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  For Robert,




  My son-in-law,




  A loyal subject of




  Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth




  Past and Present




  





  ARCHBISHOP CRANMER:




  In her days every man shall eat in safety,




  Under his own vine, what he plants; and sing




  The merry songs of peace to all his neighbours:




  God shall be truly known; and those about her




  From her shall read the perfect ways of honour,




  And by those claim their greatness, not by blood.




  . . .




  She shall be, to the happiness of England,




  An aged princess; many days shall see her,




  And yet no day without a deed to crown it.




  Would I had known no more! But she must die,




  She must, the saints must have her; yet a virgin,




  A most unspotted lily shall she pass




  To th’ ground, and all the world shall mourn her.




  KING HENRY VIII:




  O LordArchbishop,




  Thou hast made me now a man. Never before




  This happy child did I get anything.




  This oracle of comfort has so pleas’d me




  That when I am in heaven I shall desire




  To see what this child does, and praise my Maker.




  

    

      —William Shakespeare, Henry VIII, V, iv: 33–38; 56–68
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  The Vatican, March 1588




  [image: F]elice Peretti, otherwise known as Pope Sixtus V, stood swaying before the stack of rolled Bulls.




  They were neatly arranged like a cord of wood, alternating short and long sides, their lead seals hanging down like a row of puppy tails.




  “Ah,” he said, eyeing them with great satisfaction. They seemed to radiate power. But one thing was lacking: his blessing.




  Raising his right hand, he spoke in sonorous Latin: “O sovereign God, hear the prayer of your servant Sixtus. Acting in accordance with my office as the vicar of Christ, his representative

  on earth, who has the power to bind and loose, to forgive sins or withhold forgiveness, I have pronounced judgment on that wicked woman of England, the pretender queen. She is hereby excommunicated

  from the body of Christendom until such time as she repents. In order that those living under her rule do not go down into damnation with her, we bless the Enterprise of England. Aboard the ships

  of the great Armada will go these Bulls of excommunication and sentence upon Elizabeth, the pretender queen of England, calling for her deposition, in order that her subjects may be rescued from

  her impiety and perverse government. They will see the happy light of day when Christ’s avengers set boots upon English soil. There they will be distributed to the faithful. Merciful God, we

  ask this in the savior’s name, and for his Holy Church.”




  The sixty-eight-year-old pope then slowly circled the pile, making the sign of the cross and sprinkling it with holy water. Then he nodded to the Spanish envoy standing quietly to one side.




  “You may transport them now,” he said. “The Armada leaves from Lisbon, does it not?”




  “Yes, Your Holiness. Next month.”




  Sixtus nodded. “They should arrive in plenty of time, then. You have waterproof canisters for them?”




  “I am sure they will be provided. King Philip thinks of everything.”




  





  2




  The South Coast, England, April 1588




  [image: T]he old hermit shuffled out of his shelter, as he did every morning.




  He made his bed in the ruins of St. Michael’s Chapel, perched near the peak of a jutting piece of headland stretching out into Plymouth Sound. He stood on the rim of the cliff, the ocean

  far below him, his eyes darting left and right, searching. The morning sun, glinting off the water, made it hard to see. He shaded his eyes and squinted, trying to detect the telltale shape of

  sails on the horizon. Nothing. Not today.




  Muttering, he turned to attend to his other business—preparing the beacon. He had found an abandoned dolmen, an ancient monument, at the pinnacle of the peak and had been carrying twigs,

  straw, and kindling there for days. The fire that would flare out from the cone-shaped mounted brackets must be visible for miles, until the next beacon. And this was likely the first. This would

  be the place, if any place, that the Armada would first come into view. And he, the hermit of St. Michael’s, would keep vigilant watch as long as there was a whisper of light to see by.




  He patted the dolmen. Pagan stuff. Made long ago by vanished people. But who cared, if it helped in the fight against the Spanish enemy?
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  The Tower of London, May 1588




  [image: Q]uiet!” Philip Howard motioned to the priest.




  Someone was coming. The guard was making his rounds. His footstep on the stones outside was a sound that Philip heard even in his dreams. He bent his head down, resting it between his knees, his

  hands hanging limply. He must look asleep. The priest did likewise, drawing his cloak up around himself. The others in the room fell silent, turned to stone.




  The footsteps paused; the shutter over the iron grille in the prisoners’ door lifted. Then it clanged down again, and the footsteps continued.




  Philip stayed still for another few minutes to be safe. Finally he whispered, “He’s gone. He won’t make rounds again for two or three hours. Let’s begin. Let’s

  begin God’s work.”




  The others in the chamber stirred. The priest threw back the covering on his head. “In the name of the Holy Mother Church,” he said, “I will perform this Mass.”




  Philip shook his head. “It must be dedicated to another intention,” he said. “I was not a traitor until they sought to make me one. Now, held for five years here in the Tower,

  I have seen the evil of the queen and her so-called church firsthand. It must perish. She must perish. And my godfather King Philip will ensure that.”




  In the dim light the priest’s eyes glittered. “And who will the Mass be dedicated to?” he asked.




  “To the success of the Armada!” said Philip. “May it wreak revenge on this godless nation!”




  “To the success of the Armada,” the others intoned.




  The priest began laying out his holy implements, an earthenware cup for a chalice, a wooden saucer for a paten, a rough scarf for a stole. “Let us pray,” he began.




  “O most high, you have looked down in sorrow upon the blasphemy and sacrilege here in England, once your obedient servant, now a renegade. As of old, when a nation went a-whoring after

  false gods, you used a rod to chastise them, you now send your son, King Philip of Spain, a devotee of the True Faith, to smite them. Just as there was no mercy for the Amorites or the Philistines

  or the Canaanites, there can be no mercy for these straying people. If we perish alongside them, we are willing. Look what your servant Philip, Earl of Arundel, has carved here on the wall of his

  miserable prison. See his fine words: Quanto plus afflictionis pro Christo in hoc saeculo, tanto plus gloriae cum Christo in futuro—The more affliction we endure for Christ in this

  world, the more glory we shall obtain with Christ in the next. We know, O Lord, that that is true.”




  “True . . . true . . . true . . . ,” murmured Philip and his companion prisoners. “O Armada, come quickly to deliver England! Bless all her exiled sons who are aboard, taking

  up arms to deliver their homeland!”




  Their heated cries echoed within the dank stone chamber.
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  ELIZABETH




  May 1588




  [image: T]he whip cracked and snapped as it sought its victim.




  I could see the groom cowering in the bushes, then crawling away in the underbrush as the whip ripped leaves off a branch just over his head. A stream of Spanish followed him, words to the

  effect that he was a worthless wretch. Then the face of the persecutor turned toward me, shining with his effort. “Your Majesty,” he said, “why do you keep my whip?”




  It was a face I had thought never to see again—that of Don Bernardino de Mendoza, the Spanish ambassador I had evicted from England four years earlier for spying. Now he rounded on me and

  began fingering his whip as he walked toward me.




  I sat up in bed. I could still smell the leather of the whip, lingering in the air where it had cracked. And that smirk on the face of Mendoza, his teeth bared like yellowed carved ivory—I

  shuddered at its cold rictus.




  It was only a dream. I shook my head to clear it. The Spanish were much on my mind, that was all. But . . . didn’t Mendoza actually leave me a whip? Or did we just find one in his rooms

  after he hurriedly left? I had it somewhere. It was smaller than the one in the dream, useful only for urging horses, not punishing horse grooms. It had been black, and braided, and supple as a

  cat’s tail. Spain’s leather was renowned for its softness and strength. Perhaps that was why I had kept it.




  It was not light out yet. Too early to arise. I would keep my own counsel here in bed. Doubtless devout Catholics—secretly here in England, openly in Europe—were already at early

  Mass. Some Protestants were most likely up and studying Scripture. But I, their reluctant figurehead, would commune with the Lord by myself.




  I, Elizabeth Tudor, Queen of England for thirty years, had been cast by my birth into the role of defender of the Protestant faith. Spiteful people said, “Henry VIII broke with the pope

  and founded his own church only so he could get his way with Anne Boleyn.” My father had given them grounds with his flip quote “If the pope excommunicates me, I’ll declare him a

  heretic and do as I please.” Thus the King’s Conscience had become a joke. But out of it had come the necessity of embracing Protestantism, and from that had grown a national church

  that now had its own character, its own martyrs and theology. To the old Catholic Church, I was a bastard and usurper queen; thus I say that my birth imposed Protestantism upon me.




  Why must England, a poor country, be stuck with subsidizing three others—the French, the Dutch, the Scots—and facing Spain, the Goliath champion of Catholicism? God’s teeth,

  wasn’t it enough for me to defend and manage my own realm? The role was a sponge that soaked up our resources and was driving us slowly but inexorably toward bankruptcy. To be the soldier of

  God was an expense I could have done without.




  Soldier. God must be laughing, to have handed me his banner to carry, when all the world knew—or thought it did—that a woman could never lead troops into battle.




  Mendoza . . . His face still haunted me, as if the dream clung inside my head. His black, searching eyes and snake-thin face, his shiny skin and receding hairline—if he was not a villain,

  he looked like one. He had plotted and spied here in England, until he was exposed and expelled. His last words upon boarding were “Tell your mistress that Bernardino de Mendoza was born not

  to disturb kingdoms but to conquer them.” Since then he had settled in Paris as King Philip’s ambassador, creating a web of espionage and intrigue that spread across all Europe.




  He was evenly matched, though, by our homegrown spymaster, Sir Francis Walsingham. Did Mendoza have hundreds of informants? Walsingham had at least five hundred, even as far away as

  Constantinople. Was he a devoted, even fanatical, Catholic? Walsingham was equally passionate about Protestantism. Did he have no scruples? Walsingham’s motto was “Knowledge is never

  too dear”—and he was willing to pay anything. Both men felt they were waging spiritual battle rather than just political war.




  And the great clash, the long-postponed Armageddon between England and Spain, was imminent. I had done all within my power to deflect it. Nothing was too base or lowly to be employed: marriage

  negotiations, subterfuge, obfuscation, outright lies, as when I assured Philip I was only a Protestant by political necessity but not by conviction. Anything to buy us time, to let us get strong

  enough to withstand the blow when it finally came. But I had run out of ruses, and Philip had run out of patience—yes, even he, the man about whom it was said, “If death came from

  Spain, we would all live a very long time.”




  The dawn had finally come. I could arise now.




  

    ——


  




  My astrologer John Dee puts much stock in dreams and omens. In this case he was correct. I had barely dressed when I was informed that William Cecil, Lord Burghley, my

  chief minister, wished to see me on urgent business.




  It must be urgent. He knew I did not conduct business before noon.




  

    ——


  




  I welcomed him, while dreading his news. He was dear to me; if anyone must bring bad tidings, I wished it to be Burghley.




  “Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he said, bowing as low as his rheumatic spine would permit. “But it was imperative that you see this.” He thrust a rolled-up scroll into my

  hand. “It’s from Philip.”




  “Addressed to me? How thoughtful!” I clutched the parchment in my hand, feeling its importance in its very weight.




  “Hardly, Your Majesty.”




  “He used the best vellum,” I said, trying to joke.




  Burghley did not smile.




  “I meant to be witty,” I said. “Have I lost my touch?”




  He forced the corners of his mouth up. “No, Your Majesty. I marvel that you can find humor even in such as this.” He took the scroll from me. “Hundreds of them, loaded in the

  holds of the Armada. Like seeds of evil, to be sown here in England.”




  “Unlike dandelion down that floats by itself in the wind, these cannot be planted unless Spanish boots walk the land. And they will not.”




  “Secretary Walsingham’s agents managed to steal this one, and also a copy of a letter drawn up by one of King Philip’s advisers. It almost seems there is nothing he

  can’t procure, or uncover.”




  I took the letter. It was in Spanish, of course, but that was no problem for me. As I read it, however, I almost wished I could not have understood. It was a carefully thought-out memorandum and

  recommendation to the Spanish king about what should be done once they had conquered England. I was to be taken alive and conveyed to the pope.




  “I do not need to guess what His Holiness would decree,” I said. “The Bull states that”—I twitched my fingers, signaling Burghley to hand it back to me, and my eyes

  found the quote—“that my deeds and shortcomings are such that ‘some of them make her unable to reign, others declare her unworthy to live.’ He pronounces that he deprives me

  of all authority and princely dignity, declaring me to be illegitimate and absolving my subjects from obedience to me. So, His Holiness—the former Grand Inquisitor of Venice—would

  prepare a fine bonfire for me.” I shuddered. It was no joking matter. It went on to order everyone to ally with the “Catholic army” of the Duke of Parma and of the “King

  Catholic”—that is, Philip II of Spain. He concluded by promising a plenary indulgence for all those who helped to overthrow me.




  At the last, I did laugh. “Indulgences! Now there’s something the world still wants!” It was the abuse of indulgences that had led Martin Luther to start his rebellion against

  the Catholic Church. “They are not very creative in finding new rewards, are they?” I flung the Bull down.




  “He has also offered a million ducats to the Spanish as an incentive for invading England.”




  I stared at Burghley. “He is putting a bounty on us?”




  Burghley gave a dismissive cock of the head. “The Peasant Pope, as he likes to be known, is a clever haggler. The money will not be awarded until the Spanish actually set foot here. There

  is no payment in advance.”




  “So either way, he wins.” Shrewd old bird. Did he hope to make England into carrion he could scavenge? Never! “Call Secretary Walsingham and the Earl of Leicester to a meeting.

  We should discuss the situation before the full Privy Council meets. You three are the mainsprings of the government.”




  Burghley shook his head.




  “No false modesty. You know it is true. You are my Spirit, Leicester my Eyes, and Walsingham my vigilant Moor. Call the meeting for this afternoon.”




  I rose, signaling that our talk was ended. I carefully put the damning papers in my correspondence box and turned the key.




  

    ——


  




  It was time for the midday dinner. Ordinarily I ate in the withdrawing chamber with a few attendants, although a ceremonial table was always set in the Great Hall. The

  lower-ranking courtiers and household servants ate there, but my place remained empty. I wondered, fleetingly, if I should put in a public appearance today. It had been a fortnight since I had done

  so. But I decided against it. I did not want to be on display now. The Papal Bull and call to arms against me had rattled me more than I wanted to admit.




  “We shall eat together in here,” I told my ladies of the bedchamber.




  Three were closest to me: Catherine Carey, my cousin; Marjorie Norris, a friend since the days of my youth; and Blanche Parry, my nurse from even longer ago.




  “Open the windows,” I asked Catherine. It was a light, fine day, the sort to make butterflies dance. Some Mays were just green winters, but this one was fresh and perfumed. As the

  windows cranked open, the outside world came in in a puff.




  The small table was set in the middle of the chamber, and here we dispensed with the ceremonial trappings, except that we always had a taster. The servers presented the dishes in quick order,

  and we made our selections with no ado.




  I had no appetite. The Papal Bull had quite taken it away. But I usually did not eat much, and so today’s almost untouched plate did not attract any attention.




  Marjorie, a strapping country woman from Oxfordshire, always ate heartily. Today she was attacking a mound of pork stew and washing it down with a beaker of ale. Catherine, who was small and

  plump, never went beyond nibbling, so it was a mystery why she had such a round face. Marjorie was some fifteen years my senior, Catherine fifteen years my junior. Old Blanche Parry had seen eighty

  years. However, she saw them no more, as she had lost her eyesight recently and had to turn her duty as keeper of the royal jewels over to the younger Catherine. She sat now at the table, eating

  only by habit and feel, her filmed eyes staring at nothing.




  Suddenly I had the urge to lean over and pat her hand. It startled her.




  “I did not mean to frighten you,” I said. But the touch of her calming hand was soothing to me.




  “You should be ashamed, to scare an old lady so!” she scolded me.




  “Blanche, you are not an old lady,” I said.




  “If eighty isn’t old, when does it start?” she retorted.




  “A few years beyond whatever one’s age is,” I said. “Obviously, ninety.” Was there anyone still at court at ninety? I could not think of any. It was a safe age to

  target, then.




  “Well, my lady, there are some who say you are old,” she shot back.




  “Nonsense!” I said. “Since when is fifty-five old?”




  “It ceased being old when you reached it,” said Catherine.




  “I shall have to appoint you to an ambassadorship,” I said. “Such a diplomat! But, dear cousin, I couldn’t bear to lose you. And would you really want to live with the

  French or the Danes?”




  “The French for fashion, the Danes for pastries,” said Marjorie. “Not a bad choice.”




  I barely heard her. “The Armada is going to sail,” I blurted out. “It will bear down on us soon.”




  Marjorie and Catherine laid down their spoons and their faces grew rigid.




  “I knew it!” said Blanche. “I saw this coming. Long ago. I told you. Like King Arthur.”




  “What are you talking about?” Marjorie demanded. “Is it more of your Welsh mumbles? And don’t give me the nonsense about the second sight.”




  Blanche drew herself up. “I just knew King Arthur’s legacy would come round. The queen is descended from him. We all know that. My cousin Dr. Dee has proved it. Arthur left

  unfinished business. A final battle. A great test of England’s survival.”




  “It has nothing to do with King Arthur,” said Catherine. “The astrologers long ago predicted 1588 would be a year of great moment. All Dee has done is confirm it.”




  “The prediction, made two hundred years ago by Regiomontanas, said that 1588 would be a year of complete catastrophe for the entire world,” said Blanche calmly. The exact wording was

  ‘Empires will crumble, and on all sides there will be great lamentation.’ ”




  “Yes, but which empires?” I replied. “Didn’t the oracle at Delphi tell King Croesus that if he invaded Persia, a great empire would be destroyed? It turned out to be

  Croesus’s, not the Persians’.”




  “There are supposed to be three eclipses this year,” said Blanche, undeterred. “One of the sun and two of the moon. We have already had the one of the sun, in

  February.”




  “Let them come,” I said. As if I could do anything to stop them.




  

    ——


  




  I needed to be alone. Even my faithful trio did not soothe me. After dinner was over, I went out into the Queen’s garden. Whitehall was an enormous, sprawling palace

  that had grown from a riverside mansion into a near-city of its own that even boasted a street running through it and two gatehouses. With its tiltyards, cockpits, tennis courts, and pheasant

  yards, it was difficult to find a secluded spot. But the garden, folded between the brick walls of other buildings, shielded me from curious eyes.




  Grass walkways, bordered by low white and green striped railings, made geometric patterns, crisscrossing the plot. Everything neat and within its own boundaries. God’s death, if only the

  world were like that! If only Spain would stay within its boundaries. I had never had any territorial ambitions. Unlike my father and his vainglorious attempts at warfare abroad, I have been

  content within my own realm. They murmur that it’s because I am a woman. They ought better to say it is because I am sensible. War is a sinkhole that sucks money and men into it and is never

  filled.




  I took a sharp turn as one path dead-ended into another. A painted pole marked the corner, with a carved heraldic beast, flying a standard, atop it. This was the red Welsh dragon, its beak open

  wide, its wings spread, its talons gripping the pole. The Tudors were a Welsh family, supposedly descended from King Cadwalader. Blanche had filled my childish ears with tales of Wales, and even

  taught me the language. But I had never been there. Staring at the carved wooden dragon was as close as I had ever come. Someday . . .




  But that day was not now. Now I must make sure that England herself survived, and that included Wales.




  I knew one thing: We could not withstand the Spanish army. It was the most finely honed fighting force in the world. We did not even have an army, just armed citizen militias, and whatever

  private retainers could be mustered by the wealthy on an ad hoc basis.




  So the Spanish must not be allowed to land. Our ships would have to protect us and prevent it. The ships, not the soldiers, must be our salvation.




  

    ——


  




  The three most powerful men in the realm stood before me—William Cecil, Lord Burghley, lord treasurer; Sir Francis Walsingham, principal secretary and head of the

  intelligence service; Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, most recently supreme commander of the English forces sent to help the Protestant rebels in the Netherlands as they fought to free themselves

  from Spain—using English money, of course.




  It would be a long session. “I pray you, sit,” I told them. I myself remained standing. Behind me was the massive Holbein mural that covered one entire wall, depicting my father and

  grandfather. In it, my father crowded the forefront of the painting, making his own father look as if he were cowering in his shadow. Now I stood in front of him. Did I draw strength from

  him, or was I telling him I now dominated the monarchy?




  Instead of obeying, Robert Dudley stepped forward and handed me a lily, unfurling on its long stalk. “An unspotted lily for an unspotted lily,” he said, bowing.




  Both Burghley and Walsingham looked long-suffering, shaking their heads.




  “Thank you, Robert,” I said. Instead of calling for a vase, I pointedly laid it on a table behind me, where it would quickly wilt. “Now you may sit.”




  Burghley said, “I trust everyone has seen the ‘Declaration of the Sentence and Deposition of Elizabeth’ document? If not, I have copies here.”




  I clenched my teeth. The very thought of it! “God’s feet! Must the Spaniard plague me from hell?”




  “Your Majesty, it’s old news,” sniffed Walsingham. “The wording is little changed from the first two—the one in 1570 by Pius V, and then the follow-up in 1580 by

  Gregory XIII. Another pope, another Bull.”




  “A shipload of them is a new twist,” said Burghley. “It’s disgusting.”




  “For them it’s a religious crusade,” said Walsingham. “All their ships are named after a saint or an angel. The standard of the flagship, featuring the Virgin and the

  Crucifixion, has been blessed by the Archbishop of Lisbon. Why not Bulls in the holds? Oh, and you’ll appreciate this. I have the list of their passwords. On Sunday it’s

  ‘Jesus,’ on Monday ‘Holy Ghost,’ on Tuesday, ‘Most Holy Trinity,’ on Wednesday ‘St. James,’ on Thursday ‘the Angels,’ on Friday

  ‘All Saints,’ and on Saturday ‘Our Lady.’”




  Leicester gave a snort of laughter. “With the likes of Drake and Hawkins, I’d not like to guess what our passwords are,” he said.




  “Oh, and all the men on board have been confessed and carry a little certificate to prove it,” finished Walsingham.




  He continued to amaze me. Where did he get this information? “You must have corrupted a priest, to supply you with such details,” I said.




  His silence proved that I was right. Finally he said, “And there are those here in England, yes, in London itself, who pray for the success of the mission.”




  “If you claim this, you must know their names,” I said. “Tell them.” To anyone else it would have been a challenge, but I knew he had the facts. I merely wanted to have

  them, too.




  “Philip Howard, Earl of Arundel,” he said. “Even in the Tower, he managed to gather adherents and get a priest to say a Mass for the Armada and for the Englishmen who are

  aboard. And yes, I can supply the names of all who were present.”




  “Englishmen aboard!” said Leicester. “The shame of it!”




  Walsingham shrugged. “Lucifer and all his legions recruit far and wide. And Arundel is Philip’s godson. What can you expect?”




  “When did the Armada sail?” asked Burghley. “Has it sailed?”




  “It is still in Lisbon. My reports say there are some hundred and fifty ships in it. Not all, of course, are fighting ships. Many are merchantmen and supply ships.”




  “It will be the largest such fleet ever to sail,” said Leicester. “If it manages to sail. Losing their commander two months ago”—he mockingly crossed

  himself—“set them back. Santa Cruz knew what he was doing. This replacement, this Medina-Sidonia, does not know much. He even gets seasick. Some admiral!”




  “Getting their hands on Portugal eight years ago, with her ships and her harbor at Lisbon, was the best stroke of fortune they could have had, and the worst for us,” said Burghley.

  “The wonder is it has taken them so long to organize. Of course, they kept hoping that someone would put Mary Queen of Scots, on the throne here for them, and make England Catholic without

  their lifting a finger.”




  “We have you to thank for ending that,” I said to Walsingham.




  He allowed his saturnine features to soften a bit. He always looked so dour, my spymaster. Even in victory he could not celebrate. He merely nodded. “She ended it. I only exposed her plots

  and lies.”




  “Today England remains the greatest threat to the triumph of the Counter-Reformation. Rome has turned the tide elsewhere and begun rolling back the Protestant victories, retaking

  territories. But we have emerged as the one country where someone opposing Rome can be safe and pursue a career and a life. For that reason, they need to eliminate us. It’s religious, but

  it’s also political,” said Burghley.




  “Is there any difference?” asked Leicester.




  “How long do you think we have before they strike?” I asked Walsingham. “How long do we have to prepare?”




  “They may sail any day,” he said.




  “We’ve been readying the beacons and repairing the coastal fortifications all winter,” said Burghley.




  “But we all know—and we can speak freely here with one another—that we have virtually no castles that can withstand Spanish siege artillery. They would most likely land in

  Kent, just across from Flanders. Kent is open country and easy to traverse. We don’t have enough weapons, and those we have are outdated. And then there is the great unknown—what about

  the English Catholics? Will they rally to the Spanish? Where does their primary loyalty lie? For that reason, my good councillors, our only hope of victory lies in preventing the Spanish from

  landing to begin with,” I said.




  “Summon Drake,” said Burghley.




  “Where is he?” asked Leicester.




  “In Plymouth,” said Walsingham. “But he’ll come quickly.”
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  [image: A]s they rose to take their leave, I motioned to Robert Dudley, Lord Leicester, putting on his hat. He halted

  and waited expectantly.




  “Come, stroll with me in the garden,” I invited—ordered—him. “I have seen little of you since your return from the Low Countries last winter.”




  He smiled. “I would like that,” he said, turning on his heel to follow me.




  Back in the Queen’s garden, three gardeners were busy setting out herbs in the raised beds, their backs bent over their task. Should I send them away? Whatever we said would be overheard

  and, doubtless, repeated. No, they should stay. I did not plan to say anything that could not be repeated.




  “You are looking well,” I began.




  “I would take that as a compliment, but I was ill and looked dreadful when I first returned. So anything is an improvement.”




  “True.” I studied him. His face had regained some of the flesh and animation that the Low Countries had drained from him. Still, he did not look healthy. And he would never look

  young, or handsome, again. Time had not been kind to him, my “Eyes,” the man who had been the most glorious creature in my court thirty years ago. The thick chestnut hair had thinned

  and turned gray; the luxuriant mustache and beard, sleek and shiny as a sable pelt, were wispy and pale. The soul-searching deep hazel eyes now looked watery and pleading. Perhaps it was not just

  the Netherlands that had wasted him but the ten years he had spent with the notorious, demanding Lettice Knollys as his wife. “The Netherlands were cruel to you,” I told him. “And

  to me.” I thought of all it had cost, and no resolution in sight. “So many deaths, so much drain on our resources.”




  He paused in our slow walk down the grassed path. “Without us, the Spanish would have crushed the Protestant rebels already. So never think it was in vain.”




  “Sometimes I think all we have done is to give the Spanish some battle practice, the better to attack us here.”




  We resumed our walk, winding our way toward the sundial in the middle of the garden, its centerpiece. “I have seen the Duke of Parma’s army firsthand, and it is all it is reputed to

  be,” he said.




  “You mean, the best fighting force in Europe? Yes, I know.”




  “But it is weakened by illness and desertion like any other. He started out with thirty thousand men, and hearsay is that he is down to seventeen thousand. That counts the one thousand

  English exiles, the ones fighting against their own country. They are also”—his eyes lit up like the Robert of his youth—“short of money, and there will be no more until the

  next treasure fleet arrives from America.”




  I joined him in a mischievous smile. “Which our loyal privateers will try to intercept. You were out of the country, but did you know that Drake’s raiding meant that in the last half

  of 1586, no silver at all reached Spain?”




  We both burst into gleeful laughter, as we had done so many times, and So many places, together. His laugh was still young. “None?” he cried.




  “Not a sliver,” I said. “Not an ingot. And besides that, the raid he led on Cádiz last spring injured their ships and supplies so greatly that he single-handedly has

  delayed the sailing of the Armada for a year. That has given Parma’s men more opportunities to die or desert.”




  “Even we knew all about that. Sailing right into their own waters, striking over a thousand miles from his English home base—it was brazen and unthinkable. At least, the Spanish did

  not think it possible. Now they are all frightened of him. A captured Spanish captain I myself questioned believed that Drake had supernatural powers to see into faraway ports. I did not disabuse

  him of the notion. Certainly Drake seems to have an uncanny ability to guess where treasure is, what’s guarded, and what’s not. And he moves with the speed of a striking

  cobra.”




  “Amusing, isn’t it? He looks so innocent, with his round face and red cheeks.”




  “His ships are his fangs. He uses them like an ordinary man uses his own hand or foot—as if they were part of his own body.” Robert shook his head in wonderment.




  We had reached the sundial, a faceted cube that told time in thirty different ways as the sun played on each surface. It had been a gift from Queen Catherine de’ Medici as her princely

  sons, one at a time, came courting me. Perhaps she thought one big gift from the mother of them all would make more of an impression than many little gifts. It was an ingenious device. One of the

  faces even told the night hours by moonlight, if the moon was bright enough.




  It said four o’clock on all of its faces. Today it would stay light until almost nine, one of those sweet lingering twilights of spring. There was even a face that could read the time as

  the last light ebbed, a twilight dial.




  Robert leaned on one of the sundial faces. “Did you mind the lily?” he asked.




  “No,” I answered, feeling bad that I had been so dismissive of it. But it was out of place for him to offer it there, then. “It was so like you to do it.”




  He looked around the garden. “Why do you have no roses here? How can a Tudor garden have no roses?”




  “They are too tall for the rails. It would upset the order of the garden. But near the orchard, there is a whole plot of them.”




  “Show me,” he said. “I have never seen them.”




  We left the little enclosed garden and made our way out along the path leading past the tiltyard with its viewing galleries. Iron brackets lined the fence for torchlight tournaments. Robert had

  taken part in many but would ride in them no longer. I noticed he was out of breath from the short walk. Then I remembered something else.




  “You resigned your post as master of the horse,” I said. “Robert, why?”




  “All things must pass,” he said, lightly.




  “But Burghley is still serving me! You two were my first appointments, at my very first council meeting!”




  “I still serve you, my Be—Your Majesty,” he said. “Just not as master of the horse. Although I will still breed horses.”




  “So . . . who now serves?”




  “An energetic young man I discovered. Christopher Blount. He did well in the Netherlands. Got wounded. I knighted him. You’ll be pleased with him, I am sure.”




  “That title belongs to you.”




  “No longer.”




  “In my mind, it always will.”




  “Our minds see things that our eyes cannot,” he said. “I suppose something continues to exist until the mind that sees it no longer exists.”




  Yes, the young handsome Robert Dudley existed now only in the mind of Elizabeth and in portraits. “You are right.”




  We had reached the rose garden, where beds were laid out according to color and variety. There were climbing eglantines, their pink petals spread open like frames; small ivory musk roses

  studding their prickly bushes; sturdy shrubs with many-petaled reds and whites, damask roses and province roses; beds of yellow roses and pale red canell roses that smelled like cinnamon. The

  mingled scents were particularly sweet this afternoon.




  “I was wrong to call you a lily,” he said. “I see now that roses reflect your true nature better. There are so many different kinds, just as there are so many sides to

  you.”




  “But my personal motto is ‘Semper eadem’—‘Always the same, never changing.’” I had chosen it because I thought unpredictability in a ruler was a

  great burden for the subjects.




  “That is not how your councilors would describe you,” he said. “Nor your suitors.” He looked away as he added, “I should know, having been both.”




  It was good that I could not see his face, read his expression. “I only play at being fickle,” I finally said. “Underneath it I am steady as a rock. I am always loyal and

  always there. But a little playacting adds spice to life and keeps my enemies on their toes.”




  “Your friends, too, Your Majesty,” he said. “Even your old Eyes sometimes does not know when to believe what he sees.”




  “You may always ask me, Robert. And I will always tell you. That I promise.”




  

    ——


  




  Robert Dudley: the one person I could almost bare my soul to, could be more honest with than anyone else. Long ago I had loved him madly, as a young woman can do only once

  in her life. Time had changed that love, hammered it out into a sturdier, thicker, stronger, quieter thing—just as they say happens in any long-term marriage. The Russians say, “The

  hammer shatters glass but forges iron.”




  I once told an ambassador that if I ever married it would be as a queen and not as Elizabeth. If I had ever been convinced marriage was a political necessity, then I would have proceeded despite

  my personal reluctance. But at my coronation I promised to take England itself as my spouse. Remaining a virgin, not giving myself to anyone but my people, was the visible sacrifice they would

  prize and honor, binding us together. And so it has proved.




  And yet, and yet . . . at the same time I spared them the horrors of foreign entanglement and the specter of domination, I left them with the very thing my father turned his kingdom upside down

  to avoid: no heir to succeed me.




  I cannot say it doesn’t worry me. But I have other immediate decisions to make, of equal and urgent concern to the survival of my country.




  

    ——


  




  It took Francis Drake the better part of a week to travel the two hundred miles separating Plymouth and London. But now he stood before the full Privy Council, and me, in

  the meeting room at Whitehall. He had wanted not to rest but to come straight to us.




  The sight of him always made me feel safer. He had such buoyant optimism that he convinced anyone listening that his plans were not only attainable but reasonable.




  The group had expanded beyond the inner three—Burghley, Leicester, and Walsingham—to include Sir Francis Knollys; Henry Carey, the Lord Hunsdon; and John Whitgift, the Archbishop of

  Canterbury, as well as Charles Howard, the new lord admiral.




  “We welcome you,” I told Drake. “Your feeling about our situation?”




  He looked around. He was a stocky man, barrel-chested. It was fitting for the man who had destroyed the barrel staves for the Armada last year. His sandy hair was still thick, and although his

  face was weathered, it looked young. He was sizing up the possible opposition in the council before he spoke. Finally he said, “We knew it would come, sooner or later. Now is the

  hour.”




  No argument there. “And your recommendation?” I asked.




  “You know my recommendation, gracious Queen. It is always better to attack the enemy and disarm him before he gets to our shores. An offensive is easier to manage than a defensive action.

  So I propose that our fleet leave English waters and sail out to intercept the Armada before it gets here.”




  “All of it?” asked Charles Howard. “That would leave us unprotected. If the Armada eluded you, they could slip in with no resistance.” He lifted his brows in

  consternation. Charles was an even-tempered, diplomatic man who could handle difficult personalities, making him an ideal high commander. But Drake was hard to control, or to appease.




  “We’ll find them,” he said. “And when we do, we do not want to be short of ships.”




  Robert Dudley—Leicester in this formal setting—chafed at this. “It makes me nervous,” he said, “to send out all the ships at once.”




  “You sound like an old woman!” scoffed Drake.




  “Then there are two of us,” said Knollys. He was notoriously cautious and scrupulous. Had he been a monk, he would have worn a hair shirt. As it was, his militant brand of

  Protestantism was a good substitute.




  “Make that three,” weighed in Burghley. William Cecil always favored a defensive strategy, wanting to keep everything within English bounds.


  “It would depend on getting the

  accurate information about when the Armada leaves Lisbon,” said Secretary Walsingham. “Otherwise it is a fruitless, and dangerous, venture.”




  “I thought that was your job,” said Drake.




  Walsingham stiffened. “I do the best I can with the means at my disposal,” he said. “But there is no method for instant transmission of facts. The ships can go faster than my

  messengers.”




  “Oh, I can see faraway ports,” said Drake with a laugh. “Didn’t you know that?”




  “I know that the Spanish credit El Draque—the Dragon—with that feat,” said Walsingham. “But they are credulous simpletons in general.”




  “Granted,” I said. “Enough of that. What of the other defenses?”




  “I would propose that we divide the fleet into two—a western squadron to guard the mouth of the Channel, an eastern one to guard the straits of Dover,” said Charles Howard.




  “I see what the enemy’s plan is,” announced Drake, interrupting. “The Armada isn’t coming here to fight. Parma’s army of Flanders will do that, and the Armada

  will escort them across the Channel. They will guard the flat barges loaded with soldiers as they make the short trip. It’s only twenty or so miles. The entire army could cross in eight to

  twelve hours. That’s their scheme!” He looked around, his clear eyes taking in the councillors’ doubts. “We must disable the fleet. We must prevent them docking on

  the shore of Flanders. Our Dutch allies will help. Already they have kept Parma from securing a deep anchorage port, and they can harass him as he tries to use the smaller waterways. The great size

  of the Armada, meant to ensure a safe crossing, can be its very undoing.” He paused. “Of course, an alternative plan for them would be to capture the Isle of Wight on our side of the

  Channel and make a base there. But if they pass it by, there are no more ports for them until they reach Calais. It is up to us to hurry them along. That is, of course, assuming they even get up

  here. Now, if we follow my original plan to intercept them—”




  I held up my hand to quiet him. “Later. For now we must decide on the deployment of our overall resources. So, Admiral Howard, you recommend two separate squadrons of ships? Would it not

  be better to station all of them at the entrance of the Channel?”




  “No. If they got past us there, they would have clear sailing the rest of the way. They would own the Channel, unless we are already waiting for them farther east.”




  “I don’t think—” said Drake, out of turn.




  “Quiet!” I silenced him. “What of our land forces? What say you, cousin?” I spoke to Henry Carey, Lord Hunsdon.




  He was a big man who always made me think of a bear. Like a bear, he seemed to belong outdoors. He was warden of the East Marches and stationed near the Scottish border. “I will be

  responsible for your safety,” he said. “I will have forces based at Windsor. Should things become more . . . uncertain . . . I can secure a safe place for you in the country.”




  “I shall never hide in the country!” I said.




  “But, Your Majesty, you must think of your people,” said Walsingham. “You must appoint deputies to oversee the administration of supplies and control the defensive

  preparations, while taking care of your most precious person.”




  “God’s death!” I cried. “I will oversee it all myself!”




  “But that is not advisable,” said Burghley.




  “And who advises against it?” I said. “I rule this realm and I shall never delegate its high command to anyone else. No one cares more for the safety of my people than I

  myself.”




  “But, Ma’am, you are not—” began Leicester.




  “Competent? Is that what you think? Keep your opinion to yourself!” Oh, he maddened me sometimes. And only he would have felt safe in voicing his low opinion of me as a war leader.

  “Now, what of the rest of the forces?” I turned to Hunsdon. “How many men can we raise?”




  “In the southern and eastern counties, perhaps thirty thousand. But many of those are boys or old men. And hardly trained.”




  “Defensive measures?” I asked.




  “I will see to it that some of the old bridges are demolished, and we can put up barriers across the Thames to stop the Armada from sailing down it to London.”




  “Pitiful!” broke in Drake. “If the Armada gets that far, it will only be because I, John Hawkins, Martin Frobisher, and the good admiral here are dead.”




  This was a turning point. I motioned with my hands downward for them to be quiet. I closed my eyes and brought my thoughts to bear, trying to sort everything I had been told. “Very well,

  Sir Francis Drake,” I said. “You shall have your experiment. Sail south to take on the Armada. But return the instant you feel we are in danger. I want all the ships here to face the

  enemy if she comes.” I looked at the other faces, ringed around me. “You, Admiral Howard, shall command the western squadron, to be based at Plymouth. In addition, you will be overall

  commander of both the land and the naval forces. Your ship will be the Ark. Drake will be your second in command. Do you hear that, Francis? Admiral Howard is your commanding

  officer.”




  Drake nodded.




  “Lord Henry Seymour, whose usual post is admiral of the narrow seas, will command the eastern squadron at Dover.” I looked at Hunsdon. “Lord Hunsdon, you will command the

  forces responsible for my safety, based near London. I will appoint the Norrises, Sir Henry the father and his son Sir John, alias “Black Jack,” as general and under-general of the

  southeastern counties. Young Robert Cecil shall serve as master of ordnance for the main army. And you”—I looked straight at Robert Dudley—“Lord Leicester, shall be

  lieutenant general of land forces for the defense of the realm.” He appeared stunned, as did the others. “See that you do it better than you did in the Netherlands.” There, that

  was my reply to his earlier insult.




  As they left my presence, I noted they looked surprised—and relieved—to have had all the appointments settled. Good warriors all, their thoughts were already with the battlefield and

  the work ahead.




  

    ——


  




  Now, evening having finally fallen, the quietness of night descending like a gentle rain, I could rest at last. My bedchamber, facing the river, bathed in reflected light

  for a few moments before the gold faded. It caressed a painting of my late sister, Queen Mary, hanging on the opposite wall. I had kept it to remind me of her sorrows and, while taking heed of her

  mistakes, not to judge her soul. I had always thought it sad, the hopeful little glint in her eyes, her mouth curling as if she had a secret. Dangling from a brooch on her bosom was the creamy,

  tear-shaped pearl that her bridegroom, Philip, had presented to her. But now—was it a trick of the light?—her eyes seemed not wistful but sly. The curve of her mouth seemed a sneer. The

  whole picture pulsated with a reddish glow, as if fiends were backlighting it. She had brought the evil of Spain to our shores, entwined us with that country. Philip’s wedding entourage, in

  its Armada, had arrived in July thirty-four years ago, as it would again, coming to finish what it had started with the 1554 marriage to Mary: returning England to the papal fold.




  I would store the painting away. And as for the pearl—costly though it was, it had brought a curse with it. Back to its owner it must go. Even selling it would not rid me of it. When this

  was over . . . When this was over, let Philip have his cursed pearl back. It had killed my sister and now it was tainting the room.




  The sunset glow ebbed away, and the painting returned to normal, its demonic tint gone. My sister’s face reverted to that of the proud, hopeful girl who had welcomed Philip as her

  bridegroom.




  Marjorie and Catherine were standing behind me, tactfully quiet but most likely wondering what I was doing. I turned. “We may make ready for sleep now,” I said. “I wish to keep

  you two close by, but I shall send the younger ones away until the danger is past.” I had made Marjorie’s husband and her son, the Norris soldiers, head of the land forces in the

  southeast, and I had appointed Catherine’s husband to be overall commander of both land and sea forces. In addition, her father, Lord Hunsdon, was to see to our personal safety. “I fear

  we are all bound together in this. My Crow. My Cat.” Under duress, I reverted back to my old nicknames for them: Marjorie, with her dark eyes and hair and her raucous voice, I called Crow. My

  gentle, quiet, purring Catherine, my Cat.




  

    ——


  




  I lay in the darkness that in early summer is never true darkness. The usual sounds of merry making had vanished from the river flowing past the palace. The realm was

  holding its breath. Nothing was moving on the water or on the land.




  It had come down to this moment. Was there any way I could have avoided it, taken a different path that would have led elsewhere, to a safer destination? Not if I had remained true to what I

  was. My birth itself sanctioned the bringing of Protestantism to my country. To abjure it once I reached adulthood would have been to deny my parents and to reject my assigned destiny.




  I had seen firsthand what that meant—I had seen my sister do it. In submitting to our father and agreeing that her mother’s marriage was invalid and herself a bastard, she trampled

  on her deepest-held beliefs. Hating her weakness in surrender, she later sought to quiet her conscience and undo the damage. The result was her unhappy attempt to reimpose Catholicism on England.

  It led to much cruelty, yet she was not by nature a cruel woman. A ruler’s wounded conscience exacts too high a price on his subjects.




  Fate had cast me as a figurehead of Protestantism. Therefore it was only a matter of time until the champion of the old faith would take me on.
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  [image: T]he night seemed interminable but the dawn came too early. This day I must call my attendants in and send them

  back to their homes, without distressing them. Little by little I was stripping myself for battle.




  There were normally some twenty women of all different ages and stations who attended me. Some were much closer to my person than others. The ladies in waiting were the most ceremonial; they

  came from noble families and were more ornamental than functional. They were not in regular attendance but were called upon to be present for formal occasions when foreign dignitaries were

  visiting. But I did not plan to welcome the Spaniards with a state reception, and none were on duty today.




  Some ten women were serving now as gentlewomen of the privy chamber, and out of those, only four senior ones personally served me in my bedchamber. Being a lady of the bedchamber was the highest

  honor my attendants could have. Three of those four, my Crow and my Cat and my Blanche, I would keep with me now. The fourth, Helena van Snakenborg from Sweden, I would send home to be with her

  husband.




  I had six maids of honor, unmarried girls from good families who served in the outer chamber and slept together in one room, the maidens’ chamber. All of them must depart.




  If the ladies in waiting were the ornamental regalia of my entourage and the ladies of the privy chamber a mix of companions and assistants, the maids of honor were the youthful jewels that

  shone and sparkled for a season or two. They were apt to be the most winsome and tempting of the small number of women at court. A king’s eye was often drawn to them. My mother had been a

  maid of honor, and so had two other of my father’s wives. Here, however, there was no king’s eye to catch, only those of predatory courtiers.




  They lined up obediently, tremblingly. Excitement vied with apprehension. “Ladies,” I said, “it saddens me that, for your own safety, I must send you away. It may be that I

  will have to move quickly to a secret location, should the Spanish land, and I will not need your services. I pray that this is an unnecessary precaution. But I could not expose any of you to the

  dangers of enemy soldiers.”




  One of the maids of honor, Elizabeth Southwell, tall and graceful, shook her head. “Surely our lives are not more precious than yours. We should be with you when—when—”

  Her large blue eyes brimmed with tears.




  “As Charmian and Iras were, when Cleopatra took her last stand against the Romans!” said Elizabeth Vernon, shaking her abundant reddish curls.




  “I don’t plan to kill myself with an asp,” I said. “Nor would I require you to follow suit. I wish you to go home, for now. Do you understand?”




  “Is the danger very great?” asked Bess Throckmorton. She was the daughter of a late favorite councillor. But Bess always had a hint of insolence about her, and the other maids of

  honor seemed to admire it.




  “That depends on how close they manage to get,” I said.




  The older ladies of the privy chamber said little, merely nodding.




  “You may pack this afternoon, to be gone by morning,” I said.




  Bowing, they took their leave. All except young Frances Walsingham and Helena.




  Frances waited until we were alone, then she said, “Your Majesty, I wish to stay. I feel it is my duty to remain by your side.”




  I looked at her. She was a plain little thing, not at all befitting the widow of the glorious Sir Philip Sidney. Ever since his death, she had effaced herself so that she was hardly visible.

  Even her name made her invisible, being the same as her father’s—Francis Walsingham. I thought it very odd for father and daughter to share a name. “Frances, it is your duty to

  obey me.”




  “But my father is embroiled in running the war! I am not just a little girl to be sent home. I know too much ever to be free of fear and worry. I will do better to remain at the center of

  things. Please, please, let me stay!”




  I shook my head. “No, Frances, you must go. For my own peace of mind.” I turned to Helena. “And you, too, my dear friend. You must return to your husband and children. Families

  should be together now.” That made Frances’s request all the more unusual. “Frances, your little daughter—my goddaughter, let me remind you—she needs you. You must be

  with her when there is threat of war and turmoil.”




  So they departed—Frances glumly, Helena lovingly, kissing my cheek and saying, “It will not be long. I shall soon be back.”




  

    ——


  




  Drake, Hawkins, and Frobisher were out to sea, along with a goodly part of the navy. I suddenly had questions about the ships and the agreed-upon deployment, details only a

  seaman would know. Of all my able-bodied seafarers, only Walter Raleigh was still on shore to be consulted. Oh, how he had protested against his assignment—to be responsible for the land

  defenses of Devon and Cornwall. To stay at home when the others would set sail. To yield his custom-built fighting ship, the Ark Raleigh, to Admiral Howard as his flagship, now renamed the

  Ark. But he had bowed to necessity and done an excellent job not only fortifying Devon and Cornwall but inspecting the defenses all along the coast and up into Norfolk. He argued for heavy

  cannon to protect the deepwater ports of Portland and Weymouth as well as Plymouth, the port closest to Spain. It was essential, he said, to prevent the Armada from securing a protected, deep

  harbor to anchor in.




  Raleigh had managed to levy an impressive number of citizens to serve as land defense. But they were armed with home weapons—billhooks, halberds, longbows, pikes, and lances—which

  were no match for a professional soldier’s musket and armor. Our land defense was puny. Only our sailors could save us.




  Walter arrived in his best attire, his face glowing with hope. I quickly dashed it. I was not going to alter his assignment and send him to sea.




  “Your Majesty,” he said, trying to hide his disappointment, “I am here to serve you in any way you in your wisdom deem best.”




  “Thank you, my dear Walter,” I said. “I rely on that.” I always enjoyed his company. His compliments were not so extravagant that I could not believe them. He was

  attentive without being fawning. He was pleasant without straining to be ingratiating, and he was not above gossiping. He also was good-looking and every inch a man. That was why I had made him

  captain of the Queen’s Guard, an entire company of two hundred tall, handsome men in gold and red livery. Their duties were to protect me and attend on my person. I certainly encouraged them

  to attend to that duty.




  “The reports I have received about your work on the coasts have been excellent. I am only grieved that they were such a shambles to begin with,” I told him.




  “We are so seldom invaded that it is natural we neglected to see to them. Not since your father’s day has an invasion been a serious possibility,” he assured me.




  “There have been some successful ones. The Romans, for one. The Vikings. The Normans. It is certainly not impossible.”




  “We had no navy to counter any of those,” he said.




  “The navy, yes. That is why I have called you. Do we have the exact figures for the makeup of the Armada now?“




  “Not an exact figure, but we believe that it has around a hundred and thirty ships. Not all those are fighting ships; many are just supply boats and scouts. They have very few

  purpose-built fighting ships, and those twelve they commandeered from the Portuguese, who are much better seamen. They also got four galleasses from Naples. But whether an oared gunboat can really

  be effective outside the Mediterranean remains to be seen.”




  “On paper we are stronger,” I said, to reassure myself. “Ever since Hawkins took over the finances of the navy and redesigned our ships, we have become the most modern navy in

  the world. We now have thirty-four redesigned galleons out of almost two hundred ships. But the decision to replace soldiers with guns . . .” I shook my head. It had never been tried, and

  what if it did not work? Using ships themselves as weapons, rather than using them to convey soldiers to do the fighting, seemed risky. Nonetheless, we were committed to it now. Hawkins’s

  design, substituting gun decks for poop decks, meant that there was no turning back.




  “It is no mistake, my gracious Queen,” he said, reading my thoughts. “Our ships are much faster and more maneuverable. We can sail closer to the wind and turn quicker. We have

  dedicated gunners for the cannon and twice as many big guns as the Armada per ship. We have four times the firing rate and four times the accuracy. Windy conditions will favor us; calm conditions

  will favor them. But the Channel is never calm. Everything is on our side.”




  I smiled at him. It was hard not to smile at him. “Well, that is what Pharaoh thought when he set out chasing Moses across the Red Sea. God loves to bring a prideful nation

  down.”




  “Then he should love to bring them down. Your Majesty, from what I’ve heard, the officers and the ships are bedecked as if they were attending a banquet. The noblemen dress

  according to rank, with gold-decorated armor, jewels, gold insignia, and velvet cloaks. The musketeers wear plumed hats—for battle as well, I presume—and decorated powder flasks. The

  ships are painted red and gold and have flags flying from every possible mast and yard. It must look like laundry day at a housewife’s cottage.”




  I could not help laughing. “More like a cathedral, I would think, with all the saints and Wounds of Christ and Virgin Mary banners flapping.”




  He knelt, suddenly, and took my hands. “I assure you, upon my life, we are prepared. Have no fear.”




  I raised him up, drawing him back to his feet and looking into his eyes. “I have never been afraid of any man, woman, or foreign foe. My heart does not know what fear is. I am Queen of a

  brave people. Should I be less brave than they?”




  He smiled. “You must be—and are—bravest of all.”




  

    ——


  




  June turned into July, and intelligence about the Armada—so large that it took an entire day to pass any point on land—revealed that although it had left Lisbon

  the first week of May, severe storms had crippled it so it had taken shelter at Corunna, a port on the north shore of Spain. Drake and his fleet of a hundred armed ships aimed to strike at it there

  as it lay wounded and vulnerable at anchor in harbor. But when they were within sixty miles of Corunna, they were betrayed by the wind, which turned on them and blew northwest, toward

  England—perfect for the Spanish to resume their deadly journey. Afraid that the Spanish would slip right past them and get to England before they could, they had no choice but to turn and

  head for home. It turned out to be the same day the Spanish left Corunna, so they arrived back at Plymouth just in time. The winds that had so severely hurt the Spanish had done little damage to

  our ships—a good omen.




  I had packed away my finery, ordered the jewels locked in the guarded Tower of London, retreated to Richmond, farther up the Thames. And waited.




  From my palace window I could see the river, its ripples showing the ebbing tide current. The waxing moon played on its surface, making bright patches that broke and rearranged themselves as the

  water rolled past. On the opposite bank the reeds and willows were painted silver by the moonlight, the swans resting among them standing out as stark white. A night for lovers.




  And then, a red glare through the silver moonlight. A beacon, twinkling from miles away. Then another. The Armada had been sighted. The local militia was called to assemble.




  “Light! Light!” I called for candles. There would be no sleep tonight. I heard the commotion in the palace as messengers arrived, and then one was brought before me. He knelt,

  trembling.




  “Well?” I said. “Tell me all.” I motioned him up.




  He was only a lad, perhaps fifteen. “I tended the beacon on Upshaw Hill. I lighted it when I saw the one on Adcock Ridge. It would have taken twenty-four or thirty-six hours since the

  first one was lit to the west.”




  “I see.” I had my guard pay him. “You have done well.”




  But in truth I knew no more than I had just by seeing the beacon myself. Only when knowledgeable witnesses arrived would the truth be revealed. “Prepare yourselves,” I told my guard.

  Raleigh, the head of them, was away in the west counties. He must have seen the Armada. How far along the coast had it gotten?




  

    ——


  




  It was three full days before the details could reach us in London. The Armada had first been sighted on July 29 by the captain of the Golden Hind, guarding and

  scouting the entrance to the Channel. He spotted some fifty Spanish sails near the Scilly Isles and made straightway to Plymouth a hundred miles away to warn Drake.




  The next day, July 30, the Armada had entered the Channel.




  It was now August 1. “Tell me exactly what has happened,” I said to the messenger. My tone was cool, though my heart raced.




  “I do not know. I think the Spanish caught our western squadron in harbor at Plymouth, bottled up by the wind so they could not get out. They made an easy target for the Spanish to attack,

  if they sighted them.”




  “And then?”




  “I was dispatched before we knew what happened,” he said.




  My heart sank. This was only partial news. Had our fleet been disabled by the wind and then destroyed by the Spaniards? Did all of England now lie open before them?




  

    ——


  




  No one knew. We waited at Richmond as the days ticked by—August 2, 3, 4. The guards never left me, and all the entrances to the palace were sealed. We kept our trunks

  packed and slept little.




  We feared the worst—that the Spaniards were even now marching toward London. “But,” I told Marjorie, “we can comfort ourselves that all of England will not be conquered,

  no matter if they capture us and overrun London. There is more to the realm than the south counties and London. In Wales and in the north, the terrain is rough and the people rougher. The east is

  full of marshes and fens. If the Spanish cannot subdue the Netherlands after thirty years, they could never pacify us. New leaders would rise if I and my entire government disappeared.”




  “We breed fierce fighters,” she said. “We would make their lives hell if they occupied us.”




  “And if they tried to station enough soldiers here to quiet us, they would leave the Netherlands empty and lose them,” said Catherine.




  I looked at them. They did not even pretend to be calm. Both their husbands were out fighting the invaders, and they had no word of them.




  “Ah, ladies,” I said. “We stand and fall as one.”




  But what was happening?




  

    ——


  




  Late that night, Lord Hunsdon came to Richmond. I welcomed him with both dread—to hear what he had to say—and relief—to know the worst, if worst it

  was.




  Although over sixty now, he was still a towering commander. I bade him rise. He drew himself up and said, “Your Majesty, I am here to convey you to a place of safety. You must leave

  London.”




  “Why?” I said. “I do not move an inch unless I know what is happening.”




  Catherine could not help herself; she stepped forward and embraced her father, murmuring, “Oh, thank God you are uninjured.”




  He patted her shoulder but talked over her head to me. “Even my news is old, though I have been kept abreast of it. But this I know: The Armada has reached the area of the Solent and the

  Isle of Wight. There have been two clashes already, the first at Plymouth—where we managed to escape being trapped at anchor and got the wind gauge on them—the next at Portland Bill.

  Neither was conclusive. Drake captured Nuestra Señora del Rosario, laden with treasure. It did not even put up a fight. When the Spanish captain heard who confronted him, he

  immediately surrendered, saying that Drake was one ‘whose valor and felicity was so great that Mars and Neptune seemed to attend him.’”




  Drake. It did seem that, at sea at least, he was unconquerable. “Then what?” I asked.




  Hunsdon ran his hands through his thick hair. “The Armada kept going, and the English kept pursuing. So far the enemy have not been able to land. But the Isle of Wight will offer ideal

  conditions to do so.”




  “We have strengthened it,” I said. “There’s a huge defensive ditch, and Governor George Carew has three thousand men at the ready. We have another nine thousand militia

  guarding Southampton.”




  “Our navy will do all in its power to keep them from getting into the Solent waters and thus gaining access to Wight. It will depend on whether they can thwart the Spanish from using the

  flood tide to their advantage.”




  “And all this is happening—now?”




  “I would guess at dawn. That is why it is crucial that you come with me and my soldiers to a place where the enemy cannot find you.”




  “What are you trying to say? That you are certain the Spanish will land, that we are helpless to prevent them?”




  “I am only saying that if they land, the road to London is easy from there.”




  “But they have not landed. Not yet.”




  “For the love of God, Ma’am, by the time we know they have landed you will look out your window and see Spanish helmets! I beg you, protect yourself. Do not let your soldiers and

  sailors risk their lives to protect yours, if you have so little care for it yourself.”




  How dare he make such an accusation? “I have more care for England than for my own life,” I retorted. “I will lay that down if it stirs up the courage of the people to

  resist.” I could not sit on the sidelines, removed from action. “I want to see the naval action,” I insisted. “I want to go to the south coast, where I can look out and see

  what is happening, rather than cower in a bunker in the Midlands!” Yes, I would go see it all for myself. This waiting, this second- and thirdhand news, was unbearable.




  “That is not bravery but recklessness.”




  “I can be there in a day.”




  “No, no! The council will never permit it.” He looked anguished. “You cannot, you must not, hazard your person. What a prize for the Spanish! If they killed you, they could

  display your head to all the troops. If they captured you, off to the Vatican you would go, in chains. How does this help your people?”




  “William Wallace’s dismemberment seems to have had no ill effect on his legacy in Scotland. Quite the opposite.” I sighed. “I go nowhere tonight, in the dark. I send you

  back to your troops at Windsor—without me.”




  He could not order me or force me. No one had it in his or her power to command me. He set his mouth in a hard line of frustration and bowed.




  “Dear cousin, I trust you,” I said. “Keep vigilant at Windsor. And it is time the Earl of Leicester’s army assembled itself at Tilbury. I shall give the

  orders.”
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  [image: A]fter he had left, Catherine all but wrung her hands. “If he was this grim, it is worse than he told us.

  My father does not like to cause undue alarm.”




  “I know that,” I said. “I knew it when he didn’t resort to his usual oaths and curses.” Hunsdon liked to sprinkle his speech with rough soldiers’ words and

  didn’t care what the rest of the company thought of it. But today he had been too shocked to speak in his normal coarse fashion. “Who can know what is really happening? That is the

  cruel part.” Thirty years a queen, and in this hour of supreme test, I was in the dark and could not lead. I looked out the window. The beacons had burned out. They had done their job.




  

    ——


  




  The next morning a strange sight greeted us: Sir Francis Walsingham in armor. He clanked into the privy chamber, walking stiffly. He carried the helmet under his arm.

  Approaching us, he attempted to bow but could only bend halfway. “Your Majesty,” he said, “you must transfer to St. James’s in London. It can be guarded better than

  Richmond. Hunsdon told us of your refusal to take refuge in the countryside. But it is imperative that you move to St. James’s. Hunsdon’s army of thirty thousand can secure the

  city.”




  “My Moor, why are you got up like this?” I asked.




  “I am prepared to fight,” he said.




  It was all I could do not to laugh. “Have you ever fought in armor?”




  “No. But there are many things we have not done before that we must be prepared to do now,” he said.




  I was touched that he would even attempt such a thing—he, the consummate indoor councillor.




  Behind him Burghley and his son Robert Cecil came into the chamber.




  “So, my good Cecils, where is your armor?” I asked.




  “My gout won’t let me into armor,” said Burghley.




  “And my back—” Robert Cecil demurred.




  Of course. How thoughtless of me. Young Cecil had a twisted back, although he was not hunchbacked, as his political enemies claimed. The story was that he had been dropped on his head as a baby.

  But that was manifestly untrue, for his head not only was uninjured but contained a brilliant mind.




  Suddenly I had an idea. “Can a breastplate and helmet be made for me, quickly?”




  “Why—I suppose so,” said Robert Cecil. “The Greenwich armory can turn things out fast.”




  “Good. I want them by tomorrow evening. And a sword, the right length for me.”




  “What are you thinking of?” Burghley’s voice rose in worry.




  “I want to go to the south coast, head up the levies there, and see for myself what is happening on the water.”




  Walsingham sighed. “Hunsdon has already explained why that is not feasible.”




  “I insist I go out among my troops. If not the southern levies, then at Tilbury when the main army assembles.”




  “In the meantime, Ma’am, you must remove to St. James’s,” Burghley said. “Please!”




  “I brought you a white horse,” said Robert Cecil.




  “A bribe?” I laughed. How odd that I could find anything to laugh about now. “You know I cannot resist a white horse. Very well. Is he—or she—ready?”




  “Indeed. And with a new silver-ornamented bridle and saddle.”




  “Like the ones that the Duke of Parma ordered for his ceremonial entry into London?” Walsingham’s agents had discovered that fact.




  “Better,” said Cecil.




  Across the river in small boats, then the ten-mile ride into London. Along the road crowds of bewildered, frightened people clustered. I rode as calmly as I could, waving, smiling, to reassure

  them. If only I could reassure myself as easily. I saw no disturbances other than the milling people. The sky was overcast and it was chilly for mid-July. As we approached London, I did not see any

  smoke rising or hear any artillery fire.




  St. James’s was a redbrick palace used as a hunting lodge by my father. In its woodland park, it was far enough back from the river to be safer than Whitehall or Greenwich or Richmond. But

  as we approached, I saw that the meadows of the park, formerly home to pheasants, deer, and fox, had become a military campground. Tents spread across the grounds and columns of soldiers were

  drilling.




  Hunsdon met us at the gates of the palace. Relief showed on his face. He had counted on my doing the right thing. “Thank God you have arrived safely,” he said.




  I dismounted, and patted my horse’s neck. “Young Cecil here knows how to bribe me,” I said. “For a queen, better a gift than a threat.”




  

    ——


  




  I passed the afternoon watching the men marching and writing to my commanders, stressing my demand to be out with the troops, confronting Parma, rather than hidden away.

  Hunsdon was immovable, but the commanders of the main army, Leicester and Norris, might feel differently. While I was writing the letters, Walter Raleigh arrived.




  Never had a visitor been more welcome. “Tell me, tell me!” I commanded him before he was fully through the door.




  His fine riding clothes were covered in dust and his boots mud-caked. There was even dust in his beard. I could not read his expression, but he did not look desperate. “It is safe in the

  West Counties,” he said. “The Spanish were prevented from landing at Wight. Our fleet divided itself into four squadrons, led by Frobisher in Triumph, Drake in Revenge,

  Howard in Ark, and Hawkins in Victory, and forced them to sail past it, edging them toward the sandbars and shallows, which they barely escaped. Now they are heading toward

  Calais.”




  “Thanks, thanks be to God!” I almost fell on my knees in gratitude. God noted such appreciation. But I restrained myself. “But when they reach Calais . . . ?”




  “Presumably there, or at Dunkirk on the Flanders coast, they will attempt to coordinate with Parma. But is he aware of the whereabouts of the Armada, and is he prepared to embark his

  troops immediately? Such a thing takes weeks of preparation.”




  “Parma is known for his preparation,” I reminded him.




  “When he has all the facts, yes,” said Raleigh. “But does he?”




  “If God is on our side, no,” I said.




  “The West County militias are traveling east to help the other counties,” said Raleigh.




  “It would seem your task is done, and done well,” I said. “I release you to do what you have wanted to do all along—join the fleet. If you can catch them at this

  point.”




  He grinned. “I will catch them, if I have to mortgage my soul to hell to do it.”




  “Beware what you promise, Walter,” I said. “Remember the old saying ‘He who sups with the devil must use a long spoon.’”




  He bowed. “I hear,” he said.




  

    ——


  




  That night my newly fashioned breastplate, helmet, and sword were delivered to me. I fancied I could still feel the heat in them from the forge. I ran my hands over the

  exquisitely designed pieces, then gingerly tried them on. If something of metal did not fit, there was no help for it. But they did. They fit perfectly.




  “You look like an Amazon,” said Marjorie in admiration.




  “That was my intent,” I said. I felt different with them on—not braver, but more invincible.




  

    ——


  




  The next morning I got my response from Leicester at Tilbury. The fort was some twenty miles downstream on the Thames, where Parma’s ships were sure to pass en route

  to the conquest of London. By massing the main army there, we meant to block his access to London, and we had put up a blockade of boats across the river as well.




  I ripped it open, sending the seal flying.




  “My most dear and gracious Lady, I rejoice to find, in your letter, your most noble disposition, in gathering your forces and in venturing your own person in dangerous action.”




  There. He understood better than old Hunsdon!




  “And because it pleased Your Majesty to ask my advice concerning your army, and to tell me of your secret determination, I will plainly and according to my knowledge give you my

  opinion.”




  Yes, yes.




  “As to your proposal to join the troops drawn up at Dover, I cannot, most dear Queen, consent to that. But instead I ask that you come to Tilbury, to comfort your army there, as goodly, as

  loyal, and as able men as any prince could command. I myself will vouchsafe the safety of your person, the most dainty and sacred thing we have in this world to care for, so that a man must tremble

  when he thinks of it.”




  Oh. But the way he put it . . . Perhaps it was best to let the main army see me. My presence should be used to strengthen others, rather than to satisfy my own curiosity about seeing the

  battle.




  

    ——


  




  The Privy Councillors were aghast. Burghley all but stamped his gouted foot, Cecil tut-tutted and stroked his beard, Walsingham rolled his eyes. The others—Archbishop

  Whitgift and Francis Knollys—murmured and shook their heads. “This is a foolish, dangerous fixation you have,” said Burghley. “And how like my Lord Leicester to encourage

  it!”




  “It is too close to the expected invasion,” said Walsingham. “And worse than that—the danger of going out among the people. Have you forgotten that the Papal Bull says

  anyone who kills you is performing a noble deed? How do we know who is hidden in the troops? It only takes one!”




  “I am not a Roman emperor, to fear assassination by my subjects,” I said. “So far the Catholics have proven themselves loyal. I do not want to start mistrusting them

  now.”




  “Even good emperors and kings get assassinated,” he said.




  “God has brought me this far, and it is up to him to protect me.” I turned to them. “Gentlemen, I am going. I honor your care for me, but I must go. I cannot miss the highest

  moment of crisis of my reign. I must be there.”




  I wrote Leicester that I accepted his invitation, and he replied, “Good, sweet Queen, alter not your purpose if God give you good health.” I did not intend to alter my purpose.




  That night I ordered the Spanish riding whip, long since put away, to be brought to me. I would use it now, and the very feel of it in my hand would harden my resolve. We would not lose!




  

    ——


  




  I stepped onto the state barge from the water steps of Whitehall at dawn to travel to Tilbury. This time the red hangings, the velvet cushions, and the gilded interior of

  the cabin seemed to be mocking me. I was surrounded by the trappings of majesty, but I was on my way to defend my realm. As we slid past the London waterfront, then on past Greenwich, and finally

  toward the sea, I sent out blessings on these places and upon all the people dwelling there, even though I could not see them.




  Preceding me was a boat of trumpeters playing loudly, calling the curious out to watch from the riverbanks. Behind us came barges with my Gentlemen Pensioners and Queen’s Guard, bravely

  attired in armor and plumes, and councillors and courtiers.




  We arrived at midday, pulling up to the blockhouse of the fort. Lining the banks were rows of soldiers standing smartly, the sun glinting off their helmets. As the barge tied up at the dock, a

  blast of trumpets welcomed me, and then the captain general of the land army, my Earl of Leicester, flanked by Army Lord Marshal “Black Jack” Norris, walked solemnly to the end of the

  pier to receive me.




  Seeing Leicester, dear Robert, so handsomely attired and waiting made me catch my breath. Just so he had waited at all the crucial junctures of my life; just so he had always been my chief

  supporter.




  “Your Majesty.” He bowed.




  “All hail and welcome,” said Norris, lowering his head.


  I looked at the formidable rows of soldiers stretching in ceremonial lines up the hill.




  “We have over twenty thousand here,” said Leicester. He gestured up the lines. “I have arranged for you to inspect the camp and the river blockade first. Then, after dinner,

  you can review the troops and address them.”




  “I am pleased to do so,” I said. I gestured to the next barge after mine, bringing my horse. He was being led down the ramp.




  Leicester’s eyebrow lifted. “A fine gelding,” he said. “New?” Leicester prided himself on providing me with the showiest and best horses.




  “A gift from Robert Cecil,” I said.




  He made the slightest of faces before saying, “Very good taste. Now, my most precious Queen, shall it please you to come with me to the camp?” He indicated the raised causeway we

  should walk up.




  I was already attired in the white velvet gown I wished to be seen in, and would put on the armor before mounting my horse. This was such a momentous, almost a sacred, occasion that no ordinary

  costume was worthy. But white velvet, with all its evocation of virginity and majesty, came closest.




  As we passed, each soldier bowed and the officers dipped their pikes and ensigns in respect. I looked into their faces, broad, sunburned, and frightened, and felt their courage in having left

  their farms and homes to come here and take their stand.




  As we reached the crest of the hill, the camp spread out before us. Hundreds of tents, some of the finest workmanship, others of rough canvas, were pitched in tidy rows. There were large

  pavilions for the officers and green-painted booths for the lower-rank soldiers. Bright pennants and flags fluttered over them. Upon seeing us, pipers and drummers struck up their welcoming tunes.

  Then a royal salute was fired from the blockhouse cannons.




  “Behold your legions!” said Leicester, sweeping his hand over them. “Stout Englishmen ready to defend our shores.”




  For one awful moment I felt that I might cry. So brave and so fragile, these men: the most precious gift my people had ever offered up to me.




  “Yes,” I murmured.




  I walked up and down the companies of soldiers standing at attention, speaking a word to some, giving a smile to another, thinking how like a tall fence they were, or a line of saplings planted

  alongside a road.




  “God bless you all!” I cried, and in response they fell, to a man, to their knees, calling, “Lord preserve our Queen!”




  I also inspected the ranks of the cavalry, some two thousand strong. One company, decked out in tawny livery, was headed by Leicester’s young stepson, Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex. He

  grinned as I approached and waited an instant too long to lower his head.




  “Your Majesty,” said Leicester, “young Essex here has raised a fine company of two hundred horsemen at his own expense.” He tilted his chin toward the young man,

  proudly.




  I looked at the richly attired company and mentally computed the cost. Young Essex had spared no expense. But the overall effect, rather than being stunning, was surfeit. “Umm,” I

  said, nodding shortly, and passed on to the next.




  

    ——


  




  We retired to Leicester’s pavilion for the midday dinner. Only a select few were to join us; therefore the table did not stretch very far down the length of the room.

  For myself, I had included Marjorie and Catherine, as well as Walsingham, as guests. Leicester sat down with a flourish and said, “Your Majesty, all this is yours to command.”




  “I am here to commend, not to command,” I said.




  Leicester raised his goblet. “French wine. May we drink it in security, trusting that the French maintain their neutrality in this war.”




  We all sipped. “The Armada has anchored near Calais,” said Walsingham. He was wearing the lower part of his armor but had left off the upper for comfort’s sake. “Some

  fifty miles from Dunkirk where Parma is waiting. Or is he?”




  “No one knows,” Leicester admitted. “It is entirely possible that he does not even know the Armada has sailed.”




  “My reports say there is a great deal of activity in the Calais harbor,” said Walsingham. “Many boats going to and from the Armada, which cannot anchor there without violating

  the French neutrality. But rather too much exchange going on. I think the Armada is refitting and repairing itself, with French help.” He banged his goblet down, pushed it aside. “Plain

  English ale for me, please!” he called out.




  The Norris men chimed in. “Our job isn’t to worry about the French but to be ready for whoever lands here,” said Sir Henry, Marjorie’s husband. He had a wide face and

  youthful wheat-colored hair—in spite of his sixty-plus years—that made him seem open and guileless even when he was not.




  “Father, an army is only as good as its weapons and training,” said Black Jack. He came by the name because of his saturnine coloring, inherited from His mother. “You know what

  the local militias are made of.”




  “A lot of boys, carousers, and old dreamers,” said a strapping, dark-eyed man at Leicester’s left.




  “‘Your old men shall dream dreams and your young men see visions,’” murmured Walsingham.




  “Forget the Bible,” growled Black Jack. “The Spanish sail with a papal-blessed standard. That won’t win the war for them, and quoting Scripture verses won’t for

  us.”




  I turned to the man who had mentioned the carousers. “You, sir,” I said. “Do you claim that the local militias and trained bands are made up of incompetents?”




  He looked startled to be singled out, as if he were used to being ignored. “I meant only, Majesty, that we have no professional army, nothing but citizens roused out of their homes and

  hastily trained. Not like Parma and his German, Italian, and Walloon mercenaries. We do the best we can with the material at hand. I meant no disrespect.”




  “I told you my master of the horse was an up-and-coming young man,” said Leicester hastily. “Someone to watch. May I present Sir Christopher Blount?”




  A winsome young man. Drowsy eyes and a shapely mouth. Wide shoulders. Muscular arms visible by the swelling seams of his coat. “Are you related to Charles Blount?” I asked—one

  of my favorites at court, now commanding the Rainbow under Sir Henry Seymour.




  “A distant cousin, Your Majesty.”




  “Looks run in the family, then,” I said.




  Others would have blushed and demurred. He just looked calmly back at me. Not a poseur, then, nor a pleaser.




  Robert Devereux had been uncharacteristically quiet. He was drawing circles on the table with spilled wine.




  “Robert.” Two heads jerked around—Robert Dudley’s and Robert Devereux’s. “A lovely name, ‘Robert,’” I said. “But I was calling for the

  younger one. Cousin.” Robert Devereux and I were second cousins; he was the great-great-grandson of Thomas Boleyn, and I the granddaughter.




  “Yes, Your Majesty?”




  “You are quiet today.”




  “Forgive me. All this weighs on my mind.” His gaze was as wide and clear as an angel’s. And indeed, his features were like those in a delicate painting of Italian

  angels—limpid blue eyes, gold-brushed curls.




  “Indeed, as it does on us all. Let us finish our meal and return to the business of the day.”




  Quietly we ate, speaking softly to the people on either side of us. I asked Marjorie how the father and the son differed in their military philosophy.




  “Henry is more subtle,” she said. “He believes in holding back, waiting to see what the enemy does. Jack believes in striking first and asking questions later.”




  “A bit like Drake, then.”




  “Yes, and—”




  Just then there was a commotion at the door, and someone was admitted. Pulling his helmet off, George Clifford, Earl of Cumberland, strode toward us and stopped before me. Observing proprieties,

  he bowed before saying, “I’ve just got word, Your Majesty. Two nights ago Sir Henry Seymour’s fleet stationed at Dover joined up with Admiral Howard’s, following the Armada.

  Our entire fleet was suddenly a couple of miles from the Armada, cozily anchored at Calais Roads, and Admiral Howard decided the opportunity to strike was too tempting to ignore, in spite of the

  danger. So they rigged up fireships, those weapons of terror, and launched eight hell burners—ships aflame and loaded with cannon to explode in the inferno—at the very heart of the

  Armada. It succeeded, where all our broadsides and guns failed. The Armada’s tight defensive formation is broken. In their panic to avoid the hell burners, they cut their cables, lost their

  anchors, and were scattered over the area. Now they are desperately trying to reassemble opposite Gravelines. Our fleet is going to attack them in their confused state. At last they have a chance

  to destroy them rather than merely harrying them.”




  “God’s death!” I cried. “Fall upon them, rend them!” But the men who could carry out this action were far from hearing me.




  In the meantime, I was here, at Tilbury, and I could speak directly only to the land defenses. That was the only power I had to affect the outcome of this war now.




  I rose. As I did so, Leicester gestured to the fellow diners. “Your Majesty,” he said, “please allow your devoted officers and soldiers to show their dedication. They wish to

  honor your fair and powerful hand.”




  A long line of strong young men filed forward and, one at a time, took my hand and kissed it.
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  [image: I] withdrew to attire myself for the coming ceremony. Catherine and Marjorie would prepare me, like acolytes

  vesting a priest. First there was my hair. I would wear my finest and highest wig, the better to hold the pearls and diamonds, symbols of virginity, and to be seen from afar. Then the silver

  breastplate must be carefully strapped on, its ties loosely fastened to accommodate the bulky white velvet bodice beneath it.




  They stepped back. “Ma’am, you look like Pallas Athena, and not an earthly queen at all.” The look on their faces showed me that I had utterly transformed myself from the

  woman, albeit Queen, they served every day into something higher. On this occasion I was more than myself. I had to be.




  Outside, I mounted the magnificent white horse. Leicester handed me my silver and gold general’s truncheon and the black Spanish whip and took the bridle of the horse to lead me.




  Essex walked alongside, and behind him came Jack Norris, followed by a standard-bearer with the arms of England embroidered in gold on crimson velvet. A nobleman carried the sword of state

  before me, and a page my silver helmet on a white cushion. It was a very small group of footmen, but I did not want to be swallowed up in a ceremonial parade. I wanted all eyes to be on me, not my

  accompaniment.




  The entire camp was gathered, waiting. As I rode into view, the roar from the crowd and the boom of cannon salute mimicked a battlefield’s thunder. When I approached the crest of the hill

  where I would deliver my address, a company of scarlet-coated trumpeters suddenly sounded forth, cutting through the human voices with the high, commanding blast of brass. A hush descended,

  rippling through the ranks, from the closest to the farthest.




  At the top of the hill, I wheeled my horse around to face the men spread out as far as I could see. My people. My soldiers. I prayed the wind could carry my words to them all.




  “My loving people!” I cried. I waited for the words to float away. The crowd grew even quieter. “We have been persuaded by some that are careful of our safety to take heed how

  we committed ourselves to armed multitudes, for fear of treachery.”




  Yes, Walsingham and Burghley gave prudent advice, but ultimately self-defeating for this unique situation. To hide now would be to admit defeat. “But we tell you that we would not desire

  to live to distrust our faithful and loving people. Let tyrants fear! We have always so behaved ourselves that under God we have placed our chieftest strength and safeguard in the loyal hearts and

  goodwill of our subjects.”




  I took a deep breath, and the words rushed out, pushed by trembling emotion, changing from royal “we” to personal “I.” “And therefore I am come amongst you, as you

  see at this time, not for my recreation and disport, but being resolved in the midst and heat of the battle to live or die amongst you all, to lay down for my God and my kingdom and for my people

  my honor and my blood even in the dust.”




  English monarchs before me had ridden into battle. Richard the Lionheart, Henry V, my own grandfather Henry VII had fought and risked their lives. I took a deep breath, filled my lungs with

  strength. “I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king and of a king of England, too—and think it foul scorn that Parma or any

  prince of Europe should dare to invade the borders of my realm.”




  Now a shout arose, growing like a roll of thunder. When it died, I continued, “And further, I declare that I myself will take up arms; I myself will be your general, judge, and rewarder of

  your virtue in the field.”




  Now the roar grew so loud my next words, exhorting them to trust in their reward and in Leicester, my lieutenant general, were drowned. Only the final words of the sentence, “we shall

  shortly have a famous victory over these enemies of my God, of my kingdom, and of my people,” were audible. And with them, inexplicably, the crowd grew utterly silent.




  I descended the hill with the stillness and hush wrapped protectively Around me, my heart thudding, the sea of men a blur before me.




  

    ——


  




  I kept my armor on even after the soldiers had been dismissed back to their quarters. In the officers’ pavilion, a mumbling group of leaders circled nervously around

  me, dropping one by one to their knees to do obeisance. Their usual hearty demeanor was subdued, and some had tears in their eyes. Would no one break this spell? For I felt I could not breathe

  again as a mortal until someone did.




  Jack Norris, the plain speaker, did. “Three cheers for Her Majesty, a prince and better than a king!” he cried. The cheers resounded, the glasses clinked, and we were on earth

  again.




  Leicester stood by my side, his eyes beholding me like a stranger. “I have known you since childhood,” he said in a low voice. “But now I know I never shall know all of you.

  What I heard today I never could have imagined.” He reached out for my hand, bent, and kissed it. “No one who was there will ever forget it. And I shall have copies made so all can

  savor it in all its meaning.”




  “It is your day as well, my friend, my brother. I am grateful beyond words that this supreme moment was our moment together.” God, who had not permitted us to have any other life

  together but a public one, had crowned it with today’s glory and let us share it as one. Our eyes locked together and said more than our inadequate words ever could. This unique and

  irreplaceable moment had sealed our lifelong bond.




  Refreshments were spread out on a long table, but I had no appetite. Would I ever feel hunger again? Had the adoration and utter trust of my people satisfied all lacks within me? The rest of the

  company, however, fell on the meats, cakes, and flagons with unbridled gusto.




  While the men were busy eating, the Earl of Cumberland sought me out. But at the sight of him, people flocked to hear the latest.




  “At the height of your address, Your Majesty, I received a dispatch. The Armada succeeded in reassembling itself—”




  A groan went up.




  “—but they were shaken by the experience with the fireships the night before, and the fiercest battle of the war so far is even now being fought at Gravelines, off the Flanders

  coast. Word is that we have the upper hand and are pressing them hard. The main problem we have is the very real possibility of running out of ammunition. Some of the Spanish ships have already

  been blown into the North Sea and out of the Channel altogether. The rest are still fighting but drifting closer to the sandbanks. It looks as if they are a spent force.”




  “Is it too soon to declare victory?” asked Henry Norris.




  “Yes. They might regroup and return. It depends on the wind. If it continues blowing north, they cannot.”




  “What of Parma?”




  Cumberland shook his head. “I was told that, even if the Armada has passed him by, he plans to embark his army on the flat-bottomed transports he already has and float them over to England

  on the coming high tide. He can’t get out of the estuaries in low water, but a high tide will answer that problem.”




  Walsingham hung over me. “You must return immediately to London,” he said. “You must not be here when he arrives with his fifty thousand men!”




  Did the man not understand? I fixed him with a sharp look. “My dear secretary, how can I leave? Did I not just promise, less than two hours ago, that I would lay down my life in the dust?

  Did I not claim to have the courage and resolve of a king of England? What would it say of my word if I turned tail and ran at even a hint of danger? I think foul scorn of you,

  sir!”




  I meant it. Better to die here, standing firm, than to run away, than to betray my own words almost as soon as I had uttered them. The world respected the Trojans, the Spartans at Thermopylae,

  the Jews at Masada, Cleopatra facing the Romans. It did not respect cowards.




  His sallow face grew even darker and, muttering to himself, he turned back to the food table.




  “We stand here with you,” said Leicester, and Essex, who had joined him.




  “As do we,” said the Norrises, father and son.




  “We do, too,” said Marjorie and Catherine. “We women are no cowards.”
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  [image: W]e watched. We waited. A thousand rumors flew over the whole of Europe. The Armada had won. Parma had landed.

  Drake was dead—or captured, or had his leg blown off. Hawkins and the Victory had gone to the bottom of the sea. Across England, too, the rumors flew. But Parma never rode over on that

  spring tide; it came and went without him.




  No one knew what had happened to the Armada. Admiral Howard and the English fleet had chased it as far north as the Firth of Forth in Scotland, near Edinburgh. When it kept going, our ships

  turned back. They knew what awaited the Armada when it attempted to loop over the top of Scotland and then head south to Spain, skirting Ireland. The fierce seas and rocks in that inhospitable sea

  would destroy it. It destroyed even ships whose captains knew the waters, and these did not.




  That is exactly what happened. While the Spanish were ordering Masses of thanksgiving in their cathedrals for the glorious victory of the Armada, it was being wrecked, ship by ship, on the rocky

  western coast of Ireland. Almost thirty ships met their doom there, and the few sailors who managed to struggle ashore were killed by either native Irish or English agents. All told, seventy or so

  ships did not return to Spain, and those that did were in such ruinous state they were worthless. By contrast, we did not lose a single ship.




  It was September before the first bits of this information reached King Philip, who was puzzled. “I hope God has not permitted such evil, for everything has been done for his

  service,” was all he said.




  But God had sent his winds to aid England instead.




  We celebrated. Church bells rang for days. Ballads were composed. Commemorative medals were struck. Services of thanksgiving were held all across the land.




  In Lisbon, a street cry gloated over the Spanish defeat:




  

    

      

        Which ships got home?




        The ones the English missed.




        And where are the rest?




        The waves will tell you.




        What happened to them?




        It is said they are lost.




        Do we know their names?




        They know them in London.


      


    


  




  Oh, we did. And we knew the names of all our own ships, and all our heroes. We even had an eighty-nine-year-old captain who had commanded his ship in Howard’s squadron so well that he was

  knighted for bravery on the deck by the admiral himself. Such was the stuff our men were made of.




  For the first month, I was lifted high on a cloud of exhilaration. It was beyond normal time, something extraordinary. It was as if I had only just now been born, learned to see, hear, taste and

  smell and feel. All my senses were heightened, to an almost painful degree. There are places far to the north in Norway and Sweden where in the summer it never grows dark. They say that during

  those weeks the people don’t need sleep, that they exist in an extreme state of animation. Such were the weeks for me just after the threat of the Armada lifted.




  We were preparing for a service of national thanksgiving at St. Paul’s Cathedral. The banners Drake had captured from the Nuestra Señora del Rosario flagship would be

  dedicated, a mirror image of the service when the pope had blessed the Armada’s flagship banner. I wondered if it even survived and, if so, where they would hide it away in shame.




  The pope, however, in keeping with his vigorous peasant mind, seemed to delight in the outcome, as if he had never opposed it. In Rome, he declared, “Elizabeth is certainly a great queen,

  and were she only a Catholic, she would be our dearly beloved daughter. Just look how well she governs! She is only a woman, only mistress of half an island, yet she makes herself feared by Spain,

  by France, by the Empire, by all!” When his assistant chided him for his endorsement, he cried, “If only I was free to marry her. What a wife she would make! What children we would

  have! They would have ruled the whole world.” He sighed.




  “Your Holiness,” the priest objected, “you are speaking of the archenemy of the church!”




  “Ummm.” Then he blurted out, “Drake—what a great captain!”




  I suspected it was a case of one pirate respecting another.




  When Robert Dudley related this story to me, we laughed together.




  “He seems to have forgotten his principles, if ever he had any,” said Dudley. “Of course, he is probably relieved not to have to make good on his promise of a million ducats to

  Philip. I trust you are not tempted to become Mrs. Sixtus?”




  “Well . . . you know I fancy adventurers,” I said. Then I slid into seriousness. There were things that must be said. “Robert, the question of marriage—it has always been

  there between us. The big questions have all been answered, and we have learned to live with those answers.” I looked straight into his eyes. “Nothing can separate us now.”




  Our bond had survived the ghost of his first wife, Amy, the strong earthly presence of his second wife, Lettice, and my dedicated virginity.




  He took my hand. “No. Nothing can.”




  I clasped his hand in both of mine. “Friend, brother, heart of my heart,” I said.




  Then we dropped our hands. Someone had entered the work chamber.




  Burghley limped in. “Has he told you about Sixtus’s comments?”




  Dudley nodded, and I said, “They are amusing.”




  “Most likely not to Philip,” Burghley said. “He is brooding and this will sour him further. But these dispatches”—he waved several letters—“confirm what

  I have heard. Your Majesty, you are now the most respected ruler in Europe. The King of France praises you and says”—he opened one of the letters and stabbed at it with his

  finger—“that your victory ‘would compare with the greatest feats of the most illustrious men of past times.’ Even the Ottoman sultan has sent congratulations.”




  “Perhaps he’ll send a eunuch as a gift?” I laughed.




  “And the Venetian ambassador in Paris”—another letter—“writes that the queen did not ‘lose her presence of mind for a single moment, nor neglected aught that

  was necessary for the occasion. Her acuteness in resolving the action, her courage in carrying it out, show her high-spirited desire for glory and her resolve to save her country and

  herself.’”




  “I did not do it alone,” I said. “Without my sailors, without my army, without my councillors, I would now be chained before Sixtus, not joking about his marriage

  proposal.”




  My head was ringing with all the praise bestowed upon me. Take care, I told myself, that the head grows not larger than the crown. It was time to put compliments aside. “My dear senior

  councillor,” I said to Burghley, “I trust you will join us at Whitehall for the celebratory military review?”




  He demurred. “I have seen enough soldiers the last few months.”




  “Ah, but there will be jousting as well.”




  “Spare me.” He winced. “It’s a big bore.”




  “You are wise but not always diplomatic. Very well, then. We shall not look for you. But Leicester and I will be in the gallery, if you change your mind.”




  

    ——


  




  The afternoon was the best an English summer could offer. The sky was not pitilessly bright but was softened by the fluffy clouds of August. The air held us in a war

  membrace. Seated in the gallery overlooking the tiltyard, Leicester and I waited to see the military review of the company that the Earl of Essex had raised for Tilbury. He had done it at his own

  expense, and now was adding more expense by sponsoring this display.




  Settling himself, Leicester gave a violent shiver. Even on this warm day, he reached for a cloak to wrap around himself. Seeing me eyeing him, he said, “I fear my old tertian fever has

  returned. It is making me quite miserable. I missed going to Buxton for the waters at my normal time because King Philip made another appointment for me.”




  “As soon as this is over, you must go,” I said. “The national thanksgiving service will not be held until November, at the thirty-year anniversary of my accession. You must be

  cured by then.”




  “If that is an order, I must obey,” he said. “But I am loath to leave London now, with all the joy and celebration.”




  “It is an order.” I had noticed that he seemed unwell, sometimes unsteady on his feet. I was relieved to have an explanation for it.




  “Oh, look! Here he is!” Leicester pointed to Essex coming out into the tiltyard, followed by his men, all wearing the tawny and white Devereux livery. They marched over to the window

  of the gallery and all saluted me, Essex with the grandest flourish.




  Then the tilting began, and Essex led off, jousting with the Earl of Cumberland. I looked over at Leicester. It had been many years since he had ridden likewise, but my mind supplied the image

  of it. Young, straight, strong, with gleaming red glints in his hair—this is what I saw. But the man beside me today was white haired, wheezing, and shivering. He needed the healing waters of

  Buxton.




  “He’s skilled for twenty years old, don’t you think?” Leicester said.




  Twenty—life’s sweet time. “Yes,” I agreed.




  “When I go to Buxton, let him have my rooms at St. James’s. He will use them well. I would like you to get to know him better.”




  “Very well,” I said. “We’ll play cards, dance—and wait for your return.”




  He took both my hands and kissed them, lingering over them. “We have been through much together, my love,” he said softly. “But this last was best of all.”




  

    ——


  




  He left three days later. He would, of course, have to take his wife, Lettice, with him. He would travel to Buxton, some hundred miles from London, in slow stages, stopping

  off to see Sir Henry Norris at Rycote en route. I sent a little token to him there, a cordial made by one of my ladies from mint-flavored honey.




  I felt nothing ominous. Quite the opposite. I imagined him receiving the gift. I imagined his spirits rising as he traveled through the countryside, away from duties, and then his body restoring

  itself as he took the course of treatment. The exultation, the relief at England’s victory, and his performance as commander, all would buoy his recovery.




  

    ——


  




  Then Burghley called on me and asked for privacy. He moved slowly into the room and sank down. His face was twisted in pain and he gripped the arms of the chair.




  “You should have sent a messenger,” I chided him. “You must take care of yourself. Do not undertake any unnecessary meetings.”




  “This one is necessary.”




  “A secretary would have sufficed.” I shook my head. “Diligence is one thing, but . . .” The look on his face stopped my chattering.




  “Oh, would that someone else could have come in my stead!”




  “What is it?” Now a cold feeling was stealing through me.




  “Robert Dudley has died,” he said.




  “No.” That was the first thing I could think. It could not be. It must not be.




  “He died eight days after leaving London,” he said. “He reached Rycote, then went a day’s journey beyond that, to Cornbury Park. After that he worsened and could not

  leave his bed. Six days later, he died, of a continual burning fever. In the ranger’s lodge. I am sorry.” He looked down at the floor as if he could not bear to see my face. “They

  say the trees in the park are visible from his bed. His last sight would have been—pretty.”




  Pretty. Trees. Were the leaves turning there? Or were they still green?




  “Trees . . . ,” I said. “Trees.” Then I began to weep.




  I stayed shut up in my chambers for two days. No one was allowed in—not Marjorie, not Catherine, not Blanche, not the lowest chamber servant to attend even to necessities. I did not

  refrain from showing happiness in public, but I would not show the face of grief. And so I waited for it to pass, knowing that only its sharp edge would pass, never the body of grief itself.




  Timid knocks indicated food outside the door. I never opened it to see. Then more knocks, and a letter was slid under the door. I recognized the handwriting immediately: Robert

  Dudley’s.




  There is something mysterious and frightening about receiving a letter from someone just deceased, as if he or she is speaking to you from the grave, a wavering voice. Deep sadness and

  foreboding filled me as I opened it with shaking hands and read.




  

    

      

        At Rycote, August 29.




        I most humbly beseech your Majesty to pardon your poor old servant to be thus bold in sending to know how my gracious lady doth, and what ease of her late pain she

        finds, being the chieftest thing in this world I do pray for, for her to have good health and long life. For mine own poor case, I continue still your medicine, and find it amends much better

        than any other thing that hath been given me. Thus, hoping to find perfect cure at the bath, with the continuance of my wonted prayer for your Majesty’s most happy preservation, I

        humbly kiss your foot, from your old lodging at Rycote, this Thursday morning, ready to take on my journey. By your Majesty’s most faithful, obedient servant,






        

          

            

              

                

                  R. Leicester




                  

                    Even as I had writ thus much I received your Majesty’s token by young Tracey.


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  There was no secret, special message. It was an ordinary letter, teasing, affectionate, hopeful of the future, concerned with tokens. He had no suspicion that death was near. In the midst of

  life we are in death, says the burial service. But its opposite is true: In the midst of death we are very much in life.




  We had been wrong. Something cruel had, indeed, separated us.




  

    ——


  




  A day later Burghley ordered the door broken open. He found me sitting calmly. I would rise now, and carry on.




  “He is to be buried at Warwick Chapel,” he said. “Near his son.”




  His young son with Lettice, who had died at age six. “I see.” But I would never go there, never see it.




  “There is gossip—” he said delicately.




  “What sort of gossip?” Was Robert Dudley never to be free of ugly gossip? Would it pursue him even into the grave?




  “That his wife, Lettice, poisoned him. That she had to, because he planned to poison her.”




  “Those old lies!” Leicester’s enemies had long called him a poisoner, with any sudden death being laid to his machinations. Then: “Why would he plan to poison

  Lettice?”




  “There was talk that he had discovered her infidelity with Christopher Blount, the young man he had made master of the horse. Some twenty years her junior.”




  “Absurd,” I shot back. Surely she would not dare to betray Leicester, the man she had used every wile to get.




  “The story goes that she poisoned him with the flagon of poison he had prepared for her.” Burghley looked apologetic. “That is only what people are murmuring.”




  “They won’t stop until they blacken his name forever. Even in death he can’t escape their venom.”




  “This one blackens the widow Lettice most of all,” he said.




  “So it does. So it does.” But surely even Lettice would not stoop to that. But . . . her first husband had conveniently died when her liaison with Robert Dudley had been discovered.

  People credited Robert with it. But who stood to gain most? Lettice, not Robert. Lettice would gain an amorous and wealthy husband, better than the failure she already had. Robert would lose even

  the glimmer of hope of marrying me, and court influence as well. Yes, who stood to gain most?




  I thrust these ugly thoughts from my mind. They were not worthy of me.
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  [image: T]he next three months were a round of joy for my country and my subjects. There had been no other time in our

  history that had given us such widespread rejoicing. Agincourt had taken place in another country, and while a great victory, it did not ensure our very survival. While my spirits soared with

  gratitude and relief, my heart was heavy at my personal loss. It was a perfect reflection of life itself, the sweet and the bitter commingled in one drink.




  But all things must end, even celebrations. In November I set forth to put the cap on our observances with a ceremony rivaling my coronation.




  The procession began at Somerset House, the grand mansion I lent to Lord Hunsdon on the Strand midway between Whitehall and the Temple. We had an understanding that he allow foreign ambassadors

  to lodge there and to stage grand events. Today he welcomed me as more than Queen and cousin—he welcomed me as a fellow combatant in the defense against the Armada.




  “What, dear cousin—no armor today?” he joked.




  “It is not meet to wear it into church,” I said.




  “Oh, I didn’t know that,” he said. “It is regular clothes that don’t feel right to me.” He was eager, no doubt, to get back to the north, where he was

  warden.




  This day I was wearing a gown with an enormously long train that would be borne by Helena Ulfsdotter van Snakenborg, Marchioness of Northampton, the highest-ranking noblewoman in the land. I had

  made her so—or rather, allowed her to retain her title after she was widowed and remarried a lesser-ranking man. I thought of her as my own possession, for I had persuaded her to stay in

  England long after her official embassy in the retinue of Princess Cecilia of Sweden twenty years ago. Cecilia was long gone, her mission quite forgotten, but her charming country woman was now

  part of our court and a favorite server in my private chamber.




  “It is quite heavy, Helena,” I warned her.




  She merely shook her head. “I am strong. Am I not an Ulfsdotter?”




  “You don’t look like a wolf,” I said. “But I always admired the Scandinavian animal names—wolf, bear, eagle—Ulf, Bjorn, Arne. They mean

  something.”




  “They can be hard to live up to,” she said, picking up the train to practice. “Better to be John or William.”




  Somerset House and its courtyard were filling with the four hundred people who would make up the procession. Indoors the councillors, nobles, bishops, French ambassador, ladies of honor,

  household officials, judges, and law officers took their assigned places; outside a vast throng of clerks, chaplains, sergeants at arms, Gentlemen Pensioners, harbingers and gentlemen ushers, and

  footmen waited to line up in the correct position.




  My chariot, pulled by two white horses, was covered with a canopy, topped with a replica of my actual imperial crown. I got into it, and Helena followed, gathering up my train to keep it off the

  street. At a signal the procession began to move, with the harbingers, gentlemen ushers, and heralds walking in front. Nearly all the rest followed in their wake, and then I set out in the chariot.

  The Earl of Essex walked behind me, leading my palfrey. It was the place Leicester should have had.




  Behind him came the ladies of honor, then the yeomen of the guard.




  Slowly, slowly, we made our way down the Strand, past Arundel House, past Leicester House—another sharp reminder of him, it stood dark and deserted now. Then to the entrance of the city,

  where musicians played atop the gate and I was welcomed by the mayor and alderman in scarlet robes. All the way to St. Paul’s the streets were lined with the city companies dressed in blue

  liveries. The buildings and railings were all hung with blue as well, rippling softly in the breeze. Wild cheers greeted me at every corner. In many ways it was like my coronation day; but in other

  ways very different.




  Besides the obvious contrast in weather—a cold January day, the sun sparkling off the snow, and this warm, overcast November one—the mood was different. Then I was a promise, a hope,

  an unknown. Now I had made good my promise, and a promise fulfilled is better than a hope. Together my people and I would celebrate that satisfaction.




  We reached St. Paul’s, and the chariot halted before the west door, where the Bishop of London received us, flanked by the dean and a mass of other clergymen. After a brief prayer, they

  led us in procession down the aisle of the nave, chanting a litany. On each side of the aisle hung the eleven banners captured from the Armada. All were ragged and stained, a silent testimony to

  what they had undergone. All had some religious emblem or symbol. But what else could one expect from a fleet that had crosses on its sails?




  They drooped sadly and looked forlorn, as if asking where their ships were.




  

    ——


  




  I was seated near the pulpit. The Bishop of Salisbury preached, and then I addressed a few words to my people. After so many words already, there were only a few basic ones

  to be repeated: Thankfulness. Wonder. Humility. Joy. Then I motioned for the choristers to sing verses from the song I had written about the Armada. Many more gifted poets than I had already

  written of the victory, but the words of a queen must mean something. The boys and men stood and sang, in their perfect, matched voices:




  

    

      

        “Look and bow down thine ear, O Lord.




        From thy bright sphere behold and see




        Thy handmaid and thy handiwork,




        Amongst thy priests, offering to thee




        Zeal for incense, reaching the skies;




        Myself and scepter, sacrifice.




        He hath done wonders in my days,




        He made the winds and waters rise




        To scatter all my enemies. . . .”


      


    


  




  The Armada medals I had commissioned bore the motto “God breathed and they were scattered.” Indeed he had, and they were.




  Afterward I and a small company dined at the bishop’s home, returning to Somerset House after dark, with a torch lit procession. They saw us safely home and closed this extraordinary

  day.




  

    ——


  




  There remained only one thing needed to honor the event. I sat for a portrait that depicted the two fleets in the background. Ours was sailing upon a clear sea, theirs

  being wrecked against the rocks on stormy waters. I wore the rope of six hundred pearls that Leicester had bequeathed me in his will. In this way I could include him in the commemoration, and in a

  form that would endure forever.
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  February 1590




  [image: C]ome, my ladies!” I called as two large crates were deposited in the guard room. “Something to

  brighten our dreary day, from the land where the sun always shines.” I was very excited about this—unexpected presents from Sultan Murad III of the Ottomans.




  Sultan Murad and I had been approaching each other for years. Walsingham had hoped to draw him into a military allegiance with us against Spain, and although he had not committed himself, he had

  sent congratulations upon the defeat of the Armada. We exchanged a number of fulsome letters, and I had sent him such English gifts as bulldogs and bloodhounds. Now he was sending us something in

  reply.




  Marjorie eyed the crates suspiciously. “They look large enough to house an animal—a big one.”




  “I doubt there is a camel inside,” I told her. “I’d love an Arabian horse, but I know that’s not in there, either.”




  The crates turned out to contain sacks of dark beans, boxes of sticky, colored squares of jelly, and bags of spices. Some I could identify—cardamom, turmeric, hibiscus leaves, saffron.

  Others I could not. There was also an assortment of choice dried currants, apricots, dates, and figs. Featherlight scarves of rainbow colors were in an embroidered bag, and wooden cases contained

  two gleaming steel scimitars. Most magnificent of all, a huge carpet was folded on the bottom of one crate. When it was unrolled, an intricate design of colors and patterns revealed itself.




  “They say the Turks make gardens to look like paradise,” said Helena. “Here they have captured a paradise garden in thread for those of us who cannot go there.”




  The accompanying letter addressed me as “Most sacred queen and noble princess, cloud of most precious rain and sweetest fountain of nobleness and virtue.” I liked that. None of my

  fawning courtiers had come up with these phrases—not yet.




  The dark beans were identified as kahve. A merchant sailor who was familiar with them explained that in Turkey these beans were ground to a fine powder and boiled in a small amount of

  water, then drunk with honey or sugar. Islam forbade alcohol, and so they turned to this. Rather than stupefying the senses, it heightened them, he claimed.




  And what were those sticky little cubes?




  Something called loukoum, he said. Nothing to be afraid of, it was merely sugar, starch, and rose or jasmine flavoring.




  After he left, I helped myself to one. I had a weakness for sweet things. “This is paradise to go with the garden-of-paradise carpet,” I said, savoring it. “We should invite

  others to join us, else I will make myself sick by eating it all.”




  I issued a formal invitation to some thirty people—some I had not seen lately, and this would serve as a good excuse—to come to the privy chamber the next afternoon and “sample

  the delights of the East.” We would spread the carpet out and arrange the foods on a long table. The cooks would experiment with the kahve beans. But as a precaution, we would have ale

  and wine ready.




  

    ——


  




  The Cecils, father and son, were the first to arrive. They circled the table, examining the things on it, and finally took one loukoum each and made for the

  fireplace. In their wake my great protector, Secretary Walsingham, came forward.




  I had not seen him in weeks. He had not been present at the Christmas festivities. Rumor had it he was ill, but his daughter Frances had insisted on continuing to serve me and I believed she

  would have stayed home to nurse him if he had been in a bad way.




  “Francis!” I greeted him. “Your diplomacy is bearing fruit—literally. See what the sultan has sent us.” But as he approached, the words died in my mouth.




  “Oh, Francis!” As soon as I saw his drawn, yellowish face, I knew his illness had reached a critical stage; there was no hiding it. He was always swarthy, my Moor, but no Moor ever

  had a complexion like Francis’s today. Instantly I regretted the note of alarm in my voice. “Are you not taking care of yourself?” I said soothingly. “I must dispatch

  Frances back to your household. It is selfish of me to keep her here to wait upon me when her father needs her so much more.” I attempted to sound a note of lighthearted chiding. “You

  should have stayed home; it was not necessary to drag yourself out in such foul weather.”




  “Foul weather brings out foul spirits,” he said. “And I am neglecting my duty of protecting Your Majesty from her enemies if I let such an opportunity pass to try to spot

  them.”




  “You have agents to do that,” I reminded him.




  “None as good as I,” he said. It was a statement, not a brag.




  “Your agents have done fine duty up until now. You should learn to trust them, as I trust mine. Such as you! If it were not for you, I would toss and turn and worry constantly about my

  safety, but as it is, I can forget it.”




  “You should never forget it,” he said. As he spoke, I saw him clenching his teeth. It was hard for him to carry on a conversation.




  “Go home, Sir Francis. Mr. Secretary. That is a command.” God, I would not lose him, too! No more deaths, not now. My dear companion and keeper from my nursery days, Blanche Parry,

  had passed away just after the thanksgiving at Westminster Abbey, as if she had willed herself to live to see that day.




  She had taken a chill and not been able to shake it off. This happens with the elderly, as if death sends his cold emissary to announce himself. She had sat by my side at the service, shivering

  and trembling. But still she murmured, “I do not need my sight to behold this day. I can hear it in the voices.”




  After we returned to the palace, she had taken to her bed and never left it. I tried to cajole her into rallying, but it was not to be. She had worn out the body that had faithfully served her

  for over eighty years.




  “Now let thy servant depart in peace,” she had murmured, asking permission with the formal biblical phrase.




  “I must, then,” I said, clasping her withered hands. “I must. But I would not, had I the power.”




  She smiled, that whimsical smile that I loved so well. “Ah, but you do not, my lady. So submit you must, and I as well.”




  She stole away that night. For me, to have lost both her and Leicester in close succession threw a pall of deep personal sorrow over the national rejoicing.




  Dragging himself, Walsingham turned away to obey me and go home.




  Next came Lord Hunsdon. Not much younger than Cecil, he was still vigorous in spite of his stiff legs. The only deference he gave to his age and joints was to leave the north during the

  stinging, bitter winter months and come back here to London.




  Just behind him came the other branch of my family—he had married Hunsdon’s sister—that had served me so well, the proper Puritan councillor Sir Francis Knollys. I tolerated

  his views because he was family, but I never let his religion impede his service. Francis produced a huge brood of children, some seven sons and four daughters. Odd in such a worthy father, none of

  the sons are worth mentioning here, and only one of the daughters, Lettice. And the things she is mentioned for—slyness, cuckoldry, adultery—would hardly make a father proud. I greeted

  Francis, trying not to hold his daughter against him.




  Not reading my mind, Francis smiled and greeted me. Then he passed on to the table, eager to try the exotic fare.




  I moved to the head of the table and announced, “Good Englishmen all! We have received gifts from the east. One you are walking upon—a fine Turkish carpet. Others are for you to

  handle and admire. Ladies, you may select a scarf. Men, you may handle the scimitars. But no dueling!” Lately there had been several attempted duels at court, in spite of their being strictly

  forbidden. “And most intriguing of all, there is a drink in the flagons—a heated drink, most welcome on this bone-chilling day—that warms your stomach and makes your head buzz,

  but not as ale does.” I had not tried it yet myself, but I would later—in private. “There are superlative dried fruits, and a special sweet that, I am told, the eunuchs

  love.” There, that should pique their interest.




  Dark was falling so early on this winter’s day. I ordered lamps and tapers to be lit, but the dark held sway in the corners and in the high roof. I had built this banqueting hall at

  Whitehall as a temporary structure, but I would never have the money to convert it into anything permanent.




  The war with Spain on all its fronts was bankrupting me. The defeat of the Armada had not ended the conflict. It was merely one stage of it.




  Recently our erstwhile ally France had been once again torn apart, this time by “the war of the three Henris”—the Catholic Henri, Duc de Guise, head of the Catholic League; the

  heir to the throne, Henri of Navarre, a Bourbon and a Protestant; and King Henri III, a Catholic and a Valois. But this was simplified when the Duc de Guise was assassinated, and so was Henri III.

  The French king, brave in his ribbons, perfume, and makeup, was removed from the stage of life, to be succeeded by his cousin from a different house and a different religion. The death of his

  meddling mother, Queen Catherine de’ Medici, helped matters out immensely, from my point of view.




  “My most gracious and beautiful sovereign.” Standing by me was Robert Devereux, the young Earl of Essex. I snapped out of my musings on England’s financial straits. He bent

  low, kissing my hand and then raising his eyes to look directly into mine, letting a slow smile tease his lips. “I do confess that, as a man, I have been more subject to your natural beauty

  than as a subject to the power of the Queen.”




  Such beauty as his, in words and face, should not be allowed to roam free. It was too distracting.




  Standing beside him was a lovely woman. “May I present,” he began, “my friend Henry Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton.”




  “Am I meeting the ghost of Henri III?” I had just been thinking about him, and here was this apparition before me: colored lips, rouged cheeks, tumbling cascades of virginal hair, a

  double earring.




  Southampton gave a tinkling laugh and laid his long, slender fingers on Essex’s sleeve. He did not have the decency to blush, but then his rouge would have disguised it. “It is my

  honor to serve you, my sovereign lady,” he said, falling to his knees.




  I let him remain there for a moment, examining the top of his head. It did not appear to be a wig. I could always tell by the part. They never look natural.




  “Arise,” I ordered him. “So you have come to London. How old are you?”




  “Seventeen, Your Most Glorious Majesty.”




  Seventeen. Perhaps he would grow out of it. “Do not keep overmuch company with Essex here. He has a bad influence on young lads like you.”




  “Oh, now that I am in my twenties, I am a bad influence on youth?” Essex teased. “You should keep us far from court, then. Send me out on another mission. I have the armor, and

  I am longing to go.”




  I had put him under Drake in Portugal in the so-called Counterarmada, meant to follow up our defensive victory with an offensive one. Essex’s role had been swashbuckling and, in the end,

  ineffectual. My investment was squandered.




  “Then you pay for it!” I snapped.




  Just then Sir Francis Drake appeared, as if we had conjured him up by speaking of naval operations. The former hero of the Armada was not my favorite sight just now. But with characteristic

  sangfroid, he pushed his way over to me and fell on his knees.




  “Your Gracious Majesty!” he said, kissing my hand.




  He had not dared to show his face at court since the bungled Portugal venture. The sultan’s generosity was providing him an opportunity.




  “Do not forget so soon all the services I have done you, all the jewels, the gold, the hidden passageways in the sea, and singeing the King of Spain’s beard. Let me prove myself

  again.”




  But I must hold fast to what financial reserves I had. There would be no missions for Francis Drake this year.




  

    ——


  




  My ladies were clumped together near one end of the table, hovering over a plate of the loukoum, as well as an artfully arranged tray of pistachios, almonds, and

  hazelnuts. I motioned to Frances Walsingham to come to me.




  “Frances, I have spoken to your father. He is very ill. You must leave court to go and attend him.”




  She bowed but I noticed her eyes straying to Essex. Everyone’s eyes strayed to Essex. She had a special relationship to him, though, as her late husband, Sir Philip Sidney, had bequeathed

  his sword to Essex, as though passing on his noble reputation. As yet, beyond looking noble, Essex had done little to earn it.




  Frances lingered a moment by his side, and then—did my eyes deceive me?—she touched her fingers to his. He hastily pulled them away, refraining from looking at me. Southampton pulled

  on his sleeve, his high voice distressed. “Come, sir,” he said.




  With one look back, Essex said plaintively, “If you might receive my mother—”




  I shot him a withering look and did not dignify his request with an answer. Lately he had pestered me about it, as if that would change my mind. My mind did not bend under advocacy. If it was

  right, it needed none. If it was wrong, no amount of wheedling would soften me. Lettice was in the latter category.




  Among my own ladies I tried to avoid the false and foolish, but often political considerations dictated that I take someone’s daughter or niece, and, pity has it, we cannot always know

  what will come from our loins. Thus solemn councillors had daughters like Bess Throckmorton. So even here, there were two sorts: the true, such as Helena, Marjorie, Catherine, and her sister

  Philadelphia, and the flighty—Bess Throckmorton, Mary Fitton, Elizabeth Southwell, and Elizabeth Vernon. As one might expect, the frivolous ones were prettier than the reliable ones. Still,

  as Solomon said, “As a jewel of gold in a swine’s snout, so is a fair woman which is without discretion.” Just as I was imagining a golden ring in Bess Throckmorton’s

  elegant nose, Sir Walter Raleigh’s broad shoulders hid her from view.




  He had been lingering overmuch in the privy chamber when Bess was about, I had noticed. He, as captain of the Queen’s Guard, was charged with protecting the virtue of my ladies, even

  holding a key to the chamber of the maids of honor. Thus far nothing improper had occurred that I could detect, but my suspicions were up. He seemed lately to have singled Bess out for his

  attentions. I made it my business to interrupt them.




  Bess immediately bowed her head and stepped back. She was always polite and subservient—on the surface. Raleigh turned around and, as always, the sheer presence of him was a marvel. Over

  six feet tall, solidly muscular, and now in his late thirties, he was a man in his prime.




  “Your Majesty,” he said. “I have tasted the kahve, and poetry is singing in my head.”




  Now he was about to present one of his verses. They were well wrought but I was not in the mood for any. I turned away, but he—without actually touching my arm—stayed me. As I looked

  over his shoulder, I saw Edmund Spenser, whom I had not seen for nine years, since he departed for Ireland. Raleigh all but pulled him over to me.




  “My Irish neighbor,” he said, grinning.




  “I am come to London to present you with my humble offering,” said Spenser. “It is dedicated in its entirety to you and presents your glittering and magic court in its epic

  grandeur. May I leave a copy with you?”




  “If you please,” I said. “What is the name of this wonder?”




  “The Faerie Queene,” he said. “It is only the first three books, of which there will be nine. The others will follow.” In the fast-deepening gloom I studied his

  face. He was all thin blades and angles. I hoped he had not been stricken with the Irish dysentery that weakened so many of our men there. “I shall have a presentation copy delivered to

  you,” he was saying.




  But already he was fading from my mind as Raleigh murmured, “I have a great concern for the colony. I beg you, let a relief ship sail right away. It has been almost three years.” He

  smiled that dazzling smile. “Let the Faerie Queen succor her child, Virginia.”




  “Is not my child thriving?”




  “Not having seen her myself,” he said heavily, “I cannot swear it.” He was referring to my allowing him to name the New World colony Virginia in my honor but forbidding

  him to go there himself. It had been set up five years ago, but no one had visited it for the past two. The coming of the Spanish Armada in 1588 meant that I could not spare ships to sail to the

  New World and that danger was still there. There was an embargo on ships leaving English ports.




  “There has been no word?”




  “None,” he said. “No one has seen the colony since the ships sailed back From Roanoke Island in November of 1587.” He paused. “The little girl born that first

  summer will be three years old soon. Virginia Dare. The colony needs supplies. It needed them two years ago. It may be desperate by now.”




  He was right. Something had to be done. “Very well,” I said. “I shall authorize a small fleet.” Our footing in the New World was but a toehold compared to that of the

  Spanish, but by staking out territory in the north, beyond their grasp, we could, in time, offset their advantage. The Spanish held the southernmost parts of that coast, a place they called

  Florida, but we could contain them there and prevent their spread.




  Was not the entire continent of South America enough for them? The riches of the Incas and Aztecs feeding their treasuries? As the landmass narrowed toward the wasp-waisted isthmus, the Spanish

  processed their loot before shipping it back to Spain. Twenty years ago Drake had realized that was their soft spot, where they could be surprised and raided. It had worked for a while, but then

  the element of surprise was lost and the Spanish raised their guard. Drake then moved his surprise to the west coast of South America, attacking them in Peru before they could transfer the goods to

  the isthmus. Drake. His genius was undeniable.




  But the Spanish had learned from their mistakes and fortified themselves; they were rebuilding the Armada with more modern ships copied from our designs. A ship falling into enemy hands is a

  disaster, for its secrets will be revealed. We captured and destroyed so many of their ships, but, sadly, they had no secrets to yield, nothing to tell us we did not already know.
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  [image: D]id you achieve nothing at the sultan gathering?” I was looking at my foolish son, so gifted, so unable

  to use those gifts, so it would appear. “She noticed that you were there, did she not? Did you mention me? Did you mention another command? What did you mention?” Oh, my

  patience!




  “I introduced Southampton to Her Majesty.”




  “What an achievement! You know she cannot abide fops. Now when she thinks of you, she will think of him.”




  “Stop baiting me!” Suddenly Robert swirled around, a graceful turn that made his fashionable, and useless, short cloak fly out. The sweetness and charm I had always associated with

  my oldest son had disappeared—all that remained was the impetuous soldier and slick courtier that others saw. “I’ll not endure it!”




  “You endure it from her, you’ll endure it from me, your mother.”




  “She gives greater rewards. Her rewards are yet to come; you’ve spent all yours.”




  “You ungrateful bastard!”




  “No bastard, unless what the rumors say is true—that Robert Dudley was your lover long before he became your husband, and that I’m his son.”




  “If I told you I did not know, would you believe me?” I could hardly believe I was speaking those words.




  “I’d rather not. I’d rather think that I inherited the earlship of Essex by rightful descent. Mother, let’s forget this. I spoke hastily.”




  Yes, let us forget these rash mutterings. I smiled and patted the place next to me on the cushioned window seat. “I am happy to have you here,” I said. He visited me seldom these

  days, busy with his London dwelling. It had been Durham House, then it became Leicester House, now it was renamed Essex House. No matter its name, it was one of the grandest on the Strand. He had

  come by it through my marriage to Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, his stepfather. He would not have his blood, then, but was happy enough to inherit his house!




  “You would rather we be at Essex House, I think,” he said.




  “Nonsense! Do you not find Drayton Bassett exhilarating?” I teased him. After my too-quick marriage to Christopher Blount, a man almost my son’s age, following the death of

  Leicester, discretion had advised me to live far from court in the countryside of Staffordshire. If Her Majesty had never forgiven me for snatching her long-suffering love from under her nose and

  marrying him, the hint that perhaps I had amused myself with a young lover as well had earned her implacable hatred. To steal one’s man was injurious; to betray or spurn him afterward was a

  crime. But I do not admit that I betrayed him. What was a lonely widow to do? I had many debts. The vindictive Queen had hounded me for Leicester’s debts, stripping my home of all the movable

  goods. As if that would bring him back to life and return him to her. No, he sleeps in Warwick Chapel, and his marble monument completed my financial ruin. In his will, he lauded me as his

  “faithful and very loving and obedient careful wife.” He also called me “my dear and poor disconsolate wife.” Obviously I had to overcome my grief as best I could, with

  Christopher. So . . . as the Queen’s own Knights of the Garter’s motto says, Honi soit qui mal y pense—“Shame upon him who thinks evil of it.” Leicester was

  pleased with my services as a wife, and there the matter should end. On his monument is engraved, in Latin, that I, his moestissa uxor—tenderest wife—out of my love and conjugal

  fidelity, caused this to be raised to the best and dearest of husbands. Of course, I wrote it myself.




  To my surprise, my son smiled. “There’s a part of me that would be content here,” he said. “In truth, a part of me that longs for a quiet life in the country.”




  I laughed, but I could see that he was sincere. “My son, you don’t know what you are saying!”




  “I don’t belong at court!” he burst out. “I’m not that sort of creature. To remember what to say to each person, the better to use them, and to hide my true

  feelings so they can’t use me—Mother, I find it repugnant!”




  “It is, indeed, hard work,” I said cautiously.




  “I am not a courtier! I am not the stuff of which they are made.”




  “Yet you do so well as one,” I reminded him.




  “For a little while. But I cannot keep it up. Every day I fear stumbling, falling from that place I have sweated so in climbing to. There are natural courtiers, like Robert

  Dudley—some say that was his main or only talent—and Philip Sidney. How easy it was for them!”




  I turned his head so he could look out the window. “Take a long, slow look,” I told him. Drayton Manor lay surrounded by an oak grove and, beyond that, fields. The village of Drayton

  Bassett nearby had barely an alehouse, a smithy, and a church and vacated convent. It was four days’ ride from London under a sleepy sky. “After walking these grounds four or five

  times, riding across the meadows, and praying in the church, what would you do?”




  “Well, Mother, what do you do?”




  “I plan how to get back to court, and so would you, my dear. Solitude and rest are only craved by those whose lives are so hectic and demanding they cry out for surcease. For those of us

  who have nothing else, the quiet life is a dead life. I know you and your restless nature. You’d not last a month here.” I would not allow him to throw his life away! “So

  let’s have no more of that talk. Come here for respite, but not to retire.”




  He jerked his head back around. Now he was going to pout. I found his moodiness quite tedious.




  “So, what is next for you? Do you not think it is time to choose a bride . . . the right bride? You are twenty-two and need an heir.”




  He just continued to sulk and tap his feet. “When I’m ready!”




  “You’re ready now. Perhaps if you were married, Her Majesty would see you as more stable, more fit for some high command. And if you married wisely, that could go a long way toward

  advancing the family.”




  “One sister married wisely, to a baron, and the other foolishly, to that Perrot fellow, and enraged the Queen.”




  “All the more reason why you must repair the damage.”




  “The damage to what? The Queen’s temper?”




  “The family’s situation. You have a title with no treasury. Earl of Essex! High and fine sounding! It trails a thousand expenses but has no income from lands or houses, mines or

  ships of its own. Marry and correct this lack. You cannot live like an earl if you do not have the means of an earl. And if you would succeed at court—”




  “I’ve told you, I don’t belong there!”




  What was I to do with him, my stubborn, wayward boy? I loosed my harshest barb. “What kind of soldier whines, cries, and sulks? Did Philip Sidney blunder when he bequeathed his sword to

  you, upon his deathbed? Sidney, the noblest soldier and chivalrous courtier who has lived in our times? You shame his gift!”




  “I cannot be Sir Philip Sidney. There is only one!”




  “He saw himself in you. Trust him. And . . . need I remind you of the other ways in which we have irritated Her Majesty—”




  “Name them! None could compare with yours!”




  “There was your refusal to let her use our manor at Chartley to house the Queen of Scots. Did you not realize a royal request is a royal command? And what did you do? You said no,

  because you were afraid the trees on the grounds would be cut down for firewood to warm her! Then you said you were afraid she would damage the interior out of spite because she disliked your

  father. Of course, the Queen just overruled you. The large moat there meant that they could monitor Mary’s visitors more easily. That was all they wanted Chartley for.”




  “She did damage the fireplace!”




  “She wasn’t there long enough to damage much of anything. Walsingham and his spies caught her in their trap, and by that time next year she had been executed. Plenty of trees were

  still standing. And need I remind you of the insult to us, that your inheritance of Kenilworth has now gone to Robert Dudley’s bastard son? That glorious estate, which should be yours

  . . . Oh, recapture the prestige we have lost. And the first step, the first step, is to marry!”




  He jumped up, clapped his hat on his head, and made for the door. He almost collided with Christopher on his way in, barging past with no apology. Christopher, good-natured soul that he was,

  only turned and looked back in puzzlement. “He’s in a hurry,” he said. “But where is there to go?”




  “Exactly what I was telling him,” I said. “From here, the only beguiling road is the one leading back to court.”




  “Ah, now, you speak like you weren’t born in the country.”




  “Those who are born in it are the ones most anxious to get away.”




  “My dear, we must just molder here,” he said. “Molder away together.” He began to kiss my neck.




  Ah, but being almost twenty years younger, he could leave this country exile after I was truly moldering in my tomb. I did not know, could never have guessed, that I would outlive him by more

  than thirty years. Of course, his life span was not a natural one.




  I returned his kisses, and soon we were up in the bedchamber, taking our pleasure in the still noontide. Christopher was a vigorous lover; what he lacked in nuanced skill he made up in

  enthusiasm. Youth is a marvelous thing. Not that I was old; I was forty-six, in my prime. Never had I felt more lusty, more desirable, more in command of my charm. How shall I compare my lovers? My

  first husband, Walter Devereux, Earl of Essex, was timid, unimaginative. I was not even twenty, and knew nothing. In fact, I was so ignorant I thought I did not like lovemaking! Only later did I

  discover it was Walter’s lovemaking I did not like. I endured the nothing in the nights and we did have five children. Then Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, appeared and taught me—or

  did I already know but had not been able to practice?—passion. It made me think I loved him. Later, when we were married, he was older and tired. The splendid courtier with his gleaming

  chestnut hair, his sumptuous wardrobe, his straight-backed bearing, was replaced by a middle aged man with a paunch, thinning hair, and a face that stayed red whether he was drinking or not. His

  long list of female conquests meant that his bed skills were finely honed, and they did not desert him. But he was no longer stunning to look upon; he no longer made a startling presence when he

  entered a room. Perhaps to the Queen he still did; perhaps she saw him only with the eyes of desire of her youth. Perhaps they both did: Since they had never consummated their attraction, it

  remained locked in perfect preservation. He did not see her thinning cheeks, her sharpening nose, her unnaturally tinted wigs; she did not see his puffy face, his balding pate, his stiff gait. Ah,

  love!




  Christopher gave a great sigh of satisfaction and lay looking up at the sloping eaves of our chamber. Outside all was still, in the midday hush between work intervals. Soon the farmer would

  return to his fields, the smith to his anvil. But for us, no hasty repast, no mug of ale, just partaking of each other’s bodies.




  Christopher, plain Sir Blount, made me happy. He helped me forget my turbulent past and helped me bear the tedium of exile. He was good to molder with. If one must molder.




  After he had left the chamber to return to his tasks, I lingered upstairs. The day was a fine one, the spring sunlight clear and sharp. I opened my wardrobe chest; a shining green square-necked

  dress called to me. It was March and the leaves were unfurling, the grass springing bright and piercingly emerald. I needed my gold and emerald necklace to go with the dress.




  For an instant I felt an actual pain in my chest—what I imagine a stab to feel like, although I have never been stabbed—as I remembered that Christopher had sold it last year. Year

  by year he had sold off pieces of my jewelry to maintain us. At first he had let me choose which to sacrifice, but that was torture. Now he quietly took one, almost at random; it was less painful

  that way. There was also a lag before I discovered it was gone, so I got to possess it a little longer, in my mind at least. We were in even worse straits than I had told my son just now, because I

  did not want him to feel desperate, but we were. Leicester had left a heap of obligations for us to pay. His devoted Queen was not so devoted as to forgive him his debts to her, and relentlessly

  collected them. Being an earl brought its own expenses to my son, but little income. My jewelry kept us afloat for now. But Robert had to make his fortune with the Queen and save us all.
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