library in herself, a universe. Laughing, she promised to teach me “all the answers to all the questions in all the books of the world!” Through her I learned both to trust and to think, and so we continued in a paradise of innocence like that of the first Eden.
The chill winds of the outside world touched me lightly, if at all. My father’s new wife Jane Seymour died before I knew her, and to a four-year-old her death seemed a fair exchange for a brother like my darling Edward. Then came the Princess of Cleves, a lank and bony old thing with the worst clothes I ever saw, who smelled as if she never changed her nether garments, and spoke not a word of English. One visit to Court, one feast in her honor, was all I knew of her as wife to the King before my father found the way to retire her safely to Richmond with the rank of “the King’s Most Honored Sister.” I cared for none of them. What I loved was the journey to Court, when for days on end I would be carried through the country, waving to the people who turned out to see me pass. And when they shouted “God bless King Harry’s bairn!” and “God save thee, little Bess!” I was still child enough to think they cheered not for him but for me.
Yet next time I came to Court, who should be seated beside my father beneath the great canopy in the Presence Chamber but a laughing girl I knew well from times past. She was my cousin: for in the tangled web woven by my grandfather Boleyn when he married into the Howard clan, my grandmother Howard was Katherine’s aunt. This Howard cousin of mine was then eighteen summers to my seven. She was tiny, vital, plump and pretty, with bright black eyes and spirits as high as my own, and like the King, her doting bridegroom, I adored everything about her.
For the best of reasons—to a child, at least. “I shall spoil you, Elizabeth!” she announced.
She gave me treats and trinkets, she took me for rides in the Queen’s barge, she had me to stay with her in the fine riverside manor at Chelsea dowered to her by the King. Above all, she had me with her at her greatest feast, the first time she dined in public as the Queen of England. There in the Great Hall of Hampton Court we sat beneath the King’s arms and her own, swagged in pink silk and gold, bearing the motto that the King had chosen for her himself: A BLUSHING ROSE WITHOUT A THORN. Small wonder, then, that I came home drunk with delight to my sweet safe refuge of Hatfield.
But there is no rose without a thorn, no pleasure that is not paid for without the prick of pain. One day of winter that same year, I was confined to my closet by a cold rheum on my chest. Snug and reading by the fire, I paid no heed to the giggles and whispers of the two maids making up my bed in the outer chamber. I had heard them before: they only ever talked of love nonsense and silly things, and I was all of eight now, and serious for my age. And I did not like the maids. They always brought kitchen smells with them, if not worse, and they would look at me strangely, whispering behind their hands. These two today thought I was in the schoolroom, and I was happy to let them think so.
Until I heard one say, “But is it certain she has to die?”
“No question—and at once, the carrier says. She’s doomed for sure.”
“Can she not beg for mercy?”
“She has done so! They say she ’scaped from her apartments at Hampton Court and ran shrieking down the corridors to beg the King’s forgiveness. He was at Mass—she thought if he but saw her face again, he never would have the heart to kill her.”
“And would he not forgive?”
“They caught her outside the chapel before she could come to him, and stopped her mouth. But she had no hope of mercy. ’Tis treason, what she’s done!”
“How treason?”
“She’s a traitor to the King. And for that”—the second voice dropped in ghoulish relish—“they’ll cut off her head!”
“Like—? Like—?”
“For sure! Like my little lady’s mother! Just like her! ’Tis the price for such as they—traitors, fornicators, adulterers and all. Look you, if a common whore can be dragged naked at the cart’s tail round and round the town and whipped till her back be all hanging off in bloody shreds, what punishment for a queen?”
There was no answer. Chuntering together softly, they moved away.
I knew, oh, I knew then, that the serpent had come into my garden, and like Eve at the morning of the world, I awoke to the nakedness of my ignorance. How had I slumbered so long unknowing? Kat had promised me answers to all my questions, and I had lost myself in Greek and geography, Boccaccio and the Bible. Suddenly there was only one question I had to ask—something that had been growing inside me unfelt and unseen like an abscess I must now burst, or die.
Now at four o’clock day was done, and the night approaching was as black as the waters of the Styx. And I was not blue but gray of cold and sorrowing in the window seat when Kat came, flanked by candle bearers, to bring me to supper.
One glance at me and she drove the little maids at her heels into a fury of activity. “Dorcas, a fire here, fetch coals at once! Send Peter up from the kitchen with a brazier too, to make more warmth. At once, do you hear me? Look to it! Joan, a posset for my lady, quick as lightning, and piping hot, see you, or your ears will pay for it!” Then falling on her knees at my feet, she took my frozen hands. “What ails you, sweetheart?” she demanded tenderly. “May you speak of it?”
So many times before, we had hugged by the fire together, Kat and I, by rushlight or tallow, in a companionable coze when our day’s work was done. Now, though, everything was changed. The fire made, the posset brought and placed between my cruelly tingling hands, the maids sent away, and a great silence between us, the hour had come for another kind of story.
“Kat.”
“Madam?”
I gathered my forces. “My cousin Katherine the Queen . . . the maids were talking . . .”
Kat drew a heavy sigh. “I had thought to spare you this, my lady.”
“I want to know.”
Another great sigh. “Only this, from this afternoon’s carrier. That Madam Katherine your cousin is to die for treason—she has been proved a wanton. She had one lover when still a girl in her grandmother’s house, and they say another now as Queen—admitting him to her privy quarters by night and denying him nothing.”
“Is it all true?”
“Her lovers have confessed it, every detail.”
“Like the last time?”
“The last time—?” Kat’s voice bespoke her alarm. She was not prepared for this.
“The last time, the chambermaids said. ‘Like the last one.’ I know what they meant.”
Kat seemed turned to stone. Only her eyes, as wide as I had ever seen them in the leaping firelight, and her light, panting breath betrayed her apprehension.
“My mother—is that what they meant? That she was like Katherine?”
Kat seemed to fall into a silence deep as a well. At last she spoke. “You know already, madam, that the Queen your mother was accused of . . . of betraying the King.”
“What is ‘betraying’?”
“It was said she plotted against him, against his peace of mind. That she joked about the King’s manhood, that His Majesty was not . . . not always a man as others are, after the way of the flesh.”
I felt a rope of steel tightening around my head. “Kat, is this treason? Did she die for this?”
Kat’s face was as white and bleak as a winter’s day. “Queen Anne was charged also with whoredom, lady. That she won men of the Court to her carnal lust and adultered with them in her own chambers, in the King’s very palaces.”
As Katherine had done.
Go on.
“Who—?”
“Three young gentlemen of the King’s Privy Chamber, one of them the King’s dearest friend, Henry Norris—”
“And—?”
“And her musician, my lady—a lutanist, Mark Smeaton.”
“And—?”
“And—her brother, madam. Your uncle Viscount Rochford.”
We sat, Kat and I, like marble effigies or women turned to stone. I had it, then, all I wished to know.
That was the first of my white nights—the first night of my life that I slept not at all.
And that was the first chill of the first fear, afterward always with me, no matter how deep I tried to bury it under my piles of books, my manuscripts, my mountains of learned facts. And now, with this summons to Court, with this sinister courtier, it was here with me again, lurking in the corner of my chamber: it was part of me, crouching in the corner of my soul.
And the day had begun so well, my soul lamented, that Lady Day, when spring seemed come and the sun had painted Hatfield in pink and gold. Now all night long, despite Kat’s faithful ministrations, despite more blankets, more coverlets, down beneath and down above, and a log fire so high up the chimney in my bedchamber that the room was as bright as day, I could not get warm.
For the cold I shivered that night of childhood with, and now shivered with again, was not the wanton kiss of Jack Frost, but the charnel-house embrace of mortal fear.
Of fear?
Two fears.
That the King, for all his goodness and his great love of me, might one day—one day soon, even now—turn against the daughter of his traitor-wife. The text ran in my head like a dirge:  Should your father, or Our Father which is above him, ever minister to you as your sins have deserved, how mighty were your misery, how sharp the sentence, how rigorous the revenge. That I might come to remind him of the woman who had so vilely betrayed him—a danger that must grow greater every day as I grew to that womanhood which must, like every daughter of every mother, show my kinship to her.
And the second, the greater fear, deeper and colder still: If the sins of the mothers are visited upon the children, according to God’s word, am I to grow up tainted by her sin? Will my corrupt Eve’s flesh, the flesh that every mother gives to every daughter, betray me, as hers did her, into woman’s foulness, woman’s frailty, woman’s lust?
If I am to be like her, will my life be worth the shoes that I stand up in? Or has she infected me to death, and am I now to pay for it? Has this dark visitant, this courtier, this messenger from the King, done no more than come to call me and my mother’s still-roaming spirit, her still-living desires embodied in my flesh, to our last account?
And how to pass through the dark unknown sea of the night ahead before I should find out?

[image: image]
IV
We parted before dawn of the next day, in the darkest hour of a starless night. The air was thick with frost and foul vapors, as if yesterday’s spring had never been. In the great courtyard of Hatfield the mole-brown pack mules, poor sterile beasts, were shuffling their small hooves against the ice on the cobbles, striking through to their tender flesh beneath. Behind them the gentlewomen’s palfreys were whickering mournfully, sour and unhandy at being awoken so harshly before their hour.
I gripped my cloak tight to my throat against the cold as I came down to the courtyard at Kat’s side. All about us the people of my household ran to and fro, shouting and swearing, fetching and carrying, loading carts and wagons in a frenzy of haste. Meanwhile the carters screamed and cursed and lashed about them, taking their fury out on their two-and four-legged underlings at will. Along the walls the chamber grooms emptied pot after steaming pot of reeking night soil onto the slimy dungheaps. The noise, the flaring torches, the vile stink, made it a scene from hell. Yet it was not so distant from my mood.
All night long, hour by moon-washed hour, my brain had been running with Grindal’s riddles like a rat in a trap. The conspiracy of Catiline—was Grindal telling me there was a plot against the King? Or merely warning me, now I was going to Court, to beware of the men of power gathering round the throne?
The Aesop story he had fabled me—yes, my father was aging, fiftythree, nearly fifty-four now. But did not the King his father live till the age of—?
Fifty-two! whispered a voice from I knew not where.
Yet my father was strong! So huge, and healthy, he was nothing like an old, sick lion at the end of his life! And “the lion’s brood”—what was this talk of “lionesses”? Neither Mary nor myself was of the least importance in the Tudor line. For a woman never yet ruled England in two thousand years, I should have said to Grindal, and never will! 
Yet there was one truth in his fable that now struck me to the quick. Of the malice of my sister Mary, suddenly I had no doubt.
Mary—the very name means “bitterness.” Did those who named her know that God had fated her to drink her cup of gall and wormwood to the last drop, yes, and beyond?
I was shaking, but not with cold.
Enough!
Time to put on a better face than the ghostly thing I glimpsed in my glass as I left my chamber. The courtyard was alive—I must be on my guard.
Yet as ever, all had a smile and a curtsy or a good-morning word for me.
“Greetings, mistress!”
“Give you good day, my lady!”
Two of the principal gentlemen of my household at Hatfield, the brothers James and Richard Vernon, sons of a local squire, bowed as they shouldered past weighed down with horse harness. Beyond them was Ashley, Kat’s quiet and steady husband, standing ready to depart with Sir John Chertsey, a young knight of the shire whose father, old Sir John, had placed him in my household shortly before he died.
Farther off, in the flare of the torchlight, I could see my black-clad caller of yesterday making himself important among the grooms and ostlers as if he alone were due to take horse today. Even at this hour of the morning, with a hard saddle-day ahead of him, he was agleam in burgundy, cased like the snake he was in a skin of silk, satin and velvet, the perfect popinjay. I hated him, fur and feather, and I feared him, and I knew not why.
“His name is Paget,” declared Kat with a stout toss of her head in the fine one’s direction. Kat had recovered all her natural bounce in the wake of countermanding him yesterday with her mistress’s royal command. “Which, madam,” she had told me gleefully, “he dared never gainsay, though he glowered at me like any tavern bully!”
“Paget?” My interest quickened. “Son to Sir William Paget, chief of the King’s Lords of the Privy Council?”
“Not son, no.” Kat’s voice dropped a notch with every step we took toward the center of the courtyard, where my traveling litter awaited, with Paget himself standing by to receive us. “But a relation, he reports himself—a trusted instrument. I say, rather, a hanger-on, and an abortion of a true gentleman—a cloak-twitcher too, I’d not be surprised . . .”
“My lady Elizabeth!” He was before us, with his morning flourish. “And Mistress Ashley, as ever was!”
If our curtsys were both brief and chilly, that could only be put down to the frost of the morning. “Your servant, sir!” we chimed coldly in unison as Kat assisted me into my traveling bed and smothered me with coverlets.
“Sleep now, sweetheart,” she soothed as she plumped up the last of my pillows and dropped a kiss as sweet and firm as a summer cherry on the end of my nose. “By sunrise we shall be in Eastcote, and I shall have a little something there to cheer your stomach, never fear.”
Then came her comforting, gurgling laugh as she drew the heavy brocade curtains rattling together on their wooden rings. “As for him”—she chucked her chin at the stiff figure of Paget stalking off through the hurly-burly to find his own horse—“may Jack Frost have all his extremities, not forgetting his privities too, saving Your Ladyship’s reverence! Sleep well, my lady!”
Sleep, sibling of death, is never far from a traveling litter. The rocking motion, the soft clopping of the horses all around, the jangling of the bridles and brass trappings, the low snorts and whinnies as the beasts share the burden of the journey with one another, would lure even a sleepwalker into the dreamless land.
But with sleep came not peace but torment. I dreamed I would die if I could not fathom out the riddles of Grindal. So in the playhouse of my mind the evil Catiline circled the old King’s throne, knife in hand and dripping with blood, while the old King watched, powerless to move or resist, like a death-wounded beast. Meanwhile a female lion, her fangs likewise bloodied to the chops, drew circles around a younger lion, small and weak, with death hissing like Pluto’s darts from the glare of her yellow gaze.
In the heavens above, wild rolling eyes hurtled through the skies like flaming comets, while Grindal’s voice kept time with them, chanting “See-more! See-more!” in the tones of some mad priest at a dark sacrifice.
Then came a flood, and a hart seeking to ford it to find safe haven on the other side. But there was no ford, and the flood overwhelmed the hart, and so it sank and drowned. And the hart, like the little lion, was I. 
I knew I would die if I could not fathom out the meaning of the riddles. And I would die even more quickly if I did. Whenever I opened my mouth to scream, a dark fist in a dark gauntlet stopped my throat, cramming my gorge with loose, powdery flakes of ash, mummy, soot and withered flesh. And when I fought myself awake, the taste in my mouth was death.
Care-charmer sleep, brother to sable night . . .
“My lady?”
Relieve my anguish and restore the light . . .
“My lady? How do you?”
The black shapes were gone, no more than a bad memory in my mouth; the litter was on terra firma, the sun warming my nest; and best of all, my dearest Kat was drawing back my curtains with something I never thought to see . . .
“Kat, what’s this? Fresh milk? White bread? And eggs in butter! How on earth—?”
“This?” She tossed her head, and the Devon burr of her home country broke through as it only did when she was deeply pleased. “ ’Tis nothing, madam. Only to know where to find provender in such Godforsaken holes as these, which be not accustomed to the care and comfort of a princess!”
Curiously I peered out through the looped-up hangings. We stood in a large and tidy farmyard, with the last of the hayricks still standing well against the weather, and plump hens nipping sprightly to and fro to evade the early-morning attentions of the cock.
“Madam?”
With a curtsy that would not have dishonored the Grand Sophy, my lady-in-waiting Blanche Parry appeared at my side. If I loved Kat for her closeness, I loved Parry for the opposite, the formal seriousness that never varied from Court to cow byre. Both she and her brother Thomas, now the treasurer of my household, had left their beloved Wales to come to me at the same time, becoming then, along with Kat, the family I never had and, because of them, never missed.
Now, attended by two little maids sailing behind, Parry gave me her good morning. “And are you minded, madam”—she paused, delicately placing her question as a request not to be taken as coming from herself—“to be seen?”
“Seen?”
“The people of the village hereby, my lady: they have seen your train—the litter—and they beg leave to pay their respects. They have been waiting, in all this cruel frost, most patiently.”
“By all means!”
Passing the remains of my breakfast to Kat’s little maid, I took the traveling mirror Parry now handed me from my toilet case, and watched closely as she combed down my hair. “On this side—there—yes, thank you. My earrings, Kat? No, no, the great pearls. And now my hood—the russet velvet. So.”
In the smooth circle of beaten metal a wan face peered back at me. Too pale for my taste! Roughly I scrubbed my cheekbones with my fist. Now, with two perfect rings of carmine on my cheeks, I looked the image of a wooden-headed doll.
“My lady!” Parry was scandalized. “There should be no red in a lady’s complexion, it is not becoming! A princess holds no peerage with a . . . a donkey woman!”
A donkey woman! Kat could hardly scold for laughing, or laugh for scolding. Red! Parry made it sound like a dirty word. Protesting, I submitted to her urgent ministrations with rosewater and powdered eggshells till the hectic in my cheeks had been smoothed away.
Now I looked as I should have done if God had made me a great beauty. And my “ivory look,” as I called it to myself in my vainest moments, chimed far better than rose or carnation with my mermaid’s hair, which flashed now red, now gold, as the sun and clouds played hide-and-seek, making it shine like an angel or deepen to unpolished copper. I was vain of my hair, let me confess—and today it was gleaming like strands of woven sunlight. I smoothed down my overgown, settled myself in my furs, adjusted myself into a more princess-like stance, and was ready. “Bid them approach.”
In a corner of the farmyard a handful of my gentlemen stood together with the men-at-arms, all stamping their feet against the bitter cold. Waiting patiently beside them, huddling their hands into their armpits for warmth, or blowing on their fingers’ ends, blue already from the morning’s bite, were a cluster of countryfolk: the farmer of the holding, by the look of his buff clothing, weather-scarred face and rough brown leggings; his men and maids; a scatter of children, from ten summers or so in age, down to the baby in its mother’s arms; and a gnarled grandfather, resting on a stick.
Excitedly I prepared to greet them. I loved to meet the people every time I ventured abroad. When they cheered my father—adding, as they always did, “And bless thee too, Harry’s little maid!”—I felt a pride of belonging so rare I could hardly compass it.
Suddenly I felt a violent jolt: “En route, Madam Elizabeth!” It was Paget’s voice. “We have no time to spare for these farmyard clowns, my lady. His Majesty’s word was ‘haste’!” He paused. “And for your health and comfort, Your Ladyship would wish for your privacy, I think.” He reached up to untie the hangings of my litter, cutting me off from the outside world.
He gave me orders, he banned me from the sight of the country people, he decreed that I must travel invisible, as if I were a prisoner of state.
How dared he?
And how much longer till I could discover how he dared?
“One moment, sir, if you please!” With a furious Parry hard astern,
Kat tacked violently across Paget’s bows. “In the daylight hours, when the noisome vapors of night are no longer to be feared, my mistress travels with her litter open,” she said firmly, tying back the hangings Paget had just loosed.
“There is more than one kind of health, Mistress Ashley,” murmured Paget, his charcoal eyes aglow. “It is not healthful for Her Ladyship to expose herself to the danger of the common people.”
“My lady in danger from the people of England?” Parry could not stand by and let this pass. “Sir, you know not what you say! Why, they adore her, they have done since her infancy! Not one of her progresses but they turn out to see her pass! And not a soul in England would hurt a hair upon her head—no, not the paring of her pretty toes!”
“Yet it is better,” Paget said vengefully, nodding up two or three of his men-at-arms, “for the Lady Elizabeth to travel enclosed.”
The soldiers lumbered forward. Paget smiled a victor’s smile. “I have my orders,” he said softly.
“Your orders, sir?” An inspiration struck me. “Orders that I must travel enclosed and unseen—is that so set down in the King my father’s warrant?”
A dull anger mantled his cheek, and I knew I had him. “Not in so many words, madam. But I deemed it better—”
“And I deem it better, sir, to obey my governor Mistress Ashley—after my lord the King—in everything.” Once again I played the modest-maiden card for all it was worth. “If she decrees it, we will travel open—we shall be seen.”
Kat’s eyes flashed triumph, but she knew this was no time for drums and trumpets. Paget’s voice, tight as a weevil in his throat, spoke for him. “As you wish, my lady. To horse! You there! Away!”
He was my enemy, that was now clear.
When would I know why?
The cries of men, the straining of horses, brought my litter shuddering to life. Across the yard Ashley, Chertsey and the Vernon brothers were taking a hasty leave of the farm people and making for their mounts. On every honest, frozen country face was written bitter disappointment. My heart burned. I leaned forward urgently.
“Kat! Kat! I beg you, send to those people! Say I grieve to have no chance to speak to them, but our lord the King commands us haste, and his will must be done. Give them my greetings, and thank them for their kindness. Tell them I will not forget Eastcote and its people, its good milk and bread, and the warmth of its welcome!”
Briskly Kate dispatched the last of the maids to convey my words. Off went my litter, step by ponderous step. The farmyard was receding now, the people getting smaller, with every pace. But as the maid reached them, I could see smiles break out among the little party like sunshine after rain. The farmer pulled off his cap, followed by all his men, and waving lustily, they raised a farewell cheer: “God speed you, Lady Princess! God save thee and bring thee to joy of thine own!”
Fervently I acknowledged their cheers, the warm tears of delight pricking my eyes. Riding ahead, Paget scowled and turned an evil face. Suddenly one of the straggle of farm children broke away from the group and came skimming toward us at full pelt. Swearing under his breath, one of the troopers moved to head her off, and Paget, too, reined back his horse, reaching for his sword.
Would they attack a child? “Put up your sword, master!” I shouted furiously. “Do not hinder her! Let her come to me!”
With shining eyes the child ran up alongside and with a sure aim tossed something into my lap. It was a posy of the first of the spring flowers: glossy celandines, a few anemones nodding their ivory heads, primroses as pale as lady’s hands, and four or five bold cowslips with vermilion-spotted throats. The girl herself was no more than eight, her pinched face yellow with cold, her greasy hair half in, half out of a ragged headcloth, her rough working hands, little more than paws, cracked and blistered with broken chilblains. But when I gave her my thanks, her smile was a wonder to behold.
Behind me I could hear the rattle of Paget’s sword unsheathing and the tread of approaching troopers. “Go now!” I whispered to the child. “And beware of these men!”
Nodding, she slipped away with a final smile. I could feel the air about me now heavy with menace, and knew that this would be the last I would see of the countryfolk today. But still as we journeyed through village and hamlet, the people there could not mistake whose progress this was, nor was the little wench the last to see her Princess that day.
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