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PROLOGUE
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The white sails of the Abigail shined brightly from its three tallest masts.  As the crew readied the ship to depart Plymouth and as the ship’s final passengers boarded, Edward Drinker, a lad of thirteen years from Sussex looked at the water with a mix of excitement and fear.  What would life in the New World be like?  Were things really so bad in England so as to be worth risking so many lives on a four month voyage to Massachusetts Bay Colony?  What would the other passengers think of his family’s Quaker values and beliefs?  Would they be accepted for choosing to worship without a priest or formal clergy, praying together in silence as they waited for inspiration and wisdom from the Holy Spirit?

With his parents Philip Drinker and Elizabeth Marshall below decks with most of the others, Edward felt alone.  Taking out his recorder from his coat, he played a few improvised notes before putting it away.  Elizabeth Epps, also thirteen years old, walked up to him, “I like that.  You play well!”

“Not as well as I sing,” confessed Edward immodestly.

“Do you sing in church?” she asked.

“No, no of course not.  Why would I sing in church?”

“Because it is a great way to glorify God!  I love to sing ‘Dona Nobis Pacem.’  Do you know that one?  It is just that same Latin phrase over and over again in the most beautiful melody.”

“I do not think I know that one; my family and I don’t believe in popery or anything resembling that.  We certainly do not feel the king is the head of God’s church.  In fact we believe that God is capable of speaking to everyone; we do not need anyone to tell us what God says or interpret the Bible for us.  So no, I do not know that song.  I hope I do not offend you with that.  A lot of people get really angry about it; they think we are against the king and his authority,” explained Edward.

“I think a lot of people are against the king now.  I heard we’ve been without a parliament for six years!  The king taxes without the content of anyone.  And of course he married that catholic Henrietta Maria of France!  He thinks he is god on Earth!  What ever happened to traditional English liberty?”

“King Charles is not the first ruler in England to believe the king is accountable to no one but God.  As a matter of fact, all the rulers of the Tudor dynasty were like that:  Henry the Seventh, Henry the Eighth, Edward the Sixth, Queen Mary, and of course Queen Elizabeth whose memory remains golden and ever bright in our hearts,” remembered Edward.  “And then of course there was King James.  I know many people really love him for commissioning the Bible that bears his name, but in truth he really was a bad ruler who saw himself above the law.  He could have helped England and Scotland heal from centuries of warfare and hate; he chose not to.”

“From what I hear, the transition from two separate countries into one has not been easy.”

“Not easy at all.  Not just because we used to be England and Scotland and now are one Great Britain; there is a lot more to that.  As a matter of fact the complex relationship between England and Scotland is responsible for some of the most dramatic events of Queen Elizabeth’s reign through which we came into the golden age, ‘Gloriana.’”

“Will you tell me the story?” asked Elizabeth.

“I would be delighted!” smiled Edward.
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CHAPTER ONE:  LADY ELIZABETH
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“Summer is a-coming in; loudly sing cuckoo. Groweth seed and bloweth mead and springs the wood anew. Sing cuckoo! Ewe bleateth after lamb. Loweth after calf the cow, bullock starteth, buck farteth.  Merry sing cuckoo! Cuckoo, cuckoo! Well singest thou cuckoo. Nor cease thou never now!” sang the seven year-old Princess Elizabeth as she played the lute.  Wandering the halls of Hatfield house in Hertfordshire, she strolled confidently into the bright sunlit room where she noticed a strange boy she had never met before, “Who are you?”

The boy stood up and bowed, his dark brown hair contrasting sharply with Elizabeth’s red-gold locks, “I am called Robert, Robert Dudley, at your highness’ service!”

Elizabeth curtsied politely, “It is a pleasure to meet you Robert.  Are you here to learn with me?”

“Yes I am,” affirmed Robert.

“Quid libenter discit?” asked Elizabeth in Latin fluently.

“Mathematica Astronomia,” replied Robert less fluently.

“Et transferre non placet in Anglicam Latina sumus?” asked Elizabeth in Latin with a showy grin.

“No!” laughed Robert. “Wow, you are good at that!  How old are you?”

“Seven.”

“I am eight years old.”

“Why don’t you like translating back and forth between Greek, Latin, and English?  I find it fun—like solving a puzzle!”

“And you play the lute!” observed Robert.

“Yes.  Did you hear me sing too?”

“You have a beautiful voice, Your Highness.”

“No one is around; you may call me Lady Elizabeth if you like.”

“Thank you Lady Elizabeth.  May I ask you a personal question?”

“If you like.”

“Do you hate your sister Mary?”

“I do not know Mary very well, actually.  She has her own house and her own court. I heard that when I was a baby and my mum was queen she was very cross at me because of my mum.  Her mother and my mother hated each other—partly over religion and partly because of the way father treated them.  Now that the king has his son and heir though we find we are both the same:  neither of us are princesses anymore.  She is simply ‘Lady Mary’ and I am simply ‘Lady Elizabeth.’  As a matter of fact you are probably wealthier than I am.  The king does not care about me anymore.  I’m a nobody!” 

Robert took her hand, “I don’t think you are a nobody.”

“That is very nice of you to say,” smiled Elizabeth shyly.

“Do you think we could be friends?” asked Robert.

“I would like that!” smiled Princess Elizabeth.

Several months later a messenger battled a raging thunderstorm to arrive at Hatfield house.  Interrupting Lady Elizabeth and Lord Robert’s dance class, the messenger bowed respectfully, “My lady, I come from London with news.”

“What news?” asked Princess Elizabeth.

“I regret to inform you that your step-mother Catherine Howard was executed two days ago on Tower Green,” replied the messenger.

Elizabeth squeezed Robert’s hand, allowing him to steady her, “That is ill news indeed.  She was kind to me and loved me as the kinswoman she was.  Why did she die?”

“Adultery, my lady.”

“That is the same reason my mother was executed—falsely I know.”

“And for that I am sorry,” sympathized the messenger. “It is well known that the charges against your mother were made-up.  But herein your cousin and stepmother’s guilt was genuinely proved by letters in her own hand professing love for a man other than the king.”

“A sadness in truth.  She was kind to me,” asserted Elizabeth.

Lady Elizabeth’s governess and dancing teacher Katherine Champernowne stepped forward, “Then remember her well, Lady Elizabeth.  No one is entirely good or bad; people are people.  Remember the good and remember her kindness.” Turning her attention to the messenger she met his eyes, “It is good of you to tell us this sad news.  The storm outside is heavy with rain.  Please stay here and enjoy our fire along with food and drink as you desire until you are ready to return to London. Your service is well done.”  Dismissed the messenger bowed and left.  Katherine followed him out, leaving Robert and Elizabeth alone.

Robert looked deeply into Elizabeth’s brown eyes, “I am so sorry for your loss, Elizabeth.”

“She was good to me.  She was my mother’s cousin. My father the king doesn’t love me; he doesn’t send for me or treat me with any sort of fatherly love.  He is my king and lord and little more.  But Catherine—she was different.  Of all my blood relatives, she was the most kind to me.”

“She was kind to me too,” agreed Robert.

“It is strange, Robert.  My mother was so careful, so devoted to the king and by all accounts very much in love with him.  She was intelligent, wise, and truly believed in church reform.  Catherine was so different—and yet they died the same way, accused of the same thing.”

“But certainly it matters that your mother was innocent and your stepmother was guilty.”

“Does it really?” asked Elizabeth.  “To God, yes, most certainly.  But in the real world? I am no longer so certain.  What if—“ Elizabeth hesitated as she formed her thoughts, “... what if marriage itself is flawed?  When a woman becomes a wife she is no longer herself; she becomes her husband’s property to do with as he pleases.  It pleased the king to kill my mother when she was innocent.  It pleased the king to kill Catherine when she was guilty.  What if marriage itself is the problem—or at least the terms of marriage?  What if a woman who dies without marrying is better off than a woman who marries and has children?”
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