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‘GOD’S DEATH! Will you not give me one day’s respite from this tiresome pestering? You make my head ache.’


The Queen’s councillors could hardly keep pace with the extraordinarily tall and slender woman now moving in great strides across Whitehall’s wide lawn to her waiting mount.


Her chief advisor, William Cecil, a stern and steady man of middle age, was torn between admiration and despair of his new young queen, now attired in a purple velvet riding habit, her gold-red hair flying long and unbound behind her. Headstrong and stubborn did not begin to describe Elizabeth Tudor at twenty-five. Reckless she was, lacking in anything vaguely resembling restraint, with a razor wit and a bawdy tongue unfitting England’s monarch. But, he was forced to admit, her intellect was broad and magnificent. She spoke six languages as fluently as her own and was easily as magnetic as her father Henry VIII had been in his long and turbulent life. If only, thought Cecil, she did not take such perverse delight in outraging the great lords whom she had appointed to counsel her. Cecil chanced her further wrath.


‘I beg Your Majesty to give the archduke Charles more thought. He is, besides being the best match in Christendom, said to be, for a man, beautiful and well-faced.’


‘And, more important,’ added Elizabeth with a decidedly lascivious leer, ‘well-thighed and well-legged.’


‘I’m told his stoop is not noticeable when he’s on horseback,’ added Lord Clinton, hoping they were gaining some ground. But Elizabeth stopped in her tracks and turned on them so suddenly that the councillors collided with one another like players in a stage comedy.


‘And I am told he’s a young monster with an enormous head! Good Christ, the pitiable choices for husband you offer give me scant cause to change my state of matrimony.’


‘Prince Eric is a …’


‘Lumpen Swede,’ finished Elizabeth.


‘But he’s very rich, Your Majesty, and generous to the extreme.’


‘But that ridiculous delegation who came simpering to court in their crimson robes with velvet badges of arrow-pierced hearts …?’ Elizabeth rolled her eyes. ‘You ask me to consider the French king who has stolen Calais, our only remaining port on the Continent … and Philip, my queen sister’s swarthy Spanish widower, who is a devout and unwavering Catholic?! Come now, gentlemen, surely you can do better than that.’


‘Are the English suitors more to your liking, then?’


‘The English suitors?’ A hint of a smile tilted the corners of Elizabeth’s scarlet mouth. She turned and continued at a more leisurely pace toward her fine chestnut stallion trapped in a footmantle laced with gold, and toward the tall well-built young man of confident posture and athletic grace who stood beside it, reins in hand. Cecil regarded Robert Dudley, the Queen’s Master of the Horse, with quiet annoyance. It was surely Dudley who brought the smile to the Queen’s lips and the almost languorous sway to her walk as she crossed the remaining distance to her mount.


‘Indeed, I do like my English suitors far better.’


Cecil could hear the councillors grumbling discreetly at the sight of Robert Dudley. This arrogant nobleman’s pursuit of the Queen and her scandalous acceptance of that pursuit were creating an unwholesome climate that imperilled Elizabeth’s chances of marrying honourably here or abroad. For Dudley, believed by many to be the Queen’s lover, was a married man. Cecil pushed out of his mind the thought that Elizabeth’s wanton behaviour was her way of insuring that she would never have to marry, but could instead keep a series of lovers throughout her reign; worse, that the Queen might be showing a streak of her mother’s nature. The Boleyn blood was tainted with perversity. As it was, everyone – from Elizabeth’s royal advisors who supplied her with endless choices for matrimony, to her childhood mistress Kat Ashley who begged the Queen to come to her senses, to her loyal subjects who petitioned her daily – was demanding that for her honour’s sake and the welfare of the kingdom she marry and relinquish the reins of government to her lawful husband.


Elizabeth approached Dudley, who rose from a deep bow, his strong features and clear-eyed expression forcing even Cecil to admit the horsemaster was a fine figure of noble virility. Dudley locked his gaze on the Queen’s. With no thought to the disapproving stares of her councillors, Elizabeth reached up and with careless intimacy caressed Dudley’s cheek, drawing her long white fingers down his face.


She turned to Cecil and bestowed on her advisors a warm, playful smile. ‘My lords Clinton, Arundel, and North, I do greatly appreciate your clement advisements and take them to heart.’ She allowed Robert Dudley to boost her onto the horse, and sat tall and regal in the saddle looking down upon the men. ‘My choice of husband and king is one not lightly made, requiring much reflection. So you will forgive a poor weak woman’s hesitancy to commit. But I do promise this. When the decision is made, you will indeed be the first to know. Good day, gentlemen.’


With a swift kick her horse was off. Dudley, inclining a mockingly respectful head to the councillors, leapt upon his own horse and sped off after the Queen, who had already attained a full gallop.


Cecil and the other chagrined advisors turned and, without meeting each other’s eyes, began a slow and troubled walk back to the royal palace.


It was late in the afternoon when the first sunshine pierced the overcast sky, falling through the cottage window in a golden swathe.


Elizabeth and Dudley had had a hard ride through green April fields and come at last to the royal hunting lodge, a rough and tiny timbered house at the edge of Duncton Wood. The pair had entered laughing, breathless from their exertions, and had fallen into passionate embraces and kisses.


‘You take some liberties with your queen, my love,’ Elizabeth murmured later, with just a trace of sharpness.


Measuring his words and finding room for boldness, Dudley replied, ‘I mean to take more, Your Majesty.’


Her protracted and steady gaze was surely meant to cause hesitation. But Dudley was a man aroused and almost past caring.


His wandering hand caressed Elizabeth’s wasp waist and the ridges of her spine. He pushed his fingers down beneath the lacy underkirtle to find the soft vee between her buttocks and, with this grasp, pulled her hips against his.


‘Robin, stop.’


He answered her command with one fierce kiss covering her mouth. She moved against him, but not in ardour. She pulled her face away.


’Don’t stop me now, Elizabeth.’


‘Yes, stop I tell you, stop!’ Dudley’s features flushed with rage. He pulled his hand reluctantly from the Queen’s skirts.


Elizabeth watched Dudley’s beautiful face as he struggled to control himself. His naked desire for her body had changed, with her command to stop, to sudden fury and then to something different, more difficult to discern. She was queen. He was her subject. His eyes showed the confusion of this awkward state. She was, she knew, the only woman in England who had the power to command a man this way. This exultant strength was new, for her coronation had been only three months before, and Robert Dudley had been her dear friend since early childhood. Once she’d become queen, his loyal affections had taken on a fervent quality which she had found altogether irresistible. She had with an imperious flourish named him her Master of the Horse, and he had ridden proudly behind her in the coronation procession for all the world to see. Most believed them already intimate. But Elizabeth had withheld the ultimate favour.


‘Robin, love …’ She stroked his hot, damp cheek.


‘Don’t call me love,’ he said with a sullen gaze.


‘I’ll call you what I will,’ she said in tart response. The light was fading fast and they both knew their precious private time would soon be ending. Elizabeth sat up, pulled her bodice back together, and fumbled with the many closings. ‘Come, help me with this now.’ She teased him with a coquettish grin and despite his pique he was, as ever, completely charmed by this frail girl. His clumsy fingers pushed the tiny pearl buttons through their satin eyes.


‘Your councillors are wild with fear,’ he said. ‘They think you mean to marry me and make me king.’ He stood up, pulling closed his shirt and vest, not looking her in the eye.


‘And what, pray, would they have us do with your good wife?’


‘Wife? Have I a wife?’


She stood before him, forcing their eyes to meet. ‘If you and I were wed, would you forget me so easily?’


He saw that he had blundered, not simply making light of his own loveless marriage but recalling the coldbloodedness with which her father had discarded his wives, including Elizabeth’s mother. But this girl, his queen, his love Elizabeth, drove him mad with her changeability. At times she opened herself to him, laughing, teasing, making wicked plans in much the way they had done as children. In those times they were crazed with delight in each other’s company. She had even contemplated marriage to him. Then with the swiftness of a summer storm she turned dark and harsh, playing upon his insignificance, toying with him as she would a chess piece.


‘I have too many suitors, Robin – princes, kings, and emperors – to think of you to marry.’ She said this flippantly, but he sensed a softening in her. He watched her move as she put on her velvet jacket, saw the shoulders droop just so, the eyes unfocused, the forehead tight and strained. Wishing to bring her back to mildness, he tilted up her head to his.


‘Do you not think you have some loyal subjects of your own to make an heir for the English throne?’


‘An heir?’ Her eyes flashed. ‘An heir, Robin? Is this the issue here? Not love but royal offspring? “King Robert, father to many sons, high ruler of England and, oh yes, I’d forgotten, husband of Elizabeth.”’


‘You twist my words, you take me wrong!’


He’d chosen ill and blundered yet again. Elizabeth crossed the rough-hewn floor and made for the cottage door, her face flushed crimson. Her succession to the throne had been a ghastly road littered with the dead. Robin Dudley was her love, not her lord. To talk of heirs now in moments sweet as these was a noxious thing. She pulled open the door but Dudley slammed it shut.


‘Let me by.’


‘No, Elizabeth.’


‘I command you!’


Dudley saw the veins pulsing beneath the parchment skin of Elizabeth’s hollow temples. He saw that she was about to cry. He dropped to his knees before her.


‘Your Majesty …’ He could not go on for a moment, terrible emotions overwhelming his reasonable mind. He raised his arms and encirled her waist. Despite the many layers of cloth and corset bones he felt her trembling. ‘Oh, forgive me, please.’


‘Robin, rise … I did not mean —’


‘No, no, let me speak.’ Though his head was bowed he spoke with such intensity that every word was sharp and clear. ‘I knew you as a child, Elizabeth. Born a royal princess, then cast aside as bastard by a father who wanted only sons. Sent from court to live in obscurity and in poverty. You suffered without his care. But in that nursery schoolroom where my father sent me, I found a jewel. A brilliant mind, a glowing soul, a lovely face as pale as a Yorkshire rose. I loved you even then. We were brother and sister, friends, schoolmates. We laughed, we wept, we helped each other through some times, did we not?’


Dudley did not raise his head to receive the answer, but he knew his words were being heard. The talk of older days and childhood had stopped her trembling, and her breathing eased and slowed.


‘This frail, sweet girl survived a tender brother’s reign and death, a bloody sister’s rule and demise … to become Elizabeth the Queen. The girl is gone, but in my mind not the playmate, not the sister, not the friend. They remain. But now I feel a greedy passion for the woman’s body. This creates a deep and terrible bond, each to the other. True, I am married to Amy Dudley by the law. But to you I am married by my heart and soul and mind.’


‘Robin …’ Elizabeth’s voice was soft now, but he commanded her to silence with his eyes.


‘Let me say this. I am yours completely – subject, vassal, obedient servant. If you would have me as your husband, you will still command me and I will have attained a heaven on earth. If you choose a consort not myself, for reasons of alliance, I will understand and serve you. If you choose another man for love … part of me will wither and pass away. But hear this, Majesty. No matter what you choose to make of me, I will always love you as I did when first I saw your lovely self, and I shall fight and die, be torn asunder limb from limb — ’


‘God, Robin!’ Elizabeth fell to her knees. ‘I would not have you die for me. I want you to live for me …’


It was already dark when they clattered through the Whitehall Palace gates and brought their steaming horses to a halt at the torchlit front portico. Guards and footmen snapped to attention but lowered their eyes as Dudley helped Elizabeth down off her mount. She wore his long cloak which he now wrapped protectively around her. She knew her men were watching them from under lowered lids, and with a sudden care for propriety she formally offered her Master of the Horse her hand. With one knee dropped to the ground, he took her fingers and kissed them.


‘Majesty, I am ever at your service.’


She reached down and touched his shoulder, then turned and swept past the guards who flanked the massive palace entrance. She strode past the tiltyard and through the Privy Gallery leading to the state apartments. Though the hall was torchlit and eerie, Elizabeth felt not at all alone, for the eyes of her York and Tudor ancestors watched her proud passage. She always sensed the weight of lineage and authority, which seemed at times to pass directly through her skin, adding potency to her claim to the English throne.


Before ascending the back stair to her apartments Elizabeth took into one hand a torch from the wall to light her way, and with her other hand lifted the skirts above her ankles, for the rough stone steps could be treacherous even in the daytime. The going was narrow and gloomy and the torch cast weird shadows on the walls. With the smell of damp in her nostrils and the feel of Robin – whose eloquence and passion had at last won him his prize – still about her, Elizabeth suddenly found herself transported to another time not five years before, stealing down another dank, gloomy stair late at night, hand gripping not a torch but a single candle for fear of being caught in a dangerous and clandestine act.


She was a prisoner in the Tower of London, accused by her half sister Mary, now queen, of conspiracy against the crown. Terrified and weak, for she was not long out of her sickbed, Elizabeth had been passing her long days of incarceration studying and translating her beloved Greek texts. But if truth be told, the self-imposed tasks had done little to distract her mind from the cruel fear of her own untimely death. This terrible place had seen far too many executions. Seventeen years past her own mother had died here, and in recent times her father’s fifth wife, her cousin Catherine Howard, had lost her life. Only months before, another cousin, the sixteen-year-old Jane Grey, queen for nine short days, had had her head hacked off on Tower Green and it had been remarked, Elizabeth remembered with a shudder, that the neck had spurted more blood than any imagined could be contained in so petite a body.


Elizabeth stole carefully down the narrow stair of Beauchamp Tower, cupping the candle with her other hand to make the light as dim as she was able. She knew that things would go hard with her if she were caught, and worse still with the kindly warder who had taken pity on the fragile girl who was his charge. Or perhaps he saw her not as a traitor, thought Elizabeth cynically, but as good King Harry’s daughter and a future queen who, when she sat on the throne of England, would long remember the kindness of her old gaoler. In any case he had conveniently looked the other way, and now Elizabeth was blissfully free from the eyes of her keepers for the first time in more than two months.


Halfway down the tower stair she froze in her footsteps as she heard a piteous low moan, distant and hollow. For a moment she thought she had imagined it – nay, hoped she had imagined it – for it was the terrible sound of a man whose existence was an extended agony. Many prisoners were not as lucky as herself, but shut up in windowless cells, dark and cold with only mouldy straw for a bed, racked joints aching, skin raw and pustulent with vermin bites.


‘Dear God,’ uttered Elizabeth over and over, trying to shut the sound from her ears.


Just as she reached the second landing a hand suddenly shot out of the shadows and clamped around her wrist. She gasped, turning to see Robin Dudley.


‘Elizabeth, thank God!’


With a great heaving sigh, for there were no words to express the profound relief or the terrible rush of love she felt for her old friend, she sank heavily against Robin’s chest, and his arms enfolded her trembling frame. Tears spilled from her eyes to dampen his cloak. He held her fast and spoke in hushed and hurried whispers, for they both knew this stolen time would all too soon be ending.


‘Are you being well treated?’


‘Well enough.’ She sniffled and finally found her composure. ‘And you?’ She peered at him in the flickering candlelight. ‘Robin, you’re so thin.’ She touched his hollow cheek.


‘The food they bring is decent, but I’ve suffered from a flux these last weeks.’ He did not say, but Elizabeth guessed the recent execution of his father and elder brother had sickened him.


‘I’m so sorry about your father and John. How are the others?’


‘My brothers are all right. Prison is not so foul a time when spent in the company of your family. I’m kept a solitary prisoner, though, in a cell of my own on the floor below them.’


The Dudleys had been imprisoned for their role in their father’s arrogantly self-serving and ill-fated plot to place Lady Jane Grey on the throne so that his own son Guildford, Jane’s husband, could be crowned king.


‘Perhaps,’ mused Elizabeth aloud, ‘that you alone of all your brothers proclaimed Jane queen, there in the marketplace of King’s Lynn, angered Mary sufficiently to make your confinement solitary.’


‘No matter,’ said Dudley, releasing Elizabeth from his embrace and holding her at arm’s length. ‘Tell me how you are. If ever there was an unjustly confined prisoner ’tis you.’


It was true. Her own imprisonment was the result of young Thomas Wyatt’s rebellion which, riding swiftly on the heels of Dudley’s uprising, stood in defiance of Mary’s betrothal to a foreigner, Spain’s Prince Philip.


‘But is it not easy to see how Mary might believe my complicity, Robin? The plot’s express purpose was to depose her and place me on the throne.’


‘Will she not listen to reason from her reasonable sister?’


‘I have written letters, I have begged audiences, and none of them have been answered or granted. That wretched Spaniard de Quandra has always hated me. He poisons her mind against me. But they will never find honest proof of my involvement in poor Wyatt’s scheme.’


‘Who needs honest proof? We are more like to die on the falsely uttered word of an enemy than from any truthful accusation.’


That dreadful low moan rose again from the bowels of the stone prison, echoing up the dark stairwell as if to remind the two young prisoners of their own fate. And the rapid scuttering of rats at their feet made them shiver with cold disgust.


Elizabeth was suddenly gripped by a not unreasonable terror. ‘Should we put out the light? If they catch us meeting like this, it will be the end of us.’


Dudley levelled a sharp, desperate look at her and then blew out the candle. They were plunged into a darkness like a curtain of black velvet that, paradoxically, did not muffle but rather magnified every sound. Even their breathing seemed loud enough to bring about detection, and so they drew close once again.


Elizabeth was all at once acutely aware of the nearness of Robin’s body, the warmth of his breath on her cheek, the hand that snaked around her waist. This brought an instant rush of guilt. ‘How is it with Amy?’


She imagined she felt Robin’s grip of her waist loosen momentarily, as if the question about his young wife had stirred guilt in him as well. But his voice was steady when he answered.


‘They allowed her and my brothers’ wives to visit us a fortnight ago. She fears for my life, and’ – he paused as though he had begun a thought he did not wish to finish – ‘she misses me very much.’


Again Elizabeth was thankful for the utter darkness, so that her friend should not see the lines of emotion that must certainly be etched upon her face. Jealous, she said to herself incredulously. I am jealous of Amy Dudley!


‘Elizabeth,’ she heard Robin whisper. ‘Elizabeth, I feel such a traitor to say this, but aside from relief at seeing a friendly face and a gratefulness for the food and gifts Amy brought, I was not much moved by her presence. I dared not admit that I rarely thought of her or pined for her, and I could hardly bring myself… to make love to her.’


Elizabeth could not immediately find a reply to Dudley’s startling admission, for it was relief she felt and a strange joy at his miserable confusion. She remembered how, only three years before, she had stood witness at Robin and Amy’s spring wedding. How adoring the couple had been each to the other, and how well matched they seemed. At the time Elizabeth had felt only happiness for her childhood companion, though she now remembered a brief but sharp pang when she saw Robin kissing his pretty young bride.


‘Perhaps your lack of desire was the unhealthy effect that captivity had wrought upon your body and your mind,’ Elizabeth offered, feigning confidence in the idea.


‘Then why,’ asked Robin, tightening his grip of Elizabeth’s waist, ‘why do I dream incessantly of you, see your face in my mind’s eye, long for nothing more than the sound of your voice that might soothe my soul?’


As he spoke Elizabeth felt that she had stopped breathing altogether, afraid that the faint hiss of her breath might cover the sound of even one of Robin’s words. She had lifted her face to his and despite the darkness had no trouble finding his lips with her own. And there they had stayed, all pain and fear and guilt forgotten, in each other’s arms until the frantic whispered voice of her gaoler had come from above with the first thin light of the morning.


Now, in her own palace of Whitehall, Elizabeth reached the dark warren of private rooms and anterooms where the doors of her Great and Privy and Withdrawing Chambers stood guarded each by two armed yeomen. She came like a whirlwind through her bedchamber door, scattering her waiting ladies like so many brittle leaves. ‘Go, go now. All of you.’ She kept the cloak pulled tight around her, hoping her brusque manner concealed her fluttering heart and shaking legs. With a great perfumed commotion of rustling skirts and petticoats, the ladies one by one curtsied and filed out.


It was quiet now but Elizabeth was not alone. Katherine Ashley stood very still near the fire, her arms crossed below her breasts, a grim look upon her careworn face.


Elizabeth was queen, but she did not yet dare order Mistress Ashley to leave her. Instead she moved across to the fire, trying to ease her nervous smile, and turned her back on Kat. The older woman reached up and removed Dudley’s woollen cloak from Elizabeth’s back and hung it over her arm. Her worst fears were coming to pass. The young princess, her charge from earliest childhood, was now a defiant queen. In that one brilliant moment, ten thousand candles illuminating Westminster Abbey, when the crown of England first rested heavy on that beloved child’s head, everything that Kat and Elizabeth had between them changed irrevocably. And yet, she thought as she looked into Her Royal Majesty’s eyes, nothing had changed. Nothing at all. She reached across and began unbuttoning the velvet jacket.


Elizabeth’s rigid posture relaxed, her limbs went flaccid with Kat’s familiar ministrations. She knew her servant could smell Dudley’s scent rising off her clothing, her body. She knew Kat was straining now, searching her mind for the proper words to convey her worry, her anger, without breaching the new etiquette between them. When Elizabeth was a young girl, a princess sent from court with little chance of reaching the throne, Kat had shown a loving but strict discipline. Her protective instincts were almost feline with their necessary fierceness and loyalty. She’d always spoken plainly, even harshly if the situation demanded. For the girl whose own blood relatives had all but abandoned her, Kat Ashley and her husband William were the only safe ports in the terrible storm of her young life.


‘Will you bathe?’ Kat asked with quiet restraint.


‘Not tonight,’ replied Elizabeth. She wanted to keep the last vestiges of Robin Dudley with her for as long as she was able. Kat was folding the Queen’s clothing carefully as she helped her out of each piece. Elizabeth, now in only her French lace undergarments, shivered and moved closer to the fire.


‘May I speak?’ Kat’s voice was stony.


‘When have I ever been able to stop you, Kat?’


The older woman held out a yellow satin dressing gown. Elizabeth slipped her arms through the voluminous sleeves and pulled the soft fur lining around her. Suddenly she felt weak. She slumped into the highbacked chair and looked up at Kat, who was looking down at her own hands.


‘Madam,’ she began, ‘you are my life and I love you as if you were my own flesh. That is why I say you must put a stop to the terrible things that are being said. They are saying that you and Robert Dudley are as good as married. And tonight’ – she looked away, unable to meet Elizabeth’s burning eyes – ‘I know that this is so. I have known this man since he was a boy in your nursery and I know his family. All of them have been executed for treason to the crown.’


‘Robin Dudley is loyal to this crown!’


‘He is a man with ambition in his blood. I cannot say he does not love you, Elizabeth, but like all the rest of them he loves the dream of power more. I do not trust him. He is a married man!’


Elizabeth looked away. For a time this afternoon she’d been able to forget this truth, or maybe in the flush of her newfound strength believed it did not matter. But with the coronation just three months behind her, there were already scandalous rumours simmering about herself and Robin. Still, she had no worry of pregnancy, as she did not bleed with the moon’s cycle as other women did. And she was the reigning monarch. She could do as she pleased.


‘Do you not see what is plain?’ said Kat. ‘Are you so blinded by lust that you do not comprehend the future of this action? You are losing respect, Elizabeth, from your councillors, your court, your subjects too. If they withdraw their affection, alliances will crumble. You know as well as I there are other rivals to this throne and if your claim should weaken, do not doubt that blood will spill. Innocent blood, and it will be on your head. I swear to you if I had known it would come to this I would have strangled Her Majesty in the cradle!’


Elizabeth trembled with the fervour of Kat’s terrible oath. But the older woman was not yet finished. She knelt and took the Queen’s hands in her own. ‘Marry, Elizabeth. I beg of you, commit yourself to a worthy suitor befitting your rank – foreign, English, it matters not. Marry. Bear Tudor heirs or chaos will prevail!’


Elizabeth smoothed the spotted skin of Kat Ashley’s hand. ‘I know, Kat, that these are the outpourings of a good heart and true fidelity. But listen now. In this life of mine I’ve had so much of sorrow, tribulation. So little joy. I have earned what happiness this dear man gives to me.’ Kat started to object, but Elizabeth placed a finger on the woman’s lips as if to seal them. ‘Say no more. I am queen and I do as I will. If indeed I have found pleasure in such a dishonourable life, then there is no one in this land, this wide world, that can forbid it.’


Kat pulled herself to her feet and looked down upon this wilful woman who confounded and constantly amazed her. She had done her best and had failed to move Elizabeth’s mind.


This mysterious girl, her pale red hair framing a face of pure ephemeral innocence, was going to be the death of her.


‘My lords.’ The Queen exploded into her Privy Chamber with the force of a catapulted arrow, skewering each of her councillors with a piercing stare. None of them, save William Cecil who had dealt with Elizabeth for several years before her accession to the throne, could yet make sense of this formidable and beguiling monarch.


‘The news from the Continent is good, Your Majesty,’ spoke Cecil, opening their morning council. ‘The French have come to an agreement with us on Calais.’


‘Excellent. Then they are returning our port city, the one my illustrious sister Mary lost, that which has always been ours, to us?’ demanded Elizabeth.


‘Not precisely, Madam.’


‘Well then, how imprecisely do they propose to handle this?’


‘They will hold Calais for at least eight further years,’ explained her principal defence advisor Lord Clinton.


‘Eight,’ mused the Queen. ‘A lovely round number. Turned on its side, infiniti. Mayhaps that is how long they propose to keep Calais.’


‘At the end of eight years, if they do choose to keep the city, they will pay five hundred thousand crowns to us.’


‘A goodly sum,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Though it is now that we need the money in our pitiful treasury.’


‘Majesty, chance exists that Calais may be returned to us in the future,’ added Lord North.


‘More important,’ interjected Lord Clinton, ‘the threat of invasion from the French through Scotland is no more. And for now your young Scottish cousin Queen Mary does not press her claim to your throne. And that is excellent news.’


‘Indeed it is,’ said Elizabeth with a tight smile. ‘A realm gains more in one year’s peace than by ten years of war. So says my Lord Cecil.’


The councillors relaxed and smiled amongst themselves.


‘So we have peace,’ said the Queen. ‘But in the meanwhile we have, by your counsel, unnecessarily bankrupted our treasury in preparation for war.’


‘Not so, Your Majesty,’ retorted her uncle Lord Howard, the greatest soldier amongst her advisors. ‘The fortification of the northern border castles and the munitions from Flanders were worthy expenditures nevertheless. We will be prepared for unforeseen future hostilities.’


‘Si vis pacem, para bellum,’ interjected Lord North.


‘If you wish peace, prepare for war,’ echoed Elizabeth.


‘Precisely, Your Majesty.’


She turned back to Lord Howard. ‘However, it still seems to me that my uncle does not trust his own treaty.’


‘I have little trust that such zealous Catholics as Mary of Scots and her French mother-in-law will scarce abandon for long all ideas of overpowering Protestant England and overthrowing its heretic queen. But for now, the treaty pleases me, as I hope it pleases you, Majesty.’


Elizabeth scanned the faces of her privy councillors and sensed that they were in sore need of approbation. She was hard on them, she knew – volatile, unpredictable, exasperating. She revelled in chaos and it amused her to use their foibles and weaknesses to lay little traps for them, playing them one against the other.


‘Yes, I am pleased, my lords,’ she said and graced them with one of her warmest smiles. ‘Even if only for the present we are spared the ruinous cost of war, we should all be grateful.’ She turned to Cecil. This was the one man she trusted completely. He was honest where she was devious. He was clear and dispassionate while she flew into fits of pique and created hugely dramatic episodes simply to enliven an afternoon. ‘You will furnish me with the details of those negotiations in our private council, William.’


‘As Your Majesty wishes,’ intoned Cecil and inclined his head in a bow. He never ceased to be amazed by the woman who was suddenly the Queen, the frail, incandescently pale girl who had overnight assumed a frighteningly assured command over her men. In such moments Cecil knew unequivocally that the old rumours – the ones surrounding her mother Anne Boleyn’s trial for treason and adultery, the ones claiming Elizabeth had never been sired by Henry at all – were completely ridiculous. Even a fool could see her father in the girl. Not just the fine russet gold hair, the aquiline nose, the sunburst smile, but the same inborn imperiousness, perfect authority, and pure animal magnetism. Too, he thought ironically, Elizabeth like her father possessed that rare quality that inspired men and women to cleave to her with passionate love and unshakable devotion, despite her inexperience and sometimes callous insults.


Elizabeth, who had been pacing incessantly as much from an overabundance of nervous energy as to warm her body in the morning chamber’s chill, now sought the highbacked chair with its crimson cushions and drummed her fingers on the carved wooden claw arms. ‘Shall we move on?’


‘The time has come, Madame, to take the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity before Parliament and write them into law.’


‘Like your father you shall be named Supreme Head of the Church of England,’ announced the Lord Treasurer, the Marquess of Windsor, a sweet-faced old man whose head seemed balanced precariously in the folds of his starched ruff.


‘I prefer “Governor” – “Supreme Governor”,’ said Elizabeth. ‘And my late brother Edward’s Prayer Book? Will it be reinstated?’


‘Immediately, Your Majesty,’ replied Cecil. ‘And services shall henceforth be conducted in English.’


‘God be praised,’ said the Queen.


‘We propose also that attendance at mass should be a crime punished by imprisonment,’ Cecil went on. ‘Repeated thrice, punishable by life imprisonment.’


‘Is this not inordinately harsh, my lords, and far too similar to Roman persecution? On the Continent a new Dominican Inquisitor has been named, and Jews are again forced to wear yellow squares on their backs. I do not want it said that our reformation tends toward cruelty.’


‘’Tis far less harsh than your sister’s burning of Protestant heretics during her reign,’ answered Lord Clinton.


Elizabeth noticed Lord Arundel, the only remaining Catholic in her Privy Council, wince at the reference to Mary’s outrageous and deadly persecution of adherents to the New Faith. Many good men, women, even children had died horribly in the flames, among them her mother’s good friend Archbishop Cranmer.


‘I have been witness to my brother’s Protestant fanaticism, which was as repugnant as my sister’s Catholicism. The realm is in need of healing and unity, and a middle road in the matter of religion will engender both. And whilst I have no patience with saints, indulgences, and miracles, we shall seek outward conformity, without forgetting that each man’s belief is a matter most personal. I have no wish to open windows in men’s souls.’


‘Your Majesty. There is something else we must needs discuss,’ Cecil began, as gingerly as a man entering a roomful of angry boars.


Elizabeth, knowing full well the subject of his digression, covered her smile with a fist pressed to her lips. ‘And what could that be, my lord Cecil?’


‘Your marriage, Majesty. It is of the utmost importance. A foreign alliance –’


‘Do not speak to me of a foreign alliance!’ Elizabeth leapt from her chair in a swirl of rustling brocade and wafts of heady perfume which left her councillors dizzy. ‘When I took the throne I was hailed as a queen of no mingled blood of Spaniard or stranger, but born mere English and therefore most natural. What you want from me is a child of my body, is it not? An heir. Well, do you not believe my subjects wish for a true English prince?’


‘But, Your Majesty—’


‘I should be better off marrying you!’ She twirled to face her Lord Steward. ‘Indeed, the Earl of Arundel wishes me to believe he is the best match in all of England.’ She turned again and came eye to eye with the old Marquess of Windsor who had served under both her father and her brother. He was bent and frail, but when the Queen ran her ivory fingers over his grey beard he smiled like a young boy in love. ‘If my Lord Treasurer were a younger man I could find it in my heart to have him as my husband!’


‘Forgive me, Madame, but you jest upon a most serious subject,’ said her chief councillor.


‘If I did not know you better, Lord Cecil, I would think you subscribed to the common belief that beauty is nature’s gift to woman in compensation for her deprivation of brains –’


‘Your Majesty—’ he begged.


‘– or to the writings of that pompous idiot John Knox who holds that for a woman to rule over men is as reasonable as the blind leading the sighted.’


Elizabeth was no longer smiling and an angry flush had spread across her pale cheeks. ‘I have told you and I will tell you once again. I will act in this matter as God directs me. Besides …’ she said, regaining her composure as handily as she regained control of an unruly gelding, ‘I am already married.’


Her councillors froze. Hardly a whispered breath could be heard from the lot of them. Had the worst happened? Had the Queen secretly married Dudley? Elizabeth raised her right hand, brandishing the heavy gold and ruby coronation ring at her councillors.


‘My husband is the Kingdom of England! Good day, my lords.’


She had never seen anyone quite so old. When Kat Ashley showed the bent and hobbling woman into the Presence Chamber, Elizabeth found herself staring. The hair under the cap was thin and dull grey and the face impossibly wrinkled, like an apple left to dry in the sun. The ancient’s gown was frayed, faded, and altogether out of fashion, hanging loosely on her bony frame. Nevertheless Elizabeth felt quite certain this was a highborn lady. The woman’s deep and well-schooled curtsy despite painful joints was further proof of her nobility and training.


Elizabeth’s curiosity was piqued, she dispensed with formality and said, before the woman had even time to rise, ‘Speak. Tell me why you have come.’


The woman was now upright but the great widow’s hump forced her to throw back the aged head at an extreme angle in order to meet the Queen’s steely gaze.


‘We must speak alone, Your Majesty.’


Kat spluttered at the outrageous demand and with her eyes implored the Queen to allow her to eject the woman. But although the old lady’s overproud demeanor seemed at odds with her shabby appearance, Elizabeth sensed a strange importance in the occasion. She dismissed her lady, and Kat, red-faced with annoyance, swept out the door.


‘I have something once belonging to your mother,’ the crone said.


‘Tell me your name, old woman, and let us dispel all secrecy. I may have interest in what you bring, but little patience.’


The woman stared unflinching into Elizabeth’s eyes. ‘Lady Matilda Sommerville, Your Grace. And perhaps patience will, like creaking joints, be acquired with age.’ As the Queen gazed at the crone unsure whether she was amused or infuriated, the woman reached deep into the folds of her skirt and extracted a worn old book, then hesitated.


‘Let me see this book,’ commanded Elizabeth tersely.


‘It is not a book, Your Majesty.’


‘Come now, I can see with my two eyes that it is.’


Seeming to know precisely the limits to her own insolence, Lady Sommerville hobbled forward and, with gnarled fingers splayed at an unnatural angle, held out the claret leather volume. She came as close as she dared to the Queen and whispered, ‘It is a diary. Your mother Anne Boleyn’s diary.’


At once the skin on Elizabeth’s body began to crawl and her heart heaved. Her mother! She had almost no memory of her mother and in truth had not even uttered her name aloud for more than twenty years. She willed herself to calm and took time before she spoke.


‘A diary? And how, may I ask, would the lady Sommerville come into possession of a queen’s diary?’


The woman’s rheumy eyes lost their focus, as if she had left this time, this place. ‘I had the great honour of attending your good mother before her death,’ she said with quiet pride.


Though logic demanded that the woman’s story be viewed sceptically, and the article in her hand subjected to extreme scrutiny, Elizabeth reached for the volume with uncharacteristic open-heartedness. The leather under her fingers was coarse, and the faint odour of parchment and vellum wafted into her nostrils.


The old woman was watching the Queen with eyes filled with calm certainty. The young monarch must know she was telling the truth. She would not be punished.


‘Sit,’ Elizabeth said, more an invitation than a command. ‘Tell me about my mother.’


Lady Sommerville gratefully lowered herself onto a chair and arranged her legs under the voluminous skirts in a way that gave her the least pain.


‘My uncle, Lord Kingston, was constable of the Tower of London in your father’s reign. My relative had been a great soldier who fought bravely in the battle of Flodden, where he was gravely injured. He oftentimes said he wished he’d died there in glory, for a cripple he was all his life thereafter, and a bitter man. Good King Harry rewarded my uncle with guardianship of the London fortress, and though it was a great honour, he was unhappy with his post. The grey walls filled him with gloom, the cold mists from the river ached his poor bones, and the great royal armoury inspired longing for battle on open fields, the clash of metal on metal.’ Lady Sommerville’s voice was gaining strength and confidence as she warmed to the memories and lived again as a young woman.


‘Kingston was in attendance when your mother, already five months pregnant with you, came for three days of happy confinement in the Tower before her coronation as queen. He served her grudgingly, having been, like so many Englishmen, a loyal supporter of your father’s first wife Katherine, foreign though she was. But valuing the safety of his family if not his own skinny neck, he bowed before the new queen and made her stay most comfortable. Three short years later she was back, disgraced and charged with treason and witchcraft. He remembers her arriving on the barge, her face grey and sodden as the sky was. She stumbled as she walked through the river gate into the Tower courtyard, and he caught her arm. She smiled, he said, grateful for any small kindness then, for she had been shown none for so long and had no friends, only enemies.’


Elizabeth found her hands trembling and held the diary tightly to quiet them. For she was a part of this story of doom. It was not just the memory of the Tower, that bleak hell where she herself had been imprisoned for months when her half sister Mary, as queen, suspected Elizabeth of plotting her demise. No, it was more than that. This old woman dredged the dark depths of Elizabeth’s beginnings and her mother’s end, all woven intricately together like a fine tapestry. Till now she had little allowed herself to dwell on Anne’s life or her death.


The promise of her own birth had been Anne’s great hope – a male child, the heir that Katherine had not been able to give Henry. She knew also that her own sex had contributed to Anne’s death. If she had been born a boy, her mother might still be alive today, might still be queen.


‘Continue, Lady Sommerville. You said you attended my mother at her end.’


‘My uncle needed women to serve the Queen in her terrible confinement and few were willing. Your mother was much reviled, Your Majesty.’ The old woman lowered her eyes, ashamed to speak this truth to Elizabeth.


‘She was, indeed. “Nan Bullen the King’s whore” they called her.’ Elizabeth’s mouth quivered and a surge of pity swept over her in a great wave. Like her mother she had been the object of hatred and jealousy, rejected and, even as a princess, called ugly names. A few short years ago, until her succession was realized, she had been nothing more than Henry’s bastard. Elizabeth’s chest hurt. Her throat felt dry and tight.


‘I loved your mother,’ said Lady Sommerville quite unexpectedly, ‘from the first moment I laid eyes on her lonely soul.’


Elizabeth searched the old lady’s lined face for any flicker of emotion to match her words. But there was nothing more than the shrivelled lips moving, conveying a precious secret between two women of noble blood.


‘She was delicate in stature, her wrists as tiny as a switch, and that long swan neck …’ Lady Sommerville went on. ‘And graceful, so full of grace that you overlooked the sallow skin, the eyes almost too large for their sockets. Her voice was lovely, sparkling and gay, despite her terrible circumstances. And such wit. Your mother made me laugh, she did. We laughed together, just her and me, for no one else would share it. The other lady keepers stared and whispered, and my uncle became very cross with me. But I said, bold as a man, “She’s still the Queen until she’s dead. She commands me, not you.”’ The old lady stopped and smiled privately, perhaps remembering that moment of brave resistance, then went on.


‘Each night of the weeks she was there she let me brush out her long dark hair. Like thick silk it was, and black as a raven’s wing. That was when she would cry, your mother. Angry bitter tears. And soft whimpering ones as well. Once she said, “Henry loved to brush my hair.” That was all. “Henry loved to brush my hair.” The only other time I saw her cry was when they executed her brother – watching his beheading from a Tower parapet. The deaths of the others, the men accused with him of debauchery with her, did not affect her so. But she loved her brother George.’ Lady Sommerville looked into the Queen’s eyes. ‘Your uncle.’


‘Yes, my uncle.’ Elizabeth tried thinking back. Did she remember George Boleyn? Handsome in his portraits, charming by his reputation. No, she had no memory of him, nor of her grandfather, Thomas, who traded his daughter for ambition and abandoned her for expediency. Even her mother, Anne, was an ephemeral vision, a faint scent of spice, a lilting laugh. But always her face was suffused with a light so bright that its details were all but obliterated.


One of Elizabeth’s childish mementos was a fine linen kerchief embroidered with her mother’s A and her father’s H entwined like embracing lovers. Later, when Anne was gone and forgotten, supplanted by Jane Seymour, all linens, carvings, paintings and crests with that bold symbol of Anne’s success were destroyed or discarded, replaced by the new queen’s J entwined with Henry’s H. All through her lonely and miserable childhood Elizabeth kept the kerchief, an illicit treasure, in a tiny chest that contained what poor jewels she’d been given, and other trinkets of little value. As she grew older the box of trinkets was pushed to the bottom of a wooden chest, and her mother’s memory faded like a painted fan.


‘Tell me about the diary.’


‘I knew nothing of the diary until the day your mother went to her unhappy death. She was agitated on that day, as workmen had been outside her prison window sawing and hammering the platform upon which she was to die. Her last pleas to your father for clemency had come to naught, and she was out of hope. It seemed for a time that all grace had left her. She was clumsy, tripping on her skirt and wringing her hands. She would rake her fingers across her face and through her hair, muttering, “God forgive me. God forgive me.”


‘I felt sick at my stomach and light headed. She was pitiful and not the queen I knew she’d want to appear before the audience of her execution. So I rallied myself and went kindly to her, asking if she did not want me to brush her hair. She looked at me then and it appeared something inside of her settled. She grew very calm and said, “Yes please, Lady Sommerville, I would very much like that.”


‘I did the long slow strokes she so enjoyed, patting the hair down gently behind the brush, and then she asked if I would put it up and fasten it off her neck. It was when she said that I began to cry, for I knew her reasoning.’ The old woman unconsciously touched the back of her own neck. ‘They’d imported a fine French executioner, but she was afraid of pain and wanted no hindrances to the sword’s clean cut.’


Elizabeth found her eyes were wet, but she made no move to hide the tears from this woman, her mother’s friend in life and death.


‘When her hair was done and I’d helped her into a soft grey gown, she came to me holding that book. She was very calm by then and the terror had gone from her eyes. “Take this,” she said. “It is my life. Give it to my daughter, Elizabeth. Give it to her when she is grown, when she is queen. She will have need of it.”


‘I’m ashamed to admit, Majesty, I thought then that Henry’s daughter from a wife he so despised would never rule England. But I loved your mother, who was going to her death, and I said it would be my honour. And so it is my honour, these years hence, to give you this diary.’


Lady Sommerville rose painfully from the chair. Elizabeth put out a hand to steady her and their eyes met and held.


‘Your mother died with grace, Your Majesty. She died a queen.’ Lady Sommerville curtsied low and, taking Elizabeth’s white bejeweled hand, kissed her ring.


‘Thank you, kind lady,’ whispered Elizabeth. ‘You should be proud that you have fulfilled the promise you made to my mother so long ago.’


The old woman smiled and gazed at the Queen’s pale face.


‘You have your father’s eyes, Elizabeth, but it is your mother’s spirit shining through them.’


Lady Sommerville turned and hobbled out the door, not bothering to close it behind her. Kat and several younger waiting ladies were poised there and came fluttering into the chamber. Elizabeth, as if in a sweet dream she wished undisturbed, raised a hand and bade them depart.


The Queen, who throughout Lady Sommerville’s entire story had clutched the diary in her hands, now studied it carefully. It was old. The claret leather was fading to pink and the binding was fragile. There was little left of a gold leaf border, but once, she could see, it had been a very pretty book indeed. As though she were handling the wings of butterflies, Elizabeth opened the front cover. There in stylish penmanship in large black letters on yellowing parchment was the inscription


The Diary of Anne Boleyn


Elizabeth turned the page.



4 January 1522


Diary,


So strange, a book of empty pages. I have never seen in all my life a thing so very odd or very wonderful as this parchment diary. For different from a book that I might read whose author offers up to me like some rich meal, his thoughts and words and deeds, this empty volume defies and mocks me, begs of me to make full. But full of what?


Thomas Wyatt, giver of this gift, insists that I am able, offering as proof that I’ve acquired, he says, the habit of writing in several languages, that I’m adept at conversation, full of witty anecdotes, delightful stories of the French Court. These are compliments to be sure, from a gentleman to a lady but they hold a draught of Truth. In deed Wyatt, gift in hand, had found me in the tiny day room set aside for Queen Katherine’s waiting women, quite alone and sitting at the writing table quill in hand, a letter to my Mother almost done.


I turned to see him, smiled an honest smile. For Wyatt is a great man among men. A writer, in deed the finest poet in Henry’s English Court, handsome in the extreme, very tall and vital. He is said to be, save royal blood, Henry’s equal and is in fact the Tudor King’s good and constant companion. Since my cold and miserable homecoming from the French King’s Court this gentleman has singled me out from other ladies, showering me with more favours even than my fair Sister Mary. He flatters me boldly in his poems which are the cause of much admiration and some jealousy. But even this had not prepared me for so unusual a gift.


‘Few men and fewer ladies still, commit their words in such a way,’ said he. ‘But in my mind there is none I know whose thoughts and dreams, whose wit and history should better grace these pages.’ He said he found this courtly life too close and gregarious for easy fostering of solitary thoughts, but bade me remember that we are always alone, even in the midst of others. And then he said, ‘If you find a way to write with open heart to Diary, a friend with Truth, no detail spared, your tome like Petrarch’s works will contain the scattered fragments of your soul.’


I was clean amazed. Thomas Wyatt, clever man, had offered up like some Yuletide walnut pressed within the soft sweet flesh of a date, an arch challenge hid within the kindest compliment. I knew then that despite small opportunity in a waiting ladies life for such work, that I must write and coupled with a careful plan, conceal my act of privacy. The carven chest I carried home from France has lock and key and there my journal intime shall find its safe repose.


Wait! I hear the laughter of approaching Queen and ladies echoing down the passage. They come returning from some amusement, so I must end and join amongst them. Till then I shall remain


Yours faithfully,


Anne


15 January 1522


Diary,


I’ve feigned a head ache and stayed behind, the others gone to see the bear baiting in the castle yard. I sit just near the window in my tiny room with quill in hand and think upon my daily life to find that Time has little changed my gloomy mood. Since my return from France to Henry’s dull provincial Court I wait upon his pious Queen, carrying her woollen sleeves or soiled linen thro dark and narrow passages, the grey damp rock walls chilled by English mists that rise up from the Thames. They chill my heart as well and I find my self adrift in longing.
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