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A Childhood on a Tightrope

When Elizabeth Tudor was born on September 7, 1533, at the Palace of Greenwich, no one could foresee with any certainty the destiny that awaited her. England was living through a period of immense political and religious tension, and the throne she would one day occupy was already surrounded by suspicion, ambition, and resentment. Yet, at the very moment of her birth, what prevailed at court was disappointment. King Henry VIII, her father, had broken with the Church of Rome, unleashing a political earthquake and provoking a religious schism to annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon and marry Anne Boleyn, convinced she would give him the long-awaited male heir. The fact that the fruit of that union was a girl did not fit the expectations of the monarch or many of his contemporaries.

Despite this, in her first months of life, Elizabeth was received with all the honours due to a royal princess. The court made an effort to stage joy and loyalty, at least in appearance. Celebrations were organised, her birth was announced throughout the kingdom, and the first decisions regarding her future household and education were made. Nevertheless, beneath this festive surface lay a deep fissure: the legitimacy of Anne Boleyn, the marriage to Henry VIII, and, by extension, Elizabeth’s position, depended entirely on a complex combination of religious, diplomatic, and personal balances. From even before the child could speak, her life was set upon a tightrope that only grew tauter with every twist of royal politics.

To understand the fragility of Elizabeth’s position in her early years, it is necessary to step back and consider the context. At the beginning of the 16th century, Henry VIII was married to Catherine of Aragon, aunt of the powerful Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor. That marriage had long been the cornerstone of the Anglo-Spanish alliance. However, the king yearned for a male heir to secure the continuation of the Tudor dynasty and avoid the succession struggles that had bloodied England during the Wars of the Roses. The birth of a daughter, the future Mary I, and a succession of failed pregnancies led the monarch to begin considering his marriage cursed or invalid in the eyes of God. This conviction, combined with his attraction to Anne Boleyn and his growing political impatience, precipitated a matrimonial crisis that would forever alter the country’s history.

In this context, the figure of Anne Boleyn is key to understanding Elizabeth’s early years. A cultured, ambitious woman with considerable manoeuvring power at court, Anne became far more than the king’s mistress. She knew how to cultivate an image of a pious and reformist queen, sympathetic to the religious ideas circulating in Northern Europe that questioned papal authority. She was also a symbol of renewal for that part of the nobility which viewed a distancing from Rome’s political control over England favourably. However, her position was always exposed to the intrigue and hostility of those who deemed her marriage to Henry VIII illegitimate and, therefore, looked upon the little Elizabeth with suspicion.

From very early on, the child was a reflection of the tensions between court factions. Her birth had been the visible result of an enormous political gamble: the break with the Catholic Church and the creation of a Church of England under the monarch’s authority. This act, consummated in the 1530s, placed the king at the centre of a theological and political conflict of European scope. The papacy responded firmly, and many Catholic princes and kings considered the English challenge scandalous. Within this framework, Elizabeth’s legitimacy became an issue that transcended the family sphere; it was a symbol of the new England her father aimed to consolidate.

During her early years, Elizabeth was unaware of these tensions, but she experienced the consequences directly. Initially, she was treated as the possible heir to the throne, at least until a male child was born. Her household was organised following the traditional model for high-born princesses, with wet nurses, ladies, prospective tutors, and strict ceremonial protocols. Meticulous records were kept of her health, her growth, and the gifts she received. Her education, even in early childhood, was considered a matter of state, not merely a domestic issue. This was typical of 16th-century European courts, where the fate of a kingdom could depend on a sickly child, a dynastic marriage, or a fortuitous birth.

However, the apparent stability of those first years was brutally shattered in 1536, when Elizabeth was barely two and a half years old. In May of that year, Anne Boleyn was arrested and taken to the Tower of London, accused of adultery, incest, and high treason. The subsequent trial, riddled with irregularities and political manipulation, culminated in her execution. Anne’s fall meant a radical transformation in her daughter’s life. Overnight, the child went from being the queen’s daughter to becoming the daughter of a woman executed for treason. Consequently, Henry VIII declared his marriage to Anne invalid, and with that decision, he erased Elizabeth’s legitimacy as heir, pronouncing her a bastard.

This political and personal upheaval left deep marks. Although she was too young to understand the full extent of what had happened, the change in the treatment she received was palpable. Her household was reorganised, the number of servants was reduced, and the protocol was adjusted to her new status. She did not cease being the king’s daughter, but her position descended several rungs in the hierarchy. She was no longer the potential princess heir, but a child whose existence recalled an uncomfortable and bloody episode. The court, ever attentive to the winds of power, tempered the enthusiasm with which it had previously celebrated her.

Even so, Anne Boleyn’s fall did not mean Elizabeth’s complete abandonment. For reasons of both image and affection, Henry VIII did not banish her into obscurity. She continued to receive an education and maintained her own household, albeit a more modest one. The king, pragmatic and aware of the possibilities of future political alliances, knew that even a daughter considered illegitimate could become a bargaining chip on the European marriage chessboard. Therefore, he allowed Elizabeth to be educated with a care that, while perhaps less than what was initially intended for a queen’s daughter, remained far superior to the standard of the era.

After Anne Boleyn’s death, the court reorganised around the king’s new wife, Jane Seymour, who would give birth to the long-awaited male heir, the future Edward VI. The birth of this son in 1537 further displaced Elizabeth and her half-sister Mary in the line of succession. However, Edward’s arrival did not completely nullify the princesses’ relevance. In a volatile political context, any member of the royal family could, in a moment of crisis, become a key figure. That uncertainty would mark Elizabeth’s childhood, teaching her early on that security was always relative and that protection depended on royal favour and the ability to navigate between rival factions.

In this environment, the education Elizabeth received was one of her main shields. Following an increasingly widespread tradition among the elites of the 16th century, the girl was instructed in a broad range of disciplines. Besides reading and writing in English, she studied Latin, French, and Italian, and over time, Greek as well. The tutors chosen to educate her were imbued with Renaissance humanism and combined the teaching of classical languages with moral and religious instruction. For a girl whose political position was fragile, knowledge became a form of capital: the more prepared she was, the harder it would be to discard her entirely.

Her intellectual training also included reading ancient and modern authors. Latin classics, such as Cicero or Virgil, were mixed with religious texts and conduct manuals. The combination of erudition and piety was not accidental: a high-born lady – and even more so a possible princess – was expected to be not only devout but also capable of sustaining refined conversations and impressing foreign ambassadors and visitors. Thus, Elizabeth grew up in an environment where intense study was part of her daily routine, away from the more frivolous courtly life but attentive to the movements of power surrounding her.

The religious component of her upbringing was particularly delicate. The English Reformation, driven by Henry VIII, had broken with Rome but had not immediately established a homogeneous Protestantism. Tensions between more radical reformist currents and defenders of certain Catholic traditions created shifting ground. In this context, Elizabeth’s religious education was designed cautiously, attempting to reflect the official positions of the time. The girl was instructed in the idea that her father was the supreme head of the Church of England, and her tutors knew how to instil in her a vision of faith that combined obedience to the king with a certain openness to the new theological currents coming from the continent.

In that complex balance, Elizabeth learned something fundamental for her future political life: the need to adapt to the religious climate and to moderate the public expressions of her beliefs. Although in private she developed a personal religiosity marked by Bible reading and study, in the public sphere she knew how to show careful loyalty towards the prevailing doctrinal definitions. This capacity for self-control, which was already manifest in childhood through her discipline in study and her measured behaviour, would become one of her greatest strengths in the years to come.

Alongside intellectual and religious studies, Elizabeth’s education also included music, dance, and other courtly arts. She learned to play instruments such as the lute and the virginal, and to sing gracefully, according to contemporary accounts. Likewise, she familiarised herself with court etiquette, forms of courtesy, managing correspondence, and the art of conversation. None of this was incidental: in a society where monarchy was represented through ceremonies, banquets, and audiences, the ability to move with ease in that world was essential for anyone wishing to survive politically.

However, this refined education contrasted with the emotional and affective insecurity that surrounded her childhood. The violent death of her mother, the declaration of illegitimacy, and the awareness that her position depended largely on her father’s mood and interests created in Elizabeth a mixture of prudence and distrust. She could not fully trust anyone, not even those who seemed to show her affection. Friendships and loyalties at court changed rapidly, and any careless word could become a weapon against her.

In this sense, the treatment she received from Henry VIII was complex. Although he had legally erased his daughter’s legitimacy, the king continued to show her a certain intermittent form of affection. On some occasions, he invited her to court, gave her gifts, or had her portrait painted, evidencing that, despite everything, he still valued her. At other times, he kept her at a distance, focused on his new wife and his son. This alternation of closeness and distance must have taught Elizabeth an early lesson about the fickle nature of power and the need not to become emotionally dependent on it.

Elizabeth’s relationship with her half-sister Mary, daughter of Catherine of Aragon, was also decisive during these years. Both shared the experience of having been displaced in the line of succession and having seen their mothers’ honour questioned. Although differences in age and temperament complicated the bond, they likely developed a form of mutual understanding based on shared misfortune. However, religious differences – Mary would remain steadfastly Catholic – and the passage of time would gradually drive them apart and, eventually, place them on opposite sides in the struggle for the throne.

The arrival of new queens at court, such as Anne of Cleves, Catherine Howard, and Catherine Parr, added further layers of complexity to Elizabeth’s life. Each of Henry VIII’s marriages reconfigured the centre of power at court and altered internal alliances. For the young king’s daughter, this meant continuously adapting to new maternal figures, new hierarchies, and new risks. Of all these stepmothers, Catherine Parr had a particularly positive influence. The last wife of Henry, intelligent and with reformist inclinations, she showed genuine interest in the education of Elizabeth and her half-brothers. She fostered their humanist instruction and created an environment where reading and theological reflection were valued. For a girl who had known instability and indignity, the figure of Catherine Parr could represent a rare period of relative emotional and cultural stability.

By the mid-16th century, Elizabeth had gone from being a child relegated by her mother’s disgrace to becoming a young woman of notable culture, capable of expressing herself fluently in several languages and engaging in dialogue with theologians, humanists, and diplomats. Her education distinguished her even within the royal family itself. She was not merely a princess fallen from grace; she was also a sharp mind, trained in critical reading and measured discourse. This combination of political fragility and intellectual strength placed her in a unique position: she remained vulnerable, but she was no longer easily discardable.

In parallel, the political and religious climate of the kingdom was evolving. Towards the end of Henry VIII’s reign, tensions between conservative Catholic factions and those more openly reformist intensified. Each group saw the royal family as a symbolic battlefield: the education of the king’s children, their religious inclinations, and their personal alliances were subjects of intense scrutiny. Elizabeth, moving through this minefield, learned to be extremely discreet. She could not afford to express stark opinions that would unequivocally link her to one side, nor could she appear indifferent to religious questions, as that also aroused suspicion. Thus, she honed a calculated prudence, an art of ambiguity that she would later employ as sovereign.

Her childhood cannot be understood without considering the weight of Anne Boleyn’s memory. Although the official regime had tried to erase or discredit the mother, Anne’s figure remained present in the imagination of both friends and foes. For some, she was the adulteress responsible for the break with Rome and the kingdom’s instability; for others, a victim of courtly machinations and Henry VIII’s changing fury. Elizabeth grew up aware that her maternal blood was a cause for both pride and suspicion. This ambiguous legacy pushed her to construct her own identity, one that, without renouncing her origins, avoided repeating the mistakes attributed to her mother.

From a human point of view, the tightrope Elizabeth walked in childhood was not limited to politics and religion. It also manifested in the affective and psychological realm. The succession of maternal figures, the prolonged absences of her father, the early awareness that a misinterpreted word or gesture could have fatal consequences must have generated a particular sensitivity towards danger. Elizabeth learned to observe, to listen, and to measure the impact of each phrase. This habit of constant vigilance can be interpreted as a form of emotional defence, but also as the germ of an exceptional political capacity.

In daily life, her life alternated moments of intellectual seclusion with brief stays at court, where the splendour of banquets and ceremonies contrasted with memories of disgrace and betrayal. The palaces, with their tapestries and galleries, were simultaneously spaces of magnificence and stages for perpetual intrigue. The very halls where masques and jousts were held, where music filled the air, had witnessed arrests, trials, and executions. The observant child moved in this environment, knowing that the beauty of the spectacle often concealed terrible decisions.

Amidst this tense landscape, the image Elizabeth projected externally began to acquire defined features. Those who knew her in her youth left descriptions highlighting her precocious intelligence, her command of languages, and her ability to conduct herself with respect and dignity even in compromising situations. People spoke of her reddish hair, inherited from her father, her lively eyes, and her skill in responding with quickness and courtesy. These qualities, which in other contexts might have gone unnoticed, became especially visible in a court accustomed to measuring every gesture.

As she grew, so too did the recognition of her talent among certain councillors and humanists. Some saw in her a potential future ally, a figure capable of embodying a type of monarchy that combined faith and pragmatism, tradition and openness. Others, however, mistrusted her intelligence, fearing that such a gifted woman could become a focus of opposition or a standard-bearer for some faction. This mixture of admiration and fear would accompany Elizabeth throughout her life, but it was already beginning to take shape in her childhood.

It is significant that, despite the harshness of some experiences, there is no record of Elizabeth allowing herself to be consumed by bitterness or verbal imprudence. On the contrary, accounts point to a young woman capable of controlling her emotions in public and maintaining remarkable composure even in situations of humiliation or uncertainty. This restraint likely stemmed from necessity. In an environment where words could be weapons, calculated silence was often the safest option. In this way, the tightrope she walked not only did not make her fall, but trained her in balance.

Simultaneously, her relationship with her half-brothers, especially the young Edward, was configured in both affective and political terms. As the male heir, Edward occupied the centre of the kingdom’s expectations. However, the age difference and the court’s own dynamics meant his daily contact with Elizabeth was limited. Even so, a certain cordiality was fostered between them, partly because it served those who wished to present an image of dynastic unity. For Elizabeth, this relationship involved another exercise in balance: showing affection and loyalty to the brother who occupied the place denied to her, while remaining aware that her future security would also depend on decisions made around her once he was on the throne.

The figure of Catherine Parr, already mentioned, was key in this final stage of Elizabeth’s childhood. Upon becoming Henry VIII’s last wife, she promoted a more family-like and relatively more stable environment for the king’s children. Under her influence, they spent more time together, sharing tutors and activities. Catherine especially encouraged the girls’ education, defying the prejudices that still persisted about the scope of female education. For Elizabeth, this investment in her intellect and worth constituted a recognition that likely left a lasting impression. It showed her that, despite her status as a declared illegitimate daughter, she could aspire to a personal excellence that no one could take from her.

Towards the end of Henry VIII’s reign, the child born amidst disappointed celebrations had transformed into a young woman aware of her situation, educated in letters, and trained in prudence. She had no guarantees for the future, no clear position in the line of succession, nor the unconditional protection of any faction. However, she possessed a set of resources – intellectual, emotional, and of character – that made her unique in the English political landscape. The tightrope on which she had lived had not broken; on the contrary, it had grown tauter, and with each step she had learned to maintain her balance better.

Thus, Elizabeth’s childhood, far from being a merely preparatory phase, was a school of survival in a world dominated by men, marked by wars of religion, and traversed by dynastic power struggles. On that stage, the child who had seen her mother fall, who had been stripped of her title, and who had grown up amongst books and suspicions, had forged a character capable of withstanding extreme pressures. The combination of vulnerability and resilience that defined these early years not only shaped her personality but equipped her with essential tools to face the challenges of adult life.
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Dangers at the Tudor Court

When Elizabeth Tudor left childhood behind and began to emerge as a young woman aware of her surroundings, the Tudor court had already become a stage where distrust, constant vigilance, and fear were everyday components of political life. In theory, the court represented the centre of the kingdom’s splendour: banquets, festivities, music, religious ceremonies, and pageants displayed the grandeur of the English monarchy to the world. However, beneath that surface, less visible but far more decisive forces shaped the destiny of those who inhabited it. Intrigues, rivalries between factions, religious power struggles, and diplomatic manoeuvres constituted a reality where a misinterpreted gesture could cost reputation, freedom, or even life. For Elizabeth, who had inherited the stigma of being Anne Boleyn’s daughter and the status of bastard imposed after the annulment of her parents’ marriage, this environment was especially dangerous.

Upon Henry VIII’s death in 1547, Elizabeth was around thirteen years old. The imposing figure of her father, with his mood swings, his decisive actions, and his capacity to elevate or destroy any courtier, was gone, but the dangers did not dissolve with him. On the contrary, the king’s death opened a new period of uncertainty. The throne passed to her younger half-brother, Edward VI, who was barely nine years old. This event turned the monarchy into an institution governed, in practice, by regents and guardianship councils, and reignited the ambitions of those seeking to control power from behind the curtain. In this context, Elizabeth’s position became even more delicate: she was the daughter of the late king, of royal blood, well-educated, and with discreet sympathies among some reformist circles, but she lacked a solid base of political support and depended, as never before, on the balances between the great noble families.

The ascension of Edward VI brought with it the predominance of a more openly Protestant faction. During the final years of Henry VIII, religious policy had oscillated between the break with Rome and the maintenance of many traditional practices and doctrines. However, with a child king and a council dominated by reformists, the balance tipped more clearly towards the implementation of a doctrinal Protestantism closer to continental ideas. In appearance, this might have seemed an advantage for Elizabeth, who had been educated in an intellectual environment open to new currents and who showed genuine interest in biblical texts and theological reflection. However, reality was more complex: any suspicion of overly defined religious sympathy could turn her into an involuntary standard-bearer for a faction, and thereby into a target.

As the 1540s progressed, the court became increasingly polarised between those who wished to accelerate the Protestant Reformation and those who, though no longer able to reverse the break with Rome, aspired to preserve forms of worship and ecclesiastical structures of a more traditional inspiration. This theological conflict was not merely a doctrinal dispute; behind it lay struggles for offices, wealth, and influence. Bishoprics, confiscated abbeys, new positions in the religious hierarchy, and proximity to the throne were coveted prizes. Thus, ideas mingled with ambitions, and the names of members of the royal family circulated as potential centres of legitimacy for one project or another.

On this chessboard, Elizabeth had to learn to exercise extreme prudence. As the daughter of Henry VIII, her figure could serve as a banner for different groups: reformists saw in her a princess with a humanist education and sensitivity towards Scripture, while certain more moderate sectors perceived her as a possible alternative in case of a succession crisis. From very early on, she was forced to control her discourse, to choose her public readings carefully, and to measure her gestures of devotion. Even the choice of chaplains, confessors, or theology tutors could be analysed by spies and political adversaries as a sign of inclination towards a specific side.

On the other hand, the still childish nature of Edward VI placed Elizabeth in an ambiguous position. She was not a direct rival – the succession law placed her behind him and her half-sister Mary – but she could become a focal point for those who felt marginalised by the government of the Regency Council. If any powerful noble decided to challenge the regents’ authority, Elizabeth’s figure could be used to legitimise alternative claims, whether by proposing her as future queen or as the ideal wife for some aspirant seeking to govern in the name of the child king. This possibility, which floated in the air though rarely expressed openly, made her someone to watch and, in certain circumstances, to neutralise.

The first great danger Elizabeth faced in this period did not come directly from an open religious or political confrontation, but from the private sphere, which in the Tudor court was never truly private. After Henry VIII’s death, his widow, Catherine Parr, married Thomas Seymour, maternal uncle of Edward VI and brother of Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, the principal figure in the government during the king’s minority. The union, conducted hastily and without the prior authorisation of the Council, already aroused some suspicion. Thomas Seymour was an ambitious, charming man with great skill in navigating courtly circles. However, he was also imprudent and determined to increase his influence at any cost. It was in this context that Elizabeth became involved in a situation that endangered not only her reputation, but her very safety.

When Catherine Parr and Thomas Seymour established their household, Elizabeth, still an adolescent, was invited to live with them. At first glance, the proposal seemed reasonable and even beneficial. Catherine had been an important maternal figure for her, fostering her education and protecting her in the final years of Henry VIII’s reign. Furthermore, residing with the king’s widow offered a relatively stable environment, something especially valuable at a time of accelerated political change. However, the presence of Thomas Seymour fundamentally altered that fragile balance. Catherine’s new husband began to behave with an ambiguous familiarity towards Elizabeth, visiting her chambers at early hours, joking, playing in ways inappropriate for a young woman of her rank, and, overall, crossing a line that today we would describe as an abuse of power and trust.

Contemporary sources record testimonies of uncomfortable scenes: Seymour entering Elizabeth’s room early in the morning, while she was still undressed; games that included tickling, chasing, and physical contact unsuitable for their respective positions; jokes with suggestive content in the presence of maidservants. Although some accounts have tried to present these behaviours as mere high spirits, the truth is that, in the highly rigid and controlled climate of the Tudor court, such actions had explosive potential. The reputation of a young woman from the royal family was a political matter. Irreproachable conduct was expected of her, and any shadow of doubt over her virtue could be used to discredit her or to block her future matrimonial and dynastic options.

As these situations recurred, Catherine Parr began to perceive more clearly the risk that was developing. At first, she seems to have downplayed the scenes, even occasionally participating lightly, as if they were simple domestic jokes. However, Seymour’s persistence, Elizabeth’s increasingly evident discomfort, and the servants’ comments forced her to react more firmly. Finally, she made the decision to send Elizabeth away from her household, separating her from an environment that had become both affectionate and toxic. This measure, although harsh from an emotional perspective – the young woman was moving away from a figure she cherished – was a form of protection. It was not just about preserving the girl’s honour, but about preventing a scandal that could be used by political enemies to discredit both the daughter of Henry VIII and the king’s widow.

The separation tested Elizabeth’s character. Suddenly, she was forced to justify her departure from a household that, in theory, represented a safe haven. Moreover, she had to endure the shame of knowing she was the subject of rumours and suspicions. In a world where letters circulated, servants talked, and political enemies were always alert, the Seymour-Parr episode threatened to become a weapon against her. Consequently, Elizabeth adopted a calculatedly respectful attitude in her correspondence with Catherine, showing gratitude and affection, but without fueling the possibility of new encounters that might rekindle gossip. This mixture of personal loyalty and political pragmatism began to characterise her way of acting in risky situations.

However, the danger did not stop there. Thomas Seymour’s reckless behaviour went beyond his ambiguous relations with Elizabeth. His ambition led him to conspire to gain greater influence over the young Edward VI, apparently attempting to control his person and, by extension, his government. Such manoeuvres were perceived as a direct threat by the Duke of Somerset, Seymour’s brother and de facto regent. The rivalry between them led to Thomas’s downfall; he was arrested and finally executed in 1549, accused of treason. During the investigation, the authorities quickly turned their attention to Elizabeth, trying to ascertain whether she had participated, even tangentially, in the accused man’s intrigues.

At this point, the young woman demonstrated extraordinary political maturity for her age. Subjected to interrogations and pressure, she remained firm in her statements, denied any knowledge of subversive plans, and strove to show that her relationship with Seymour, however inappropriate it may have been in some aspects, had not involved political complicity. Her carefully worded letters reveal an obsessive concern with leaving no room for malicious interpretations. At the same time, they exhibit a mixture of humility and firmness that surprised some of her contemporaries. She was no naive adolescent; she was already a young woman aware that a wrong word could fatally incriminate her.

The interrogation of Elizabeth during the Seymour case clearly reflects how thin the line was between safety and danger in the Tudor court. Any connection with a man accused of treason could drag down those who had been close to him. However, Elizabeth’s skill in responding, her apparent honesty, and the lack of conclusive evidence against her meant that, in the end, no extreme measures were taken against her. It was a victory, but also a warning: she had come very close to disaster, and had avoided it thanks to her wit, her self-control, and perhaps also a certain dose of luck.

While these episodes were unfolding, the reign of Edward VI progressed, marked by an increasingly intense reformist programme. Under the influence of councillors such as Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, and other Protestant leaders, profound doctrinal and liturgical changes were introduced. The Book of Common Prayer gradually replaced old practices, and an official discourse was consolidated that presented the Reformation as a necessary purification from past superstitions. For Elizabeth, this context meant another tightrope to walk. Although she largely shared the reformist sensibility, she could not be seen as a religious activist. Excessive zeal would have made her a target for more conservative sectors; excessive lukewarmness would have raised suspicions among the reformists who dominated power.

Therefore, her strategy was one of sobriety. She maintained a life of personal devotion, made constant use of Bible reading, wrote pious reflections, and fostered a study circle around herself, but avoided spectacular gestures that could be interpreted as defiance or provocation. This way of acting allowed her to navigate her brother’s reign without becoming a direct focus of religious conflict, something not all members of the elite managed to achieve. In an era when personal beliefs could be judged as evidence of loyalty or treason, the discernment with which she moved was key to her survival.
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