
[image: cover]




[image: p1]


By Royal Command 



MARY HOOPER



[image: p2]






[image: Royal_Command_0003_003]




For the Twyford Soirée Group, 
who are all within these pages 





Contents


Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen


Some Historical Notes from the Author 

Mistress Midge’s Favourite Recipes 

Glossary

Bibliography 




[image: p1]


Chapter One
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The first half of December was a weary time when drizzle fell continually and it never seemed to get fully light, but on the fifteenth of the month it finally stopped raining. Damp still seemed to pervade everything, however: my clothes, my hair and whatever I touched, and all along the riverside at Mortlake lay thick grey mud which had been churned up by passing horses. In the afternoon, when I looked out of the kitchen window to see if I could spy Isabelle, I noticed that a dingy, opaque fog had rolled off the river and was now enclosed by the overhanging trees. These were clammy with mist, their bare twigs dripping with moisture.



Such a dreary day was not, perhaps, the best time for anyone to come a-visiting, especially someone like Isabelle, who was extreme nervous about coming to the magician’s house and had hardly set foot inside the  door before. I’d invited her on this day, however, knowing that the family were all going to be out. This did not happen often, for Dr Dee, my employer, was fully occupied in his library most of the time and hardly went abroad at all unless his presence at Court was requested by the queen.



On this day, however, which was a Sunday, the whole family, including the two little girls I was nursemaid to, Beth and Merryl, had been invited to the home of a near-neighbour in Barn Elms on the occasion of his birthday. Mistress Allen, Mistress Dee’s maid, had gone with them, and Mistress Midge, our cook and housekeeper, had taken herself off to see her aged sister, who lived a ferry ride away across the river in Chiswyck.



I set the kettle on the fire and leaned over the big stone sink again to see if Isabelle was coming. She and I had become friends shortly after I’d begun to live in Mortlake and had much in common – although she didn’t make her living as a housemaid, but bought and sold goods at the market.



As I stared into the mist, longing for her to arrive, a shape gradually emerged, which a moment later resolved itself into Isabelle, treading carefully, holding her skirts high and wearing high wooden pattens over her shoes to raise herself above the mire.



I ran into the outside passageway to meet her, carrying a candle to light her in.



‘’Tis horrid out, the lanes are thick with muck,’ she  said, shaking off her pattens at the door and hanging her cloak, ‘and as I passed through the marketplace a cart went by at such a pace that it covered me from head to toe in muddy water!’



I looked at her and couldn’t help but laugh, for not only had her gown been splashed all down the front, but her face had mud-coloured freckles all over.



‘Leave your gown to dry and we’ll brush it clean before you go,’ I said. I handed her a clean piece of rag. ‘And here’s a cloth to wipe your face.’



She dampened the cloth in a bucket of icy water and dabbed it across cheeks already pink with cold, then found her reflection in a copper saucepan and, peering in it, rubbed harder. Her face being cleaned satisfactorily, she fastened back strands of her long dark hair which had come out of the coil at the nape of her neck. As she did so, she glanced anxiously over her shoulder. ‘You are quite sure no one is home?’



‘I am certain,’ I assured her. ‘We all went to church as usual this morning, then I made Beth and Merryl tidy and the family went off in a carriage.’



‘A carriage!’ she said in admiration, for carriages were still somewhat rare in our part of the world. ‘I should like to have seen that. Was it very grand?’



I shook my head. ‘Dr Dee called it a carriage, but I should have said it was a hired cart.’



‘And they won’t come back unexpectedly?’



‘They will not,’ I assured her. ‘Indeed, Mistress Midge said that Dr Dee was so pleased to get an  invitation to dine from such a noble source that he’ll likely stay until midnight – or his host shows him the door.’



‘Who is his host?’



‘Well,’ I said with some import, ‘’tis Sir Francis Walsingham.’



‘He!’ Isabelle’s face lightened with interest. ‘There is much talk of the queen’s spymaster. Have you ever seen him?’



‘Never,’ I said. ‘But I have seen Lady Walsingham, because she has been here three or more times to pay her respects to the mistress following her confinement.’



‘And does she dress very fine?’



‘Extreme fine,’ I said, remembering the last time Lady Walsingham had called, and the shot-silk gown in brightest sapphire blue and matching cape with pink lining.



‘Was she pleasant?’



‘I can hardly tell,’ I had to admit, ‘for though I ushered her into Mistress Dee’s chamber and curtseyed to her very low and respectful, she barely noticed my presence.’



‘Ah,’ said Isabelle, shrugging her shoulders, ‘that’s always the way. Who notices the likes of us?’



‘Though I may meet with her again one day . . .’ I said with some meaning.



‘Of course!’ said Isabelle. ‘But you still haven’t heard anything?’



I shook my head somewhat despondently. I’d carried out a certain service for Her Grace, Queen Elizabeth, and that exalted lady had sent a message through her fool, Tomas, to say that she was most grateful and that I might be called on to serve her again. When I’d first heard these words, I’d thought she’d meant that I was to attend Court and become one of her ladies-in-waiting, but that was not to be, for Tomas had told me quite frankly that only titled and educated young ladies might take up these positions and attend on the queen. Instead, however, I was to be ready to carry out certain duties for the queen as and when they might occur . . . duties which might involve working covertly for Sir Thomas Walsingham, who managed the queen’s secret network of spies.



‘I suppose it has only been a matter of a few weeks,’ I said, though indeed I was burning with impatience and fair desperate to begin serving the queen, for I revered her highly and would have done anything for her.



Isabelle was rubbing her hands together to try to warm them, all the while looking about her. ‘Such a well-equipped kitchen . . . so many skimmers and pans and cooking tools,’ she said. ‘And that huge table – why, our bedchamber at home could easily fit on to such a thing.’



I nodded, knowing that Isabelle’s family lived in a cottage so poor that the living room barely contained more than a fire with a stew pot over. ‘Dr Dee has more  money to spend now,’ I said – for he’d recently carried out a service for a nobleman and been richly rewarded. ‘We’ve had meat to eat every day of these two weeks past. Even on fish days,’ I added.



Isabelle’s eyes widened, then her attention was taken by the shaped copper moulds on a shelf above her. She reached up to take one down and see it the better, but as she did so there was a high peal of devilish laughter and one of the moulds moved before our eyes. She gave a scream and jumped backwards. ‘Magick!’



I began to laugh. ‘No, it’s only the monkey,’ I said. ‘Today’s visit was too grand for him to attend, so he’s been left with me.’



Isabelle had gone very pale.



‘You needn’t be frightened of Tom-fool,’ I said – for so the monkey was called, being named after the queen’s jester. ‘And you needn’t be afeared of being in this house, either, for there is nothing to harm you.’



‘As long as the magician doesn’t come back before he is due.’



‘He won’t!’



‘Or Mr Kelly,’ she said, referring to Dr Dee’s partner in alchemy.



‘Mr Kelly has gone to London to look for treasure in the Thames,’ I said. I lowered my voice, although there was no one about but us, adding, ‘He said an angel had told him where it was hid.’



‘Is that really true?’



I shrugged. ‘It’s true that he’s gone to dig around in Thames mud, but whether he was instructed to go by an angel, I don’t know.’



She hesitated. ‘So you’re sure there isn’t any magick lingering about this place? No demons concealed in the chimney nor small folk in the skimming pans?’



‘Not that I’ve ever seen!’ Smiling, I took the kettle from the fire and poured hot water into two glasses which I’d previously prepared with grated cinnamon, peppercorns and bay leaves, then added a small amount of claret wine, which I’d discovered left over from supper the previous night. ‘This will warm you,’ I said, handing it to her.



She took some sips of it, then put it on to the table and reached up to take Tom-fool. Chattering, the little creature ran up her arms and settled himself on her shoulders, then began to pull out her hairpins one by one and throw them on to the kitchen floor, where they immediately got lost in the rushes. ‘He has a very pretty face,’ she said. ‘Is he trained around the house?’



I shook my head, turning up my nose at the same time. ‘Monkeys aren’t as dainty as cats. In fact, they aren’t dainty at all,’ I added, giggling, as Tom-fool ran down Isabelle’s arm and hung by his tail from her elbow, then proceeded to pass water.



She gave a scream and shook him off, whereupon the monkey ran up the centre of the table and disappeared inside a large earthenware bowl. Isabelle brushed down her gown with a sigh of vexation, then  continued her tour of the kitchen. ‘So vast . . . so much fine plate and pewter . . .’



‘And there is even more of it on show in the dining room,’ I said, ‘for Dr Dee has had the room opened up so that he may entertain more.’ I took a sip of my drink. ‘Mistress Midge says he’s doing it in order to attract more wealthy patrons.’



‘And what type of services will he perform for them?’ Isabelle asked.



‘They will ask him all sorts of questions – about their health and their lovers and their money, and he will tell them what they want to hear.’



‘Will he do magick?’



I shrugged. ‘He’ll divine the meaning of their dreams, tell what a comet in the sky predicts, cast charts to tell the most auspicious days to carry out a certain task or look into the future and tell them if they will marry a certain person – but I don’t know if these things are magick.’



‘And does he still converse with the dead?’ she asked fearfully.



‘So people say.’



‘They say he speaks with angels, as well.’



I nodded. ‘But only through Mr Kelly. It’s he who sees and hears them. Or says he does,’ I added thoughtfully.



‘So you’ve never seen any spirits about the place?’



I shook my head. ‘No, though I’ve heard Mr Kelly speak to them and ask them questions . . .’



‘How was this?’ she gasped. ‘Were you invited to watch?’



‘No!’ I said, laughing. She already knew of my great curiosity about these matters, so I had no hesitation in adding, ‘’Twas by standing with my ear pressed to the door!’



‘Then was he counterfeiting?’



‘Perhaps.’ For though, listening at the door, I’d heard Mr Kelly ask the angel many questions, I’d never heard a single reply. ‘But Dr Dee believes in the truth of it, for he writes down every angelic word that Mr Kelly says he receives.’



She shivered. ‘I should not like to speak to ghosts or angels . . . or to live in a house where one might be seen.’



I thought it best to move on to another subject before she took fright and ran home. ‘Do you want to look at the fine things in the house?’ I asked, for that was one of the reasons she was here.



She pushed back long strands of her hair, which, deprived of pins by Tom-fool, had fallen loose again. ‘I’m not sure . . .’



‘I will tell the ghosts not to show themselves,’ I teased.



She smiled a little at this. ‘You think I’m foolish, but you should hear the tales our neighbours tell about this house. Why, they say that Dr Dee is a dabbler in dead bodies and that the devil comes to supper twice a week!’



‘I am quite sure he does not come to supper,’ I said firmly. ‘Mistress Midge wouldn’t allow it.’



I showed her into the dining room first, for this had been freshly hung with tapestries and had a carved fireplace, new cupboard and an oak coffer. This latter I opened so that we could shake out the fine linen within, for these damask tablecloths and napkins had, so Mistress Midge told me, come all the way from Holland. The patterned turkey carpet and vast looking glass from Venice were also admired in their turn, as were the crystal glasses and shining pewter, and then we replaced everything just as we’d found it and went along the dark passageways towards the library, for I had a mind to show Isabelle the real treasures of the house.



The door of Dr Dee’s library was black and hard enamelled to keep any house fires from the valuable books within, and I pushed it open and went through first to light the room’s candles. I then had to tug Isabelle’s gown to encourage her to come through the doorway, for she was standing there, jaw dropped, gazing about the library like a country booby at a wedding feast.



I giggled, knowing that I, too, had been just the same when I’d first gone into the room. She pointed around at the shelves and shelves of books, at the coloured glass window, at the stuffed birds and animals, at the shells and roots and strange vials with coloured liquids and did not say a word, but only  gasped. And then she spotted the ally-gators dangling from chains above us and screamed.



‘They’re perfectly safe,’ I quickly assured her. ‘They’re dead, and have been so since before they arrived in this country.’



‘But . . . but . . . such things as I’ve never seen before,’ she said, gazing upwards in wonder. ‘And these creatures have lived?’



I assured her that they had, and at length she lowered her sight and, approaching a wall of books, stared up at them and touched some of the gold-lettering on the spines, then ran her fingers along a whole line of them as if she was playing a spinet. Moving on from these, she gazed for some time at an emerald-green bird, stuffed and poised on a branch, felt the inside of a pearly shell and stepped back in horror from the grinning skull Dr Dee always kept close by.



She pointed at the collection of glass bottles, tubes and burners which had been set up on a bench. ‘What are all those things for?’



‘Those are but newly arrived,’ I said, ‘and I think – so Beth told me – they are to enable liquids to be separated and then mixed again with certain others.’ I lowered my voice again, for whether or not anyone else was present, the contents of the library had this effect. ‘With the use of these, Dr Dee and Mr Kelly seek to change base metal into gold,’ I whispered.



Isabelle was beyond wonder at this. ‘If they can do this, then they will become immensely rich.’



‘If they can,’ I echoed, for I’d oft heard Dr Dee and Mr Kelly speak of the difficulties of performing such a feat.



I crossed the library floor to pick up the chest: the small, brass-banded chest which, I knew, held my employer’s two most treasured possessions. ‘Look,’ I said, and my voice was hushed and respectful, for though I wasn’t sure of Dr Dee’s capabilities as a magician, I knew from past experience that this chest contained two precious objects with mysterious and unfathomable qualities.



‘What’s inside?’ Isabelle asked. ‘Treasure?’



‘More than that: this box holds the show-stone and the dark mirror.’



Isabelle tiptoed over towards me and tentatively laid her fingers upon the chest.



‘’Tis locked,’ I said.



‘And if it wasn’t . . . ?’



‘Even if it wasn’t,’ I said, ‘I would not turn the key and take out what’s inside.’ For I’d looked in the show-stone before, and what I’d seen there had led me into danger.



I was still holding the chest when there came a long, low sigh from outside the room and Isabelle snatched her fingers back and clutched my arm in fright. ‘What was that?’



We stood listening as the sigh slowly dissolved into the sound of whispering in the yew trees in the churchyard. ‘’Twas probably just . . . the wind,’ I said, for I  knew where her thoughts were heading.



‘The wind it was not!’ she exclaimed. ‘It was more like the sigh of a wraith or . . . or the moaning of ghosts set by Dr Dee to guard his library from the curious.’



I shook my head. ‘It never was! ‘Twas but a wind dispersing the fog, or a boat horn sounding on the river.’ I tried to speak with assurance, although in all the times I’d heard the wind gusting across the river or the hoots of the ferry boats they’d never sounded like that.



Isabelle gave a shudder and pulled her shawl more tightly around her. ‘I should be going home now, Lucy,’ she said, ‘for I must be at market by six in the morning to secure my pitch.’



I own I was disappointed, for I’d hoped she might stay the whole evening with me. ‘Do you really have to leave so soon?’



She nodded. ‘I must be a-bed early.’



‘But when will I see you again?’ I asked, for my family were not living nearby and I had no other friend but her.



‘Very soon! Whenever you come to market.’ She went to the library door and, after looking anxiously up and down the passageway and tilting her head to listen for any sounds, stepped outside.



I doused the candles in the library and we walked back towards the kitchen, with me heartily trying to persuade her to stay a little longer, and she just as heartily refusing. At the back door she spoke to me, her  face serious. ‘While you’re alone in the house you must take two crossed rowan twigs as a guard against magick and keep them beside you until your cook comes home, for now I’ve been in this house I fear for you.’



‘There is nothing to be frightened of!’ I assured her, but she took up her cloak and left very briskly indeed, and before we’d even tried to clean her gown.



When she’d gone I made up the fire in the kitchen and sat before it thinking of my life, wondering about Ma and my family and how they were all faring, and also when I might see the queen’s fool again, for he’d been merry and charming to me – and besides, had silvery-grey eyes – and I’d liked him very much. Thinking on him, I naturally thought of Her Grace, and felt for the little token that I always wore on a ribband around my neck. This was but a forged coin, worthless in itself, but bearing the queen’s image and therefore very precious to me, for I had long held our queen in the highest regard and, as a child, it had been my one desire to serve her.



I closed my eyes, allowing my thoughts to drift and settle (which was a great luxury, for my life did not usually offer such a time) and not long after there was thumping and swearing in the outside passageway which told me that Mistress Midge had arrived back from seeing her sister.



She flung open the back door: large, red-faced and furious, crying, ‘Would you ever believe such robbery?’



I looked at her expectantly, not a bit surprised at her  manner, for Mistress Midge was a woman prone to tempers and tantrums.



‘That knavish no-good ferryman charged me three pence to bring me across the river in the fog! Three pence! And then he had the gall to hold out his scurvy hand for a tip, telling me that the weather was so bad he shouldn’t have been out at all.’



‘It is horrid . . .’ I began.



‘Horrid? Lord above, I’ve known it ten times worse than this. My father was a ferryman and he went out in gales so fierce they could lift a body off her feet! Tonight? Pah!’ She spat into the fire. ‘’Tis nothing!’



I hid a smile as she stamped around the kitchen, swearing to herself, scratching and muttering, at length finding a piece of cake in her pocket and stuffing it in her mouth. After a few moments of this she went to the barrel and poured herself a glass of small beer, then pulled up another stool in front of the fire.



‘Is your sister in good health?’ I now felt it safe to enquire.



She nodded. ‘As fine and sprightly as ever she was. And she sixty years old and more!’



‘And has she set eyes on the queen of late?’ I asked, for her sister was a washerwoman at Syon House, a noble household where the queen was sometimes a visitor.



‘Not lately – but what do you think?’ She paused and took another mouthful of beer. ‘Her Grace has another suitor, and he’s a Frenchman and Catholic to boot!’



I gasped at this, knowing there would be much dissent amongst the people if she should marry a Catholic.



‘They say he’s a short man with a pock-marked face, but has won the queen’s heart with his elegant conversation and a bag of pearls.’



‘Never! But what of the other suitors?’ I asked eagerly, for the queen’s romantic associations were a great conversation piece amongst us all. ‘What about the Earl of Leicester?’



‘Exactly. What about the Earl of Leicester?’ Mistress Midge said. ‘They say he’s broken-hearted and hasn’t been at Court for days. And what of Francis Drake, back from his travels and set to woo the queen? And young Oxford?’



‘And Walter Ralegh?’ I reminded her.



‘Indeed!’



We made ourselves comfortable in front of the fire while we waited for the Dee family to return, looking forward to an evening spent talking of Her Grace, of whom she might marry and whether or not it was too late for her to provide the country with an heir. And, that night at least, I didn’t think any more about the strange noise I’d heard.
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Chapter Two
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‘You should not have done such a thing,’ I heard Dr Dee say as I entered the library the following morning to make up the fires. He was dressed as normal in the long black robes of a scholar, and had a skullcap perched atop of grey hair so long that it tangled with his beard. The beard and tangled hair made him look far older than he really was, for his eyes were still as piercing a blue as the eyes of his two daughters. ‘Indeed you should not have done it. ‘Tis too risky for a man in my position.’



‘Tush! You must take these opportunities where you can,’ said Mr Kelly, who was much younger and sharper of feature, with trimmed beard in gingery-brown. ‘Besides, we need money in order to achieve our goals. There is costly equipment we need. We must lay out gold in order to make gold.’



‘But to put the person in question here! I would rather you had not. I would rather not be associated with such a venture.’



‘You’ll be pleased enough to be associated when we receive the money, no doubt,’ said Mr Kelly. ‘For I was told by Ariel that an occasion would present itself shortly whereby we might become wealthy, and that when that time came, we should not hesitate. This opportunity was offered by the angels, Dee!’



I added coal to the fire, trying to draw as little attention to myself as possible, for I knew Ariel was one of the spirit-angels Mr Kelly purported to speak to and I wanted to hear more.



‘We must not go against the wish of Ariel,’ added Mr Kelly piously.



Dr Dee said, ‘Hush!’ and I saw, out of the corner of my eye, him nod towards me, but Mr Kelly tossed his head dismissively as if to say I was not worth consideration. He said, ‘We’ll leave it a day or so for the family to get concerned about her, and then send a letter.’



‘I don’t like it,’ Dr Dee said. ‘You know how servants hear things and gossip amongst themselves. News spreads from one house to another . . .’ He suddenly raised his voice. ‘Haven’t you finished yet?’ he called to me.



I was sweeping coal dust from the hearth – slowly, of course, for I was greatly interested in their conversation. ‘Nearly, Sir,’ I said meekly. ‘Almost done.’



‘Then hurry yourself a little more,’ Mr Kelly snapped.



I was made cross by this – for I was not employed by Mr Kelly and felt he had no right to speak to me so – but I merely picked up my coal scuttle and brush and went to the door, bobbing both gentlemen a curtsey at its threshold. They did not acknowledge this or even nod at me, however, for they were intent on speaking of money. As the door closed I heard Mr Kelly say, ‘Twenty gold angels is a considerable sum, but ‘tis easily come by for men such as her father.’



This was intriguing, and I walked back through the house wondering what was going on and wishing that I could have stayed and heard more. Thinking that, I smiled to myself, for it seemed strange that the very thing I’d oft been admonished about by my mother – my curiosity – was set to be of use in my work for the queen. Not, I thought, that Dr Dee or Mr Kelly were engaged on any task which might oppose Her Grace, for I had heard Dr Dee say more than once that he revered and loved her more than anyone else in the world and even above his wife.



Back in the kitchen, Merryl and Beth were both kneeling on stools at the table with their horn books, copying letters of the alphabet, and Mistress Midge was calling out words for them to write down. Every so often she’d check what they’d done and declare either that the words were excellently well spelled, or that they had been writ too hastily and must be done again. Although Beth and Merryl knew that Mistress Midge was only pretending – for she couldn’t read a word – this didn’t seem to spoil the exercise. I, too, often played this game with the girls and could now read a good many things, even though I’d been unable to manage as much as my name when I’d first come to the house. Writing my letters, however, I still found difficult.



Mistress Midge was preparing rabbit stew for the midday meal and three furry pelts were laid out on one of the work counters, ready to be sold to a furrier down-river. Skinning is exacting work if you want to sell the pelts after, and the girls’ constant pleas for new words, a hammering at the door from a tradesman wanting money and her wrongly cutting and spoiling an otherwise perfect coney skin made Mistress Midge suddenly fling down her knife in a temper.



‘It’s Mistress Midge this and Mistress Midge that from morn to night. It never stops!’ she cried. She glared round at us. ‘We had a proper butcher at the old house!’ she declared – for she had once worked at the house of Mistress Dee’s parents. ‘And a fishmonger and a pastry cook and a baker and two butlers and Lord knows who else, but here I’m supposed to do everything. Why, in a proper and noble household the housekeeper wouldn’t have to lower herself to skin rabbits!’



‘No, I’m sure she wouldn’t,’ I said, trying to placate her.



‘It was one person for each job and each job for one person. The baker wouldn’t be expected to sweep floors, the poulterer wouldn’t gut fish and the lady’s  maid wouldn’t despoil her dainty self by emptying the night stools into the river!’ She wiped her bloody hands on her apron. ‘But here I’m expected to do the lot!’



The girls and I rolled our eyes at each other, for such complaints were commonplace with Mistress Midge – although I knew the magician’s household was unusual in employing so few servants. This, Mistress Midge had informed me more than once, was because most servants were lily-livered creatures who took fright on hearing strange noises in the night, or, upon seeing a shadow or a mouse flash along the wainscoting, would convince themselves that they’d seen an apparition. The other reason was that until quite recently the household of Dr Dee had been a very poor one for, as the role of queen’s magician was dignified by no fee or salary, there was never any money to spare for servants.



I’d come to the house by chance; I’d been walking along the riverbank towards London in order to find work, and had come across Beth and Merryl in trouble on the foreshore. Dragging them out of the mud, I’d found myself in the happy position of being offered a job as their nursemaid, and had been here ever since. I missed my ma sometimes, and my sisters, but my father had been one of the main reasons I’d left home, and I didn’t miss him a jot.



‘I do the lot!’ Mistrress Midge repeated bitterly. ‘I gut fish, joint poultry, bake bread, clean the house, wash linen, tend that animal and brew beer! It’s a wonder they don’t stick a broom up my fundament and ask me  to sweep the floor as I go along.’



Beth and Merryl giggled at this, knowing, of course, that she spoke the truth, for until I’d been taken on, Mistress Midge had also looked after them.



‘And when do I get a little time for myself?’ she demanded. ‘I work twenty-four hours in every twenty-eight!’



‘But there are only twenty-four hours in a day,’ Merryl pointed out.



Mistress Midge glared at her. ‘There may be only twenty-four hours in your day, but in mine there are twenty-eight.’



‘There cannot possibly be . . .’ Beth began, and I, thinking quickly to change the subject and soothe her ruffled feelings, began asking the girls about the birthday party they’d attended the day before. I was immensely curious about the famous Walsingham family.



‘They live on Barn Elms,’ said Beth, ‘which is a large estate.’



‘With a park containing many fine and expensive trees from all around the world,’ put in Merryl, who, although only five years old, was a sensible and serious child. ‘The house is noble and very large, and built in the shape of an “E”, which is for the first initial of the queen’s name.’



‘And there are a good many servants, too, no doubt!’ said Mistress Midge, before huffing a great deal and then returning to her rabbits.



‘There are as many servants as there are rooms,’ said Beth. ‘About nine hundred.’



‘Silly! There are not that many servants in the world!’ said Merryl.



‘And how were the Walsingham children?’ I asked quickly. ‘Were they fun to play with?’



‘No, they were not!’ both girls said together.



‘We had to stay all the day in the nursery wing,’ Beth said, ‘and weren’t allowed about the house on our own.’



‘There were six children and they all kept hiding from us. And they spoke French the whole time and said we were babies because we did not!’



‘Then that was very horrid of them,’ I said.



The handbell from upstairs rang, indicating that either Mistress Dee or Mistress Allen wanted something, and I spoke up quickly, saying I’d go with the girls and see what was required.



They ran ahead of me up the stone staircase to their mother’s chamber and I followed at a more leisurely pace, pausing on the first step by the window which overlooks St Mary’s Church, for it was there, in the church porch, that I’d last seen Tomas, and it was there that he’d told me I’d be given secret work to do for the queen. On parting from him – I felt my face flush with pleasure as I remembered – he’d pressed a kiss into my palm, telling me to keep it safe until next we met. It may have been foolish of me, but I’d looked for him almost every day since, for as the queen and Court were  still at Richmond Palace, I knew he must be nearby. Looking for Tomas wasn’t as easy as it sounds, however, for he was usually in disguise and I’d been fooled by him before, so I always took special care to be charming towards any young men concealed in strange garb, or those who wore hooded cloaks so that their faces couldn’t be seen.



I smiled, thinking of the kiss, and then the smile dropped from my face, because suddenly I could hear the sound again: the eerie, sighing sound. So faint was it, however, that had I not already heard it on the previous evening, I might never have noticed it. Startled, I looked out of the window to see if the yew trees in the churchyard were moving in the wind, or if I could spy anything else which might have made such a sound. I could see nothing, though, no tree, bush or tall grass moving, no cat, dog or pig amongst the tombstones.



A tingle ran down my spine. Was it something truly evil? A demon set free by Dr Dee, unable to find his way back to the spirit world? For – as Isabelle frequently told me – when necromancers meddled with the dead, such things were a possibility.



‘Lucy!’ Merryl’s voice called high and far away, breaking into my thoughts, and I roused myself and hurried up the stairs to Mistress Dee’s bedchamber. I’d think on the likely cause of those strange sounds later.



The mistress of the house was younger than Dr Dee by some thirty years, but was not a well woman. She’d recently been confined and consequently was still  weak, although the babe, Arthur, was with a wet nurse. I hardly saw her out of her rooms, for she took all her meals within them and – when she was not in her bed – spent her time quietly, darning stockings or embroidering clothes for the newborn. Her personal maid, Mistress Allen, was like a shadow of her mistress but much more sour-faced, and they hardly moved but together.



Mistress Dee was out of bed on this day, however, and sitting by the fire, wearing a faded wrap. Built very slight, she was sad of eye and her nightcap, having slipped sideways on her head, showed a scalp where the hair grew very sparse and thin. Looking at her, it seemed to me that the babe she had recently birthed had taken all the strength away from her.



By her feet, the girls had emptied a tin of pearl buttons on to a rug and were making flower pictures from them. They made an enchanting picture sitting there, for they were pretty girls with the bright blue eyes of the Dee family and long fair hair which curled in profusion. Beth was taller, being the elder by near two years, but her sister was fast catching her up.



‘Good morning, Lucy,’ Mistress Dee said. ‘As you see, I’ve risen from my bed again.’



‘I’m very pleased to see it, Madam,’ I said, bobbing a curtsey.



‘And I feel much better for my excursion to the Walsinghams’ yesterday.’



‘That’s good news, Madam,’ I said with pleasure, for  she was a kind lady and – though I hardly ever saw her – a good mistress.



‘We found the Walsinghams stimulating company.’



She paused here and I waited, wondering what was coming next.



‘And, after seeing their six children so bright and bonny and so clever in all they do,’ she went on, ‘Dr Dee and I have been speaking in earnest about the education of Merryl and Beth.’



I heard these words with some dismay; I feared that she was going to tell me that the girls were going away from home to attend school, or would be taking lessons as part of the Walsingham household and thus my services would no longer be required. The girls thought the same, obviously, for Beth jumped up and Merryl scrambled on to her mother’s knee. ‘Mama!’ she said, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Where will we have to go for this education?’



‘Oh, please don’t send us away!’ Beth cried.



Mistress Dee hugged them both. ‘Of course my heart’s darlings won’t go away,’ she said. ‘But we want to engage a tutor for you both – and soon Arthur can come back from the wet nurse and all three of you can have lessons together. Arthur won’t be as able as you, but he can learn his letters and colours and will soon catch up.’



I smiled to myself, for I saw her plan. Much as the two girls were her heart’s darlings, the new babe, Arthur, was even more so, and she’d been deeply  unhappy ever since he’d gone off to his wet nurse. In this way she could ask for him to be returned to her quicker than was usual.



‘We had a tutor here once before, you know,’ Mistress Dee said to me, ‘but my husband thought having girls educated was an unnecessary extravagance. Now we have our son, and now Dr Dee is becoming more successful in his undertakings, I’ve persuaded him that we must have a proper tutor for them all.’



‘An excellent idea, Madam,’ I said, knowing that the more the girls learned, the more I might learn along the way, for – provided their tutor was a reasonable man – I might be able to sit in on their lessons and be taught alongside them.



‘And, God willing, is good there may, in time, be other children in the family to be educated.’



I dipped my head. ‘Indeed, Madam,’ I said. It was, of course, a woman’s role in life to give birth to as many children as she was capable of.



Satisfied, Merryl slid off her mother’s lap and resumed the flower picture.



‘When will a tutor arrive, Madam?’ I asked.



‘Very soon, I hope, for Mistress Allen’s sister knows an able and knowledgeable man who is looking for work as a tutor, and he has been sent for. He’ll take lodgings somewhere in Mortlake or Sheen and come to give the girls lessons every day.’



‘Will he be a nice tutor, Mama?’ Beth said. ‘One who is kind to us and doesn’t smack our hands?’



‘He’s not there to be nice to you,’ said their mother with mock severity, ‘but to teach you all the accomplishments that the Walsingham children have.’



Beth and Merryl pulled faces at this and began giggling, and in a moment Mistress Allen came in from her own chamber. She wore a plain brown dress, cut very straight and severe with no decoration nor ruff, and her hair was pulled back so tightly from her face that it gave her the appearance of a china-woman. The only adornment she had – or at least ever wore – was a crucifix on a long beaded chain which looked very like a rosary. Crucifixes, of course, were deemed Popish by the church and very much frowned on, so I supposed that she hid it on Sundays when we went to church.



She shook her head at me. No doubt she thought I was not being firm enough with the girls. ‘The children must not tire Mistress Dee more than necessary,’ she said, so I asked the girls to pick up the buttons and replace them in their tin box, and we all left the room.



At the top of the stairs, on the wall, was a sheet of metal, hard-polished so that you could see your face in it, and Mistress Dee had told me that this was there to check her appearance before going downstairs and facing the world. I, too, couldn’t help but glance in it whenever I left Milady and, doing so then, saw myself much as usual: my face fair and freckled, my eyes and hair brown – the latter a tangled mess, owing to the attentions of the monkey. At home, Ma had always kept my hair neat, trimming it with the shears we used  to cut leather for the gloves we made, but since arriving at the magician’s house it hadn’t seen shears or scissors, nor had much time devoted to it at all.



I gave myself a small smile in the mirror (my teeth, I thought, were my best feature, for Ma had got us all into the habit of rubbing our teeth morn and night with a piece of cloth) and went downstairs. I paused on the bottom stair, by the window, but didn’t hear any strange noise. It was much on my mind, however. Also on my mind was the thought of how Mistress Midge was going to react to the news that the household was about to gain another member, the children’s tutor, who would, even though he wasn’t staying in the house, need food, drink and attention.



‘She must be taken into the park while still under the influence of the sleeping draught, and care must be taken that she is left somewhere she can be swiftly found . . .’ Dr Dee stopped speaking as I entered the library that evening. ‘Yes?’ he asked sharply.



‘Mistress Midge presents her compliments and asks if you would like some cold meats for your supper,’ I said, taking care to give no indication of having overheard a word.



‘Yes, yes, we would,’ he said impatiently.



‘Meat and some good white bread,’ said Mr Kelly.



‘Plenty of it,’ added Dr Dee. ‘With warmed malmsey wine and thick soup.’



I glanced at him in surprise, for he was as thin as a  walking stick and I’d hardly seen him eat a hearty meal since I’d been there. I curtseyed and withdrew, and as I did so heard Mr Kelly say, ‘We must plan the letter.’



I went back to the kitchen. Something untoward was going on, I was sure of it. Something was being hatched; some plan for making money.



I prepared the supper tray, but the children wanted to take it in to their father, so I had no further opportunity that evening to enter the library. While they were absent I asked Mistress Midge if she’d heard any strange sounds while she was about the house, but her reply was typical.



‘I hear nothing and I see nothing that I shouldn’t,’ she said. ‘And neither should you.’



‘I just wondered about a certain noise and what it could be . . .’



‘We are not paid to wonder,’ she said stoutly. ‘Nor to hear noises that we shouldn’t. Just remember that Master is master and ‘tis his house to do what he likes in.’



Mr Kelly stayed very late that night, until after I was a bed, and though I heard Dr Dee bid him goodnight and the house fall silent, I was not brave enough to venture out of my room and search for whatever might have caused the strange noise.
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