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  The Good Morrow




  I wonder by my troth, what thou, and I




  Did, till we loved? Were we not weaned till then,




  But sucked on country pleasures, childishly?




  Or snorted we in the seven sleepers’ den?




  ’Twas so; but this, all pleasures fancies be.




  If ever any beauty I did see,




  Which I desired, and got, ’twas but a dream of thee.




  

    And now good morrow to our waking souls,


  




  Which watch not one another out of fear;




  For love, all love of other sights controls,




  And makes one little room, an everywhere.




  Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone,




  Let maps to others, worlds on worlds have shown,




  Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one.




  

    My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears,


  




  And true plain hearts do in the faces rest,




  Where can we find two better hemispheres




  Without sharp north, without declining west?




  Whatever dies, was not mixed equally;




  If our two loves be one, or, thou and I




  Love so alike, that none can slacken, none can die.
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  ‘This is your fault, Mistress Elizabeth More!’




  I poked my sister awake in the great bed we shared and she smiled at me, her eyes full of sleep and contentment. ‘For the sake of your stupid marriage we must vacate the house today that

  they may sweeten it.’ I imitated the haughty tones of my grandmother. ‘“I will not have the county’s nobility hold their noses while they relieve themselves in my

  privy.” So thanks to you, Bett, they are to empty the house of offices and strew herbs and fresh rushes on every floor.’




  ‘Has Father forgiven me for wanting the marriage here and not in London where Queen Elizabeth might attend?’ Bett reached out her hand and gently pushed a strand of my busy auburn

  curls back inside my cap. They will never stay there.




  I laughed. ‘Oh, he agreed soon enough when Grandfather offered to charge the wedding to his own expense.’




  My father, though plentifully rich, is apt to be careful with his money.




  Looking across at my sister’s lovely face, which I have woken up to see each morning of my life, I felt a sudden sadness swooping down upon me. She is the one, since our mother’s

  loss when I was but a maid of tender years, whom I have held closest to my heart.




  And yet by temperament we are like distant continents. While I am fire and air, ever ready to argue and dispute when I should be humble, my dearest Bett is earth and water. She is as calm as a

  chapel in the stillness of the day, and her eyes hold that same clear brightness of sunlight on the sea. And she is so kind! While my temper is tried by the smallest trifle – the bread with

  our daily soup being hard, pricking my finger on a needle, my grandmother’s eternal chivvying – Bett is ever sweet and smiling. And when Frances, our youngest sister, although but ten

  years old, drives me to distraction with her tidying and sermonizing, Bett tells me that it is Frances, not I, who is the model for a good Christian wife and I must hold my peace.




  Marriage holds no fears for Bett. She cares nothing that her betrothed, Sir John, is portly and pompous, and that he wants a wife more for her dowry and her docility than her sweetness or her

  spirit. It does not stir Bett to anger, as it does me, that daughters can be bought and bargained over like cows at a market place, and that the first questions before any betrothal are how large

  is the marriage portion and how advantageous is the settlement. These things are natural, according to my lady grandmother. What is not natural is love.




  My grandmother says love cools, leaving nothing but a burned-out pot that others must clean. Perhaps Bett will be happy then with her husband, who cares more for hawking and hunting than for the

  joys of a new bride.




  The house beneath us began to stir. It was Sunday so there would be no morning prayers, since we go to church. The servants were already stowing away the pallets they had slept on in the Great

  Hall and lighting the fire before all must leave for worship. Soon the whole house would be busy. Sometimes, I think, with fifty servants, not to mention we five, and passing guests who must be

  given a bed, there is no nook or cranny in my grandfather’s house where it is possible to be alone.




  Even in bed.




  As I thought of Bett’s marriage I wondered for a moment what it would be like to climb beneath the covers with a man whose eyes were afire not with thoughts of dowries or of marriage

  negotiations but with love and desire, and I felt suddenly stirred. Across the pillow Bett looked at me.




  ‘What a strange smile, Ann. As if you had tasted a ripe peach from our grandfather’s hothouse and the juice was running down your chin.’




  I laughed in shyness at the accuracy of her words. ‘What will I do when you have left me, Bett?’




  ‘You will come often to Camois Court and visit me. It is not so far away. Half a day’s ride, no more, on your sturdy old cob.’




  ‘Half a day! That sounds like half an eternity!’




  I pulled back the curtains of the bed, our private world, and sunlight streamed into the big, cold room. We are fortunate, I know, to have our own chamber. Sometimes, when the house is full,

  five or six must be accommodated here, often sharing a bed with a stranger, the visiting servants abed in the passageways or sleeping on truckles with their master or mistress.




  The old manor house of Loseley, near Guildford in the county of Surrey, was built by my great-grandfather, Sir Christopher More, and my grandfather inherited it. My grandfather might have gone

  on dwelling there, since it was a solid old house, if somewhat lacking in luxuries, but Queen Elizabeth chided him. He needed a fine new house, she said, so that she might come and stay with him on

  one of her summer progresses.




  Queen Elizabeth’s subjects do not need to be told her wishes twice. So my grandfather, Sir William More, built a fine new house using the stone from nearby Waverley Abbey, a Cistercian

  monastery before the Dissolution. Being a careful man he supervised the building himself at cost of £1,640 19s and 7d and still has the account books to prove it. Yet I think my grandfather

  regretted his largesse when the Queen and all her retinue of servants and courtiers, three hundred in all, with more than a hundred cartloads of belongings, even with their own hangings and

  furniture lest ours was not good enough, came to stay three times more. Some gentlemen, I have heard tell, were made bankrupt by the Queen’s visits, with all the food and fine wine her

  followers insisted upon, and the masques that had to be performed, the musicians provided, and all at the host’s own expense. And each time she came the Queen insisted my grandfather remove

  us, his family, to another place and lay straw along the roads so that her coach would not jolt her uncomfortably. He must needs take with him, she commanded, any female servant, since she liked

  not the whiny voices of women. Even when my grandfather pleaded illness the Queen ignored him and moved in anyway, telling him that Loseley must be left cleaner than the last time.




  The house, long and wide, with many great chimneys, is faced with twenty-two loads of stone that have been quarried in nearby Guildford then cut in half, and has pillars built of rock from

  Hascome Hill. It has three storeys, the lowest of which houses the Great Hall, withdrawing chamber and my grandfather’s library, as well as kitchens, pantries and scullery. Above are the

  bedchambers, looking out over rolling pasture, and on the highest floor are quarters for the servants and less important guests. It is a plain house compared to some newer, showier mansions, more

  glass than wall, built by rich new men who have prospered under the Queen, but my grandfather says it has a quiet and distinguished air as befits a gentleman’s abode.




  As my grandmother reminds us often, we are privileged to live in a house with fine furniture, warm wainscoting on the walls, which has been carved by master carvers, and rich tapestries to keep

  the wind from whistling through any cracks in the stonework.




  Loseley has a great green parkland all round it, with deer nibbling at the grass – when they are not the quarry of my brother Robert’s hunting – and a kitchen garden behind

  leading back to a moat and stewpond, where fish are kept for the table. There is even said to be a secret passage to the cellars which we all hunted for as children, yet never found.




  Bett and I dressed hurriedly, helping each other to lace up our stomachers and to tie our sleeves to our gowns, glad they were made of the fine wool of England. Prudence, our tire-woman, had

  laid out bread and small beer that we might break our fast. After a last check in the glass above the press I went and looked for my grandmother.




  I have always lived in this house, yet my father, George More, lives not here with us which some consider strange. The truth is, he cannot get on with his father, our grandfather, for he wishes

  to have his own way in the running of the place, yet my grandfather feels himself to be still master here. ‘The trouble with the Mores,’ my father once said sharply under his breath,

  ‘is that they live too damned long.’




  When our mother died he married swiftly again, and with his new wife’s money built another mansion nearby at Baynard’s. He took our brother Robert, his heir, to live with him but

  left us five girls here at Loseley with our grandparents, Sir William and the lady Margaret.




  I love my grandparents staunchly, but I was sore hurt by this election. I knew it was much to do with my father’s new wife, Constance, a shrewish woman who wanted children of her own to

  replace us in our father’s affections. ‘For who would want a great brood of daughters cluttering up the hall?’ we heard her ask her guests on more than one occasion. To which my

  eldest sister Mary, who is elemented with fire even more than I, remarked, ‘And who would want a stepmother who is as soft and appealing as the sow of a boar?’




  I must confess to kneeling by my bed and imploring God who is our Saviour to send my stepmother only female children, and to my great, though possibly impious, satisfaction he has sent her none

  at all. So my brother Robert remains sole heir.




  Perhaps to assuage his guilt at our abandonment, and to Constance’s great anger and resentment, our father set aside the profits of several rents and leases to be used by my grandfather

  solely for the advancement and education of myself and my four sisters. Since my grandfather is a learned man, equally at home with the works of Seneca or Aristotle, he has tried to pass his

  learning on to us, feeble women though we are.




  I cannot help but smile at our differing responses. My sister Mary, the eldest of us, was an apt pupil, quickly learning to speak in French and Italian, though fonder of reading the love poems

  of the troubadours than the history of the Roman Empire. My sister Margaret simply sighed and stated there was no rhyme or reason why a woman should wish to know any tongue but her own, and that

  she would rather learn the skills of my grandmother in the herb garden or the cook in the kitchen. My beloved Bett tried to listen, but her mind was ever wandering to the sunshine outside, or the

  sound of the birds singing. My sister Frances was too young for schooling, and so happily sewed her samplers, choosing the worthiest mottoes she could find.




  That left myself. And I was different from the rest. I felt for all the world like a plant that had been withering away and was given a sudden dose of water and sunshine, so that I bloomed and

  bloomed. Indeed, I worked so hard at my lessons that my grandmother had to stop me, telling me I would lose my eyesight, or acquire a brain fever. Normally a dutiful wife, my grandmother castigated

  her husband for creating a strange freakish thing – a woman too educated for her own good. ‘For what man,’ she asked him angrily, ‘will want a wife who can quote

  philosophers yet her servants run idle and her meats burn in the fire?’




  My grandfather listened, for my grandmother, when roused, is a fearsome lady. Indeed, I once heard a groom of the Great Chamber say her face was like to a statue carved from granite and that the

  sternness of her lips made him think of the general of an army. And yet, beneath all, there is a kindness she seeks hard to conceal. After that I was forbidden to study after the hour of three in

  the afternoon.




  I walked down to the Great Hall, a fine large room with windows running from floor to ceiling looking out over the park. The windows are adorned in stained glass with the More coat of arms so

  that when the afternoon sun shines through them, a light like rubies and emeralds plays on the wood of the floor. My favourite piece of glass, no more than four or five inches long, shows a lord

  and lady sitting at the table in their great hall, eating. It is like a tiny world in miniature of our own. It must have made the artisan who fashioned it laugh to think there would be two tables

  and two sets of lords and ladies eating in this room, the Mores, and these tiny creations caught in glass.




  On all the wainscoted walls fine family portraits look down upon us. The floor in this room is wooden, strewn with fresh rushes thrice a week. A busy fire roars next to a likeness of King

  Edward, the boy King, and a vast candleholder, already blazing with light at this early hour, hangs from the dark beams, lighting up a fine plaster ceiling. By the great front door we could hear a

  loud commotion announcing that my father has arrived and is already in hot debate with my grandfather. It made me remember what a good scheme it had been that they lived not together in the same

  house.




  ‘Greetings, Father,’ I saluted him. Even when he is riding out in Surrey, twenty-five miles from the Court or Parliament, my father likes to dress according to his rank. His doublet

  is of black velvet, adorned with wide runnels of gold thread, his hose are elaborately worked in a similar pattern, and these are topped with a wide black hat which, like most gentlemen, he keeps

  on even during meals. He would argue that he has a position to keep up, as a member of Parliament and a busy local official.




  ‘Ann. Good morrow.’ Piercing grey eyes shone out from a long but fine-featured face with a wisp of moustache and a pale, gingery beard. It was my father’s habit to decry men

  with full beards, yet I know secretly he envied the dashing square-cut beard of the Earl of Essex, still the idol of the age to most, though his standing with the Queen seems to change like a

  weathercock depending on news of the campaigning abroad. ‘Are your sisters yet arrived?’




  ‘No, Father. I had thought the sound of your horse might be their approach.’




  ‘Your sister Mary is no doubt in two minds which of her jewels to dazzle us with,’ my father answered rudely, ‘when I know that husband of hers has not two angels to rub

  together. That young man has been a severe disappointment to me. He may have expectations, but expectations can be empty as a rattling gourd unless they lead to wealth and power. Any jewels she

  wears will have been borrowed against three times over.’ I felt a moment’s sorrow for Mary, who thought she would indeed impress us rustics with her displays of finery, not knowing my

  father would have unmasked her so completely.




  Mary’s husband, Nicholas Throckmorton, comes from a good family but had the misfortune to be a younger son. He does, though, have connections, his sister Bess being married to Sir Walter

  Ralegh. And connections, in these days when advancement rests on the good word of one in power for another, were hard currency. It was his connections that had persuaded my father to agree to

  Mary’s marriage. But as yet, to my father’s violent choler, no advantage to our family had been forthcoming. In fact, Nicholas had made the severe error of asking my father to lend him

  money.




  The most noticeable thing about my father is his height. Or rather, lack of it. When my grandfather and father stand side by side it is hard to see that they are father and son. My father is so

  small of stature that he can never stand pallbearer at funerals lest the coffin slip untimely into the grave. Yet he is forever ready to fire up if he thinks himself the victim of a slight, while

  my grandfather, who is taller and thickset, with eyes that are kind yet sharp, and a long white beard, forked at the tip as is the fashion, seems to possess all the calmness of God the Father, if

  that be not blasphemous, and much of his patience. Which is needed often when dealing with my father. My grandfather was not always so calm. In his youth, I have heard, he was a fierce scourge of

  the Papists and many rightly feared him.




  Now they fell to discussing whether to add swags of herbs and red berries to the carved ceiling of the Great Hall for Bett’s marriage feast.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ insisted my father, ‘you need some colour to cheer up the gloom of this great old-fashioned cavern. If we were at my home we could feast in the gallery. I cannot

  believe, Father,’ he shook his head in amazement, ‘how you can do without a gallery and that you dine still in this hall, with all the servants, and have no privacy for discourse or

  witty conversation. At Baynard’s we have given up dining in the hall for a comfortable dining chamber and have the upstairs gallery where we can walk and talk while the sun streams in and

  warms us all year round.’




  I could see my grandfather wrestled with telling him to go back to his treasured Baynard’s and be done with it. ‘I do not need to eat privately from my servants,’ Grandfather

  informed him. ‘My servants are part of my family and will always be so. Next you will be advocating the groom of my bedchamber no longer sleeps outside my door or that, for the sake of

  privacy, I lead not the household in prayers thrice a day. I am the head of the house and such traditions are important to me, as they ought to be to you.’




  My father, with his usual tact, ignored him. ‘Comfort’s the thing nowadays, Father. We don’t have to live like beasts of the field or poor peasant farmers. Take those great

  hard beds of yours. You should replace them all with feather mattresses.’




  ‘Forget your feather beds,’ Grandfather replied, containing his anger with difficulty. ‘In my father’s day they slept on straw pallets with covers of dogswain or

  hopharlots, and a good round log under their head instead of a pillow. A pillow was only for women in childbed. If he had acquired a mattress after seven years of marriage a man thought himself

  well set up. Not like your bed, eh, George?’ This was a subject of some delicacy since my father had spent a deal of Constance’s money on the bedchamber. Grandfather smiled slyly to

  himself. ‘I hear yours is topped with a gilded coronet and seven plumes of egrets’ feathers like the Queen’s. A good thing the sumptuary laws regulate clothing and not the

  lavishness of the bedchamber, eh?’




  All around us in the Great Hall servants scurried, weighed down with armloads of cloths, silver chargers and pewter trenchers, candlesticks and silver plate, and a vast Turkey carpet to lay upon

  the great table at one end of the room for the wedding feast.




  ‘You will never fit all the guests in here,’ announced my father with a hint of satisfaction.




  ‘Why, Father,’ I almost asked, ‘perhaps we should be holding the wedding feast at Baynard’s instead?’ But I held my peace. My father expects respect from his

  daughters and it is not worth risking my sister’s happiness by challenging him.




  ‘Which is why we have five tents being erected outside in the park,’ answered my grandfather shortly. ‘Each decorated with painted hangings from Italy like Great Harry used in

  his tents on the battlefield. The musicians will play in one and the masque is to be performed in another.’




  A sudden wailing from outside the scullery made us all turn to see what was amiss. As well as the sweetening of the floors and privies, today is the day my grandmother has appointed as washday

  for the great tablecloths needed for the wedding feast, and for the small towel each guest will place over their shoulder or arm to wipe their hands during the meal.




  Miriam, one of the washer maids, was standing next to the great buck tubs, made of half-barrels, cradling her face and crying because my grandmother has just boxed her ears. ‘The stupid

  girl has forgotten to empty the piss-pot into the ley,’ accused my grandmother, pointing to the tubs where the cloths had been carefully folded with sticks supporting each layer so that water

  may filter through. ‘How does she expect us to shift these stains without the aid of urine? Silly girl! Do you think we keep the piss for our own pleasure, to sniff at it like some

  posy?’




  Miriam cowered in the corner. ‘Go and find fresh piss from one of the bedchambers and bring it to me direct. I will supervise the next wash since you have not the wits to do it. One more

  mistake and I will send you home to your farm where you can break your back picking turnips and lay your stupid head down in the midden instead of on a clean straw pallet in a gentleman’s

  house!’




  My father, bored by household drama, spied my sister Bett, who had just come downstairs to assist us.




  ‘Ah, here is Elizabeth, our comely bride.’ He turned to me. ‘A shame that you did not inherit your mother’s beauty, Ann, as Elizabeth has.’




  Even after all these years my father’s cruelty wounds like the sting of a wasp. I know I am not as lovely as my sister, but do not the soul and the mind have beauty too?




  My sister, all happiness, noticed none of the acrimony and kissed my father prettily. ‘Thank you for the fur, Father. I shall be as grand as any rich Court lady.’




  My father bristled. ‘The Mores are as honourable as any at Court, Elizabeth. And more gentle than many favourites who have come lately.’




  This I knew to be only partly true. The More fortunes had risen with my great-grandfather. He too was a new man, not noble, but elevated in the service of the crown, yet we were high enough now

  and would go higher if my father had his way.




  My grandmother emerged from the scullery wiping her hands. ‘George. The very person I was hoping to see. Will you be going to London between now and the marriage day? I am out of all

  humour with the clerk of the kitchen who has forgotten to order sugar for the Hippocras wine. How can we have a wedding toast without that? And no more currants, either, to sweeten our

  meats.’




  My father shrugged, wanting to hold on to the subject of the honour of the Mores as a dog does a bone. ‘I have no plans to visit the city until next week when I sit on three committees,

  but I have a man in Cheapside who will send you sugar and currants if you pay for a messenger.’




  ‘Thank you, my son,’ my grandmother nodded. ‘I will certainly apply to him. Robert, the clerk, believes our last supply was eaten by rats, though it may be he covers up his own

  bad ordering. Now he has strung all our sweet fruit for the marriage feast in a basket four feet from the ground.’




  As if in endorsement of the clerk’s claim we heard a loud shout coming from the kitchen and saw a rat scurry past us, pursued by a crowd of shouting grooms and ushers, all milling

  helplessly about like virgins at the sight of an invading army.




  Impatiently I grabbed the wooden bucking spade used to turn the clothing in the wash barrels and laid about the rat with it. I know not who was more surprised, the rat or I. Until I caught him

  square on, as a mallet catches a croquet ball at Hampton Court, and he spun up into the air then landed with a thud, dead, at our feet.




  ‘Ann, Ann,’ protested my father, ‘truly I despair of you. When will you ever learn to behave like a gentlewoman?’




  ‘Am I supposed to climb upon a stool when I see a rat and shout until I am rescued like a maiden saved from the dragon by some brave St George? Is that the act of a gentlewoman? Then you

  are right, Father, I am no gentlewoman.’




  At the far end of the path to Loseley we heard the ring of horseshoes on the road and round the far bend my sister Mary, slender as a willow reed in smart riding habit and feathered hat, rode

  into view on a chestnut mare. Behind her, stouter even than when I saw her last, was my sister Margaret, the happiest girl I ever knew. Margaret was happy with all things: her husband Thomas

  Grymes, her home in Peckham, her new tapestries, her baby son, even her dogs were the best dogs ever owned.




  ‘Bett! Ann!’ called Mary as she jumped gracefully out of the saddle. ‘Bett, you are as lovely as ever and hardly old enough to be a bride!’ She held my sister at

  arm’s length. ‘To think, from now on you will look like Margaret, a happy barrel, carrying a baby every year until you are forty!’




  ‘My sister is envious,’ Margaret announced calmly, even though she needed two grooms of the horse to lift her down. ‘Since I am content with my babe and my Thomas while her

  husband gambles, goes ever to cocking, or the playhouse and the bowling alley, and rarely spends time enough at home with her even to change his hose.’




  ‘Aye. But then your Thomas is as dull as an attorney’s clerk.’




  ‘Hush, Mary, you ever had a forward tongue.’ My grandmother nodded her head towards the group of servants who had appeared from nowhere at the approach of horses’ hooves to

  welcome my sisters back to their family home.




  ‘Besides,’ I could not resist adding in a voice too low for Grandmother to catch, ‘you manage not to be always with child yourself, Mary.’




  ‘Tis a great skill,’ Mary winked. ‘I have two babes and intend to give my husband his heir and one to spare so I need not forever be a brood mare for the

  Throckmortons.’




  ‘A dangerous practice.’ My grandmother’s ears were sharper than we had thought. ‘My kitchen cat has more sense than that. She knows disease can wipe out her young so she

  has many litters.’




  ‘Worry not, my lady grandmother,’ Mary replied. ‘I intend more kittens later. At the moment I am having a rest. From breeding. And from husbands.’




  ‘Then keep your eye on the tom cat,’ my grandmother said as she shook out the cleaning clout. ‘He may seek his cream elsewhere.’




  The remaining days before Bett’s marriage passed in the busy bustle of servants, the shouts of my grandmother ordering furniture to be moved from one room to another, the arrival of what

  seemed like storerooms’ worth of provisions, and the cook filling every larder and scullery with pies, sweetmeats and marchpanes for my sister’s celebration. The tablecloths, with the

  piss now added, lay drying on bushes in the park, pewter chargers were scrubbed with sharp river sand or horsetails picked from the garden. Plate was polished, and trenchers were carved out of

  four-day-old rye bread for the meats to be served to my sister’s guests.




  Even though it was summer the weather was so cold that there was a fire in the Great Hall night and day, and the servants who slept there on pallets were glad of its glow. I was glad, too, of

  Bett’s warm body close to mine, lying next to each other in the big curtained bed. Unlike I, who was always restless and eager for the morn to arrive, she slept like an angel, often with a

  smile on her face. Softly, I touched her cheek. Did she, as my father said, share the features of our lost mother?




  If our mother still lived how different things would be. My father, without a shrewish wife at his side, would have been softer, our mother a balm to his bitterness and bile. And we five girls

  would have had a mother’s love and a mother’s lore to help us through life. My grandmother, I knew, had done her best to mother us, but she was so brisk, so caught up with the daily

  necessities of life, that she had scant time for mothering, and it was not in her nature to pet and indulge. At least Bett, Margaret, Mary and I had known our mother a little. Poor Frances, our

  youngest sister, who lived while our mother lost her life in childbed, had not known her at all. Hard though it might be, I resolved to be gentler with Frances. And today, the occasion of her

  wedding, I would help Bett to think only of happy things.




  As the first light of dawn filtered through the windows on the great day I slipped from the bed. It was a sunny morning but the rays did not warm us since our room faced north, always accounted

  the healthiest direction, the belief being that none of the diseases from the Continent could blow therefore into the bedchamber. My feet froze with nothing but rushes to warm the cold wooden

  floor.




  Hearing me move around, Bett opened her eyes. Usually she could sleep all morning in her nest of covers, almost until the midday meat was on the table, unless my grandmother came to scold her

  for her idleness.




  ‘Only a few more hours,’ I said softly to her. ‘And you will be my lady Mills.’




  ‘And no longer a maid.’




  ‘Are you frightened of that?’ Myself, I thought it sounded a great adventure. ‘Mary says it can be a duty or a pleasure, depending on the skill of your husband.’




  I pictured heavy Sir John, with his thoughts of hunting the hart and filling his trencher. It did not bode well.




  ‘And Margaret says I must view it like putting grease on the wheel of a farmyard cart. All moves better when it is done.’




  We both laughed at our sister Margaret’s prosaic turn of mind. ‘Practical Meg. How poetical! She must have been studying the lyrical verses of Sir Philip Sidney!’




  Now that the day had finally come I almost cried. Instead I bit back my salt tears and helped Bett into her bridal attire. Since children we had helped each other with the elaborate rituals of a

  gentlewoman’s wardrobe. Clean linen shift first, and for today silken stockings worked in silver stitching, then into the hooped farthingale petticoat, afterwards lacing up her velvet

  stomacher, stitched with tiny seed pearls, before tying on the skirts of her red taffeta gown, its sleeves adorned with my father’s gift of fur. Next came the dainty slippers with their

  elaborate shoe roses in white and red. Lastly I took down the starched ruff, as delicate as a spider’s web, from the curtain where last night I had pinned it, that it might keep its stiffness

  and not be crushed. I attached it tenderly, smiling at Bett’s small white breasts, like two white half-moons, spilling from her dress. After today, as a married woman, they would be covered

  from the gaze of other men.




  With Prudence’s help I combed her hair and left it hanging loose and shining like a pale river of silk, as only a virgin is entitled to wear it.




  She looked lovelier than I had ever seen her.




  I, too, had tried to look my best, in a kirtle and gown of yellow silk that I fancied brought out the burnished colours of my hair and eyes.




  Bett turned to me. ‘I wish our mother were here this day,’ she sighed.




  I held my sister so close I could feel her heart beating close to mine. ‘She will be, Bett. If we believe in the immortality of souls, then hers will be here with us this day.’




  We descended the great staircase. My father stood waiting at the foot.




  ‘Bett, you are truly beautiful.’ I saw no sign of his wife, Constance, and hoped he had left her at home with the other sows from his piggery.




  ‘Thank you, Father.’




  To my surprise he turned to me. ‘I know you are no beauty, Ann, but you have the Poynings’ eyes. Warm and nut brown like the shiny seed of the chestnut that boys so love to play

  with.’




  It was mixed enough as flattery goes, yet it brought a lump to my throat for compliments from my father were as thin upon the ground as rose petals in winter. I stored this one up as a squirrel

  does his autumn store. ‘Thank you, Father, I am happy you think so.’




  And so we processed down to the church, my sisters Margaret and Mary, my brother Robert, and silly Frances, my father and Constance, who had now appeared decked out in as much finery as if it

  were she who was the bride in Bett’s place, as well as my grandparents and the noisily sniffing Prudence. My cousin Francis had just arrived from London, but without his mother, my aunt

  Elizabeth.




  Sir John, the groom, looking for all the world like a fat sausage encased in black velvet, stood waiting for his bride at the church door. There, according to the old traditions, he and Bett

  exchanged vows and rings where all could see, to a great cheer from the guests within and from my grandfather’s servants who had gathered in the churchyard as thick as the faithful on

  Christmas morning.




  After this as many as could fit inside went to see them blessed and shared the toast of Hippocras wine, sweetened by the good offices of the merchant my father had recommended in Cheapside, who

  had sent the sugar down on horseback with his wishes for their happiness together with a large bill.




  Once they had exchanged their vows and were blessed Bett took it on herself to say a prayer, which she read out in a clear and sweet voice. ‘Give me the Grace, Lord, to acknowledge my

  husband to be my head, to reverence him, obey him, to please him and be ruled by him in all things. Amen.’




  I caught Mary’s eye and saw that she was shaking her head. ‘Forgive her, Father,’ she whispered softly, ‘she knows not yet that husbands need no encouraging.’




  After the vows the Hippocras wine was passed round all the pews before my grandfather led his guests away from the church to the Great Hall and tents arranged in the park for feasting and

  jollity.




  There was such a weight of food that you would think an army was expected. Three oxen were turning on giant spits, while six sheep had lain two days in hot ashes. There were peacocks stuffed

  with pheasant and other small birds. There were boiled capons in lemon sauce, baked rabbit with pickled cowcumbers, spinach tart, stewed oysters, all to be washed down with sweet wines, small beer

  and lemon mead especially for the wedding pair and followed up with preserved fruits, macaroons and baked custards.




  The final centrepiece was a vast marzipan confection gilded with gold leaf and bearing birds, beasts, twists of sugar rope and the coats of arms of both the More and Mills families entwined,

  which had taken my grandmother’s pastry cook three days, eight pounds of almonds, a pint of rose water and a restorative gallon of strong ale to complete.




  At every guest’s place there was a favour of perfumed gloves, scented soap, sweet bags for the linen closet, or water distilled from rose petal, dried orange peel, musk, civet, precious

  gums and oil of jessamine.




  My sister Mary had slipped away after the blessing and changed her gown into one that showed off the flashing jewels my father had told us were borrowed three times against, which took away some

  of their lustre.




  Margaret piled her plate with sweetmeats, then surprised us all by dancing a galliard with her husband Thomas, with all the grace of a thistledown on the summer wind.




  It was, I had to admit, a gathering grand and glorious enough to please even my father’s demanding tastes. The women wore silk, brocade or cloth of gold, some encrusted with garnets or

  aquamarines, others with heavily worked silver thread or coloured embroidery. As the dancers whirled by to the sound of harps, lutes and drums, the diamonds and emeralds pinned in their hair

  flashed like sun lighting the stained-glass windows in the hall.




  Mary appeared at my side, slyly pointing to the bridegroom. ‘Have you seen that thing in Sir John’s ear?’ Our portly new relation, apart from his unflattering velvet hose, was

  sporting a vast pearl earring, which threatened almost to tear the lobe away, were it not so firmly bulked by Sir John’s jowly flesh. ‘Poor man, he thinks to copy Nick’s

  brother-in-law, Sir Walter Ralegh, without an ounce of his charm! You could as much put a pearl in a pig’s ear, it would look as fine. The man must weigh more than three great sacks of lime.

  Tonight poor Bett will be crushed like grain under a millstone!’




  ‘Mary!’ I dug her in her ribs, which were well laced in, causing her breasts to stick very much out under their filmy covering. If Mary could have displayed them openly, she would. I

  had heard her moaning – discreetly, thank the Almighty, or we would all be in the Tower – that despite all of her sixty-five years, Queen Elizabeth could still show off her bosoms,

  since she might at least claim to be a virgin, yet no one would want to look at them.




  ‘Ssssh, Mary! Sir John is standing by.’ I saw my sister’s new husband approach us with a gleam in his eye that was not entirely brotherly. ‘God’s blood, I wish I

  did not have to choose between you, but could take you all to my bed.’




  ‘Except that I have a husband already,’ Mary’s wicked eyes sparkled, ‘and my sister Margaret could not be parted from her marchpane cake, and Ann here thinks men are poor

  creatures only interested in their horses and their hounds, do you not, Ann?’




  ‘How proud must you be, Sir John,’ I steered the subject away from such dangerous waters, ‘that this day is finally come.’




  ‘Certain, I am proud,’ he quaffed another tankard of mead, ‘for it is a special day indeed. This very morning out hunting I brought down two white harts on the hunting field.

  You don’t see that every day of the week.’




  I had to stifle my laughter and avoid the merry looks from my sister Mary.




  What an oaf the man is.




  Two of his retinue came lumbering up from one of the other tents. ‘Sir John,’ slurred the first in drunken tones, ‘I’ve just heard an apt saying for you: “A wife, a

  spaniel, a walnut tree; the more you beat them, the better they be.” ’




  They all laughed with great gusto. The next fool decided to embroider the theme. ‘As my father was wont to tell my mother, “Women and horses must be well governed.”’




  ‘Apt indeed,’ I replied, my voice all maidenly sweetness. ‘And our grandmother has a saying also. “The happiest day of a woman’s life is when she becomes a wife

  – and the second happiest is when she is made a widow!”’




  At this the gentlemen staggered off to find more ale and sweeter company.




  ‘Tsk, tsk, Ann,’ Mary chided, taking my arm, ‘you will never find a husband that way.’




  The night was drawing on into the early hours. Torches flickered in their sconces and the candles were burning low. The grooms of the Great Chamber tried to hide their yawns. Even my

  grandfather’s dogs were creeping to the fireside. The musicians, knowing their vail would be the greater if they kept the festivities going as long as possible, struck up another air.




  Everyone knew that the time of the bedding was getting closer. Sir John summoned the cupbearer for a final filling of his tankard with mead. ‘Come, wife,’ he grabbed Bett by her

  wrist, half rough, half playful, ‘time for you and I to climb the stairs together now that we are well and truly wed.’




  At this news there was a great crash on the drums and all in the hall and outlying tents started to follow the blushing Bett and her husband through the Withdrawing Room, up the stairs and along

  the passage thence right up to the door of their bedchamber.




  Mary, Margaret and I then shut the guests and bridegroom out, Frances for once losing her holy looks when told she was too young for such practices, and helped our sister undress. We arrayed her

  in her new nightgown, with its collar of fine cobweb lace, and laid her gently on the bed.




  ‘Ann! Mary!’ she suddenly beseeched us. ‘Don’t leave me here!’




  Mary soothed her, sitting down next to her on the great bed. ‘Don’t fret. With luck he’ll have had too much mead to do his work.’




  ‘Let’s hope she’s had enough herself not to notice,’ added Margaret.




  Mary began to giggle as, behind her, an apparition appeared. It was Sir John, dressed in his nightshirt, led by his two friends, while his family stood at the door cheering him on as if he were

  a nag running in some horse race.




  I bit my lip. Under the fine lawn of his shirt his member stood stiffly to attention.




  ‘Oh dear,’ Margaret whispered, ‘the mead has fired him up instead of damping him down.’




  At that my grandmother arrived, carrying two pewter mugs. ‘Make way for the bridegroom’s caudle! A little wine mixed with milk and cinnamon, sugar and nutmeg to keep your strength

  up!’ She noticed the state of Sir John’s member under its white linen nightshirt and shouted with laughter. ‘Not that by the looks of things you need it! Let us leave the happy

  couple to their sport!’




  I tried to catch Bett’s eye to offer my sympathy that she should be subjected to so undignified a charade. Practices as bawdy as this, after all, had been abandoned by the more elevated of

  the gentry. I could hardly see London lords and ladies subjecting themselves to mummers’ rites. Yet my grandfather liked to respect old ways and country habits and, marvellous to account, my

  sister seemed quite happy with all the antics and even smiled when the stocking was thrown to mark the wedding night.




  At the door of the chamber, beaming like a Cornish pixie, and not much taller either, stood my father.




  ‘Come, everyone. There are more victuals to enjoy downstairs. We need not stay here waiting to inspect the sheets as they did in my grandfather’s day. May God grant their union

  prosper.’ He turned to me as we all began to troop downstairs towards the hall and its great warming fire. ‘You next, Ann, or as you see, your sister Frances will overtake you in the

  marriage stakes.’




  ‘Frances is but ten years old, Father,’ I reminded him.




  ‘All the better. Old enough to be betrothed and young enough not to cavil at my choice.’ He looked at me levelly. ‘Unlike some young women.’




  ‘Yes, Ann,’ murmured Mary archly, ‘you wouldn’t wish to find yourself an old maid, would you?’




  ‘If otherwise I must have such a husband as yours, who buries you in worry and debt, then I would rather stay unwed!’ the Devil prompted me to reply. Yet I resisted as I knew Mary

  fretted about her husband’s extravagant ways. ‘Of course I want a husband. I am not so strange and freakish as to turn entirely from the joys of hearth and home. But can I have no say

  in what manner of man he is? Must he be chosen simply for the advancement of the More family?’




  That night as I knelt, alone, to say my prayers, I tried not to let my mind roam to what was unfolding in Bett’s bridal chamber.




  ‘O Lord, dear Lord and Saviour,’ I whispered into the empty darkness, ‘if I must have a husband let him neither dolt nor debtor be, nor dullard either. For it seems to me,

  Lord, that these are the fates of my dear sisters.’




  

     

  




  Chapter 2
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  The next day dawned warm and glorious and yet the thought of Bett’s departure dulled the golden light of morning more than the blackest of

  clouds. No longer would I wake each day with my beloved sister.




  From this day on I would have to share a bed with Frances, who could not stay still one moment, except when she knelt in prayer for longer than a medieval saint. Even now with the sun hardly up

  she had risen from our bed and stood gazing at a picture I had always hated. It was the painted figure of a woman holding a finger to her lips, denoting modesty and silence, a set of keys at her

  waist to signify household efficiency, standing of all things on a tethered tortoise, which – my grandmother once explained to me – meant that, like the tortoise, she would never roam.

  This was the supposed portrait of an ideal wife.




  ‘I long to be married,’ sighed Frances. ‘To have a husband and a household of my own to look after. Do not you, Ann?’




  I had lain in bed last night thinking of these things also. And had concluded that the husband for me was one who allowed me a soul to feel and a brain to think with. And sometimes I wondered

  where on this earth I might ever find him.




  I admired my sister Mary for her easy acceptance of the married state, even though she is married to a spendthrift. She has such natural ease, a way of handling all things – household,

  husband, dogs, servants, that I could not but envy. All do exactly as she bids them. She even seems to relish the ambition and scheming of the Throckmortons and is dazzled by their nearness to

  Court life.




  And Margaret is simply Margaret, not so very much older than I in years but like a settled goodwife, relishing the rocklike safety her Thomas affords her and the peace of living in Peckham, near

  enough to London but also far enough away, unshakeable in her contentment.




  ‘It would serve you right,’ Frances intoned, her piety slipping to reveal a fissure of malice beneath, ‘if Father found you a husband who demanded obedience and shamefast

  modesty in his lady.’




  ‘And it would serve you right if Father decided he and Constance needed someone to look after them in their ageing years, and that you, the youngest daughter, should forgo the joys

  of marriage and family and be the one to do it.’




  Frances looked so stricken I had to take pity on her. ‘You do not truly think they would do so?’




  ‘No. Father is too ambitious. He wants good marriages for all of us because his own standing requires it. If we marry not at all or – worse – marry badly then in the

  world’s eyes all the family is diminished, or so he says. That is why he is so angry with Mary’s husband. With his connections he should have got far. But Nick prefers his own amusement

  to advancing the family interests.’




  Frances studied me, as if she possessed some valuable piece of information still denied to me, like the cat that had got to the cream first.




  ‘What, Frances? Spit it out or I will pull your cap off and throw it from the window.’




  Frances’ hand went to her head as if to hold her cap in place. ‘I heard Father talking to some old man the other day about his son’s prospects. They mentioned your name

  also.’




  All of a sudden my heart beat fast, and I felt the tinny taste of fear in my mouth.




  ‘Frances! I am sure eavesdropping like some servant at the keyhole is not God’s work. I am surprised at you.’




  Frances looked mutinous. ‘God’s ways are many and various. I thought you would want to know of any marriage negotiations.’




  In spite of myself I asked, ‘And what was this old man’s name?’




  She looked at me with her disconcerting pale blue eyes. ‘I think my father called him Manners.’




  I knew I had to run, to get outside, away from this house which my grandfather had built and which represented, stone by stone, the honour and status of my family.




  ‘Bett is leaving at midday,’ she called to my retreating back. ‘I heard her tell my grandmother so last night. You’d better be back for that.’




  ‘I will.’




  I ran down the back stairs, not towards the open parkland at the front of the house where the revellers from last night might still be sleeping, but towards the moat where the carp swam sleepily

  amongst the tall reeds. I climbed onto the high wall which separated the kitchen garden from the moat and walked dizzily along it. Everywhere around me nature was breaking forth into leaf and bud

  and for some strange reason it made me want to weep. I too was tender and green, waiting for the sun to warm me into womanhood, eager and hopeful. Yet I was blessed – or cursed –

  because though I had passed but fourteen summers, I knew what I did not want.




  And yet all around me told me I had no power, that I had to simply obey and bend my will to my father’s as a dutiful daughter must.




  As if in endorsement of this I hear my sister Frances’ voice, not pious now, but excited and jealous. ‘Ann! Ann!’ she calls. ‘Bett is leaving! And you are to go to

  London! To be trained for the Court! Our lady aunt has invited you to live with her and Father has accepted!’




  I jumped down from the wall. London and the Court felt like a glittering reprieve from marrying someone I knew not. If I was to go to London the marriage negotiations between my father and this

  Master Manners’s father must have come to naught. Perhaps he wanted a dowry bigger than my father was ready to provide. I knew from the haranguing over my sisters’ portions and

  jointures that marriage negotiations could take longer than fitting out a ship to sail to the Indies and were just as risky. They were often long and bitter and broke down in acrimony, even after

  months of discussion. With luck, the same had happened here.




  Breathlessly I returned with Frances to the house, which was crowded with servants, departing guests and their grooms as well as my sister Bett, her new husband and all his family, who were

  preparing to journey to his manor at Camois Court.




  The sadness at losing her overcame my excitement at going to London.




  ‘Bett, beloved Bett,’ I wrapped her in my strongest embrace, ‘I can hardly bear to say goodbye.’




  ‘Dearest Ann. It is not as if I leave for a new-found land. I go to Sussex not America! I will write to you weekly. You have my word on it.’




  ‘Time will pass in a trice,’ interrupts my grandmother. ‘In the wink of an eye Bett will be calling upon you to her childbed, to hold pillows to her head and soothe her brow

  with chamomile.’




  Bett blushed prettily.




  ‘Indeed I am sure she has already made a start!’ My grandmother pinched Bett’s cheek. ‘A fine son to inherit from Sir John.’




  Always sons.




  Six queens had been married to King Henry and only one son born between them, and he had lived but a few years while our Queen Elizabeth, a mere woman, had reigned over us for forty and brought

  both peace and stability. And now it started over again, since she had no male heir and everywhere, though it was treason to do so, her people whispered about who would take the crown when she

  died.




  ‘Farewell, my Ann.’ Bett held me fast. ‘You will soon forget me in the lures of London. I will be but a country mouse of no interest to a fine Court lady such as you will

  be.’




  I watched outside the great front door, the More coat of arms emblazoned in stone above it to announce our family’s stature, until Bett’s coach was out of sight. Then I went to look

  for my grandfather, for it was he, rather than my father, who had studied me closest and most nearly understood my heart.




  I found him in his library, my favourite room. Panelled in finest English oak, whose wooden glory had been so carefully crafted by London carpenters to his detailed design, the library was

  covered on all four sides by shelves, and with small heads of Grandfather’s favourite writers peering out as if to say ‘Read me!’ My grandfather was passing proud of his

  collection since few individuals possessed libraries, and none so splendid and well stocked as his. From my first years he had encouraged me to read whatever I chose.




  Since many books were in Latin or Greek it took me some years of study before I accepted his offer, but once I had acquired some learning in these I would sit in one corner where there was a

  long low window seat and lose myself in stories of the heroic tales of Ulysses or Hector. Now and then I would stop to look out at the unfolding landscape when the mist lay over the valley or some

  lone pheasant had strayed out across the lawn, his silly croaking cry belying the finery of his gold and red feathers.




  Above the mantelpiece the arms and initials of Queen Elizabeth were carved, to commemorate her various visits to Loseley and to remind us of our important place in the scheme of things.




  My grandfather sat in his favourite chair, dozing underneath his portrait painted by one Lucas de Heere, whose work he had admired in Flanders. My sisters shuddered at this image since,

  alongside the depiction of Grandfather, all clad in black as he ever was, it also contained a grinning skull, resembling Grandfather in every feature, staring back fit to terrify the onlooker.




  Yet it was Grandfather who had taken me on his knee, not long after my mother died when I was so young a maid, and smiled at me tenderly. ‘In life, death is always with us, Ann, which is

  why I like this picture. Yet your mother will never leave you. One day you will marry a noble man and have fine children of your own. And you will remember your mother, whom you were named after,

  and she will smile down upon your children from Heaven where she resides with our eternal Father.’




  Ever after, I loved the portrait that scared my sisters so, for it linked me to the love of my grandfather and my lost mother also.




  Although he was busy with his work as sheriff of Surrey and Sussex and subsidy commissioner on behalf of Her Majesty, Grandfather took two naps a day, as regular as the tick of his beloved

  clocks. Sometimes I would be there when he awoke to bring him a tankard of small beer to ease his thirst on awaking.




  I did so today. The smile he gave me was of such sweetness.




  ‘Good afternoon, granddaughter,’ he greeted me. ‘Are you recovered from your galliards and your corantos last night?’




  ‘Grandfather, I am. Have you heard the news?’




  ‘That your sister has left or that you are to go to London?’




  I laughed. Of course he would know. Grandfather knew everything. He had, in his youth, been one of the most trusted advisors of the Crown, seeing so much of the Queen that she, making sport with

  him over the sombre clothes he always wore, dubbed him her ‘black husband’ – much to the stormy looks from my grandmother, though she hid them from Her Majesty.




  ‘That I am to go to London.’




  ‘A little wounding that my granddaughter looks so happy to be leaving us behind in our provincial hovel while she seeks the gilded guise of the courtier.’




  ‘My lord grandfather! You know I have no time for Court doings. But Loseley will be flat without my dearest sister, Bett.’




  ‘And flatter still without you, sweet Ann. But I have a bone to pick with you, young woman. I find neither my Ovid nor my Catullus and unless your sisters have hired a Latin master or your

  grandmother has taken to reading the classics instead of receipt books on the pickling of cowcumbers, then the culprit must be you.’




  ‘I am sorry. I will return them to your shelves at once.’




  ‘Thank you, Ann.’ And then as an afterthought: ‘Tell not your father of your reading habits though. There are passages in Ovid that a young girl’s eyes should not be

  exposed to.’




  I knew he talked of the Ars Amatoria which indeed had brought a flush to my cheek when I delved discreetly into it, yet I pretended I knew not what he referred to.




  ‘If he thought you had read such passages of Ovid your father would choke on his plate of meats.’




  ‘But the Queen reads Ovid, Grandfather, and has done since she was my own age. My cousin Francis told me so. His father was her Latin Secretary so he must be right.’




  ‘The Queen can do what she likes. The same is not true of all her subjects. I hope I have done the right thing to encourage you to read as widely as I have.’




  ‘Of course you have, Grandfather. How can learning and knowledge ever be a bad thing?’




  ‘In men, yes. But women? Learning is dangerous in women; many say it makes them cunning, like foxes.’




  I kissed my grandfather’s brow. ‘Then I will be cunning as a fox and hide my learning from all but you.’




  ‘I fear it will curb your taste for ordinary life.’




  ‘And frighten off husbands?’




  ‘God ordained women to be wives and mothers. It is an important estate.’




  ‘I know, Grandfather. Yet perhaps it might frighten off the wrong kind of husband.’




  ‘Your grandmother and I will miss you.’




  I took his hand, all seamed with veins, and kissed it.




  ‘After all, who will be Ratcatcher in Chief when you are gone?’




  The thought of Frances’ revelation about my suitor came into my mind, the one shadow on my newly sunny horizon. ‘Grandfather . . .’ The hesitation in my voice made him look

  up.




  ‘Yes, Ann?’




  ‘Do you know of a gentleman called Manners?’




  The expression in his eyes, like that of a weasel with someone’s pet mouse in its jaws, told me all.




  ‘Ann, my Ann,’ he replied gently, the paper thinness of his skin suddenly reminding me of the skull in the portrait. ‘You have to wed some time. There is no other calling for a

  woman.’




  I walked out into the grounds to imprint them on my memory. I loved this house, its peace and stark grey beauty. But I knew also that life was not as easy for others as it had been for us. I had

  seen the hordes of wandering beggars, driven off their land by enclosures for sheep, and how they ended up being shuffled from parish to parish, or chased away with sticks, since no one wanted to

  pay for their upkeep. Some of them ended up in the manor courts my grandfather presided over. I had witnessed the bad harvests also, four of them in cruel succession, that had blighted the life of

  the villagers, making them thin and pale and anxious, only kept from starving by the pigs they each kept in their small cottages.




  Indeed there was so little corn that the Privy Council had instructed my grandfather as sheriff to impose a ban on the unneedful use of it in the brewing of strong beer and to order the closure

  of the many ale and tippling houses – an unpopular measure if ever there were one.




  I knew that life in England was divided and nowhere so much as at the Court, where I would be visiting. And yet I could not suppress a thrill of excitement. London seemed not so much twenty-five

  miles away, as the other side of the world.




  Life for me was about to change and I was glad of it because, truth to tell, now that Bett had become a married woman I knew even less what I wished or how I might achieve it.




  I took one last look at the green valleys, the blackthorn hedges a froth of white as if for nature’s own wedding party, and sighed. Loseley was my childhood. The gilded glamour of London

  was both frightening and alluring in equal measure, and while I felt a shiver of excitement at the thought, it also filled me with fear, and the temptation, strange and contradictory though it

  might be, to stay here and remain a child forever.




  Back in the house I called Prudence to help me with my packing. I had a fine new gown of leaf-green taffeta to wear in the city and a new kirtle the colour of burnished brass, both paid for by

  my grandmother. ‘Saved up by the offices of my good hens,’ she confided, and it was clear to me that this gave her extra delight.




  In both manor house and hovel, money from egg laying belonged by tradition to the woman of the house.




  ‘Give thanks to my Buff Sussex bantams, the ones your grandfather said looked like drunken slatterns who would never lay an egg to save their lives.’ My grandmother’s stony

  face, which one of the dairymaids had whispered could turn the butter rancid, softened into a proud smile. ‘They have just started to lay again after their winter resting.’ She chucked

  my cheek. ‘My silly hens would be glad to have helped make you pretty. They knew there was no hope for me,’ she shrugged, laughing at the same time, ‘even if they laid for a

  lifetime.’




  I held her to me at that, moved to my heart at her kindness. ‘Thank you, Grandmother. Not for this alone, but all you have done for me.’




  I took one last look at the bedchamber I had shared with Bett since I was in short coats. I knew we two had been blessed. It is the custom for children, no matter how gently born, to be sent

  from an early age to be brought up in other people’s houses, so that they might learn the ways of their betters, and to further the advancement of their families. I was fortunate mine had

  waited so long to be paid back for their much-delayed investment in me.




  I looked at the familiar bed with its green and blue hangings, the tapestry behind it of Ruth, standing exiled in her field of corn, and wondered if London would feel like the distant land Ruth

  had been sent to or a world of wonderful opportunity. I emptied the presses where I had kept my gowns and the coffers where my few jewels were stowed. The room had seemed mournful without Bett. Now

  Frances would sleep in it alone, giving it up to grander guests when any came to stay here.




  ‘See, Ann,’ Frances’ voice behind me made me turn, ‘I have made a parting gift for you to take to London.’




  It was a package, all wrapped in silk with a ribbon I had seen in Frances’ hair.




  I opened it to reveal a sampler, sewn with perfect delicate stitching, as neat and clear as if it had been illuminated by a monk in some long-gone abbey. I turned it over. The sign of good

  stitching is at the back. Mine looked always like a nest of vipers. Frances’ stitching was as perfect behind as in front.




  ‘Do you like the text?’ she asked me eagerly. ‘I found it in Grandmother’s book on needlework.’




  I looked down at the sampler in my hand and read aloud:




  

    

      ‘Virtue is the chiefest Beauty of the Mind




      The noblest Ornament of Womankind;




      Virtue’s our Safeguard, our guiding Star




      That stirs up Reason when our Senses err.’


    


  




  I felt moved that she had taken so much trouble for me, and yet strangely shaken at the message she had chosen. It seemed to foretell of an adult world where virtue and the senses were forever

  pitched against each other in battle. A world I had not yet encountered. All of a sudden a frightening sensation flooded through my very soul. Was this a lesson I would one day need to learn?




  ‘Thank you, Frances. I will read your homily if ever my senses try to lead me astray.’




  ‘I am glad of it,’ replied my pious little sister. ‘I have heard that the Court is a very ungodly place.’




  ‘Then I will have to be doubly virtuous.’




  And then my saintly sister took me by surprise.




  ‘I will miss you, Ann.’




  I took her hand. Her face was so serious, her great dark eyes like those of a dog that watches, waiting for its master’s return. It would be lonely here for the last child, but then

  Frances was hardly a child at all, despite her tender years.




  ‘I know that great bed will seem empty at first. Bett and I were often glad of each other’s company on winter nights. Yet it is also a magical place, your own world, a castle, or a

  great ship, to take you off to wondrous places of your own imagining.’




  ‘I shall try to remember that on the darkest nights. Yet I am not one to yearn for ships and castles. I am happiest at home by the fireside. You are the fearless one, Ann. You can kill a

  rat or brave Father’s anger, and Grandmother’s sternness, as if they had no power over you as they do over the rest of us.’




  ‘More fool me, perhaps, for they do have power over me. I have no house or money of my own. But I do have strength of will.’ I held her to me for a moment. ‘Though I am not

  sure it is always such a blessing. Come, help me take down my basket and we will ask the usher of the bedchamber to carry down the trunks.’




  My grandfather and grandmother, together with Prudence, all the gentlemen servants and grooms, had gathered in the Great Hall to bid me farewell. My father had already arrived on horseback to

  accompany me to his sister’s house in London.




  ‘Goodbye, Ann.’ My grandmother kissed me on my cheek. ‘Some words of advice. Be chaste, silent and obedient.’




  My grandfather was waiting behind her. ‘Be the first at least,’ he said to me softly. ‘Asking you to be silent and obedient would be like asking the stars not to shine in the

  sky.’




  ‘Goodbye, Grandfather.’ I felt a sudden wrench of pain and fear along with my excitement. All my short life my grandparents had been my rock, now I would have to sail into the

  treacherous ocean of womanhood alone.




  

     

  




  Chapter 3
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  I felt mortified that I had never visited London before.




  My father went often, as a member of Parliament and to carry out his other official duties, and my aunt, Lady Elizabeth Wolley, the mother of my cousin Francis, lived in the capital for much of

  her time when she was not accompanying the Queen on one of her summer progresses. My aunt was a Lady of the Privy Chamber to Queen Elizabeth, second only in importance to the Ladies of the

  Bedchamber, and the Queen called my aunt her ‘sweet apple’.




  We were fortunate that this year the weather had been dry and the road from Loseley to London was passable for my father and me on horseback, together with the carrier in his cart, so we avoided

  being bogged down by water or with mud. Last year there were floods and our neighbour Lady Montague needed six pairs of oxen to pull her coach from the mire each day to get to church. When we

  climbed the Hog’s Back near Guildford some three hours past, half the county was laid out before us, sparkling like a jewelled wedding veil, and our ride was broken only by the song of birds

  and the occasional cursing of the carrier when one of the wheels of his cart lodged itself in the narrow track.




  How different from what we saw once we approached London.




  We rode for a half-hour through Southwark, a wild area just south of London Bridge, inhabited by many foreigners and strangers, with bear pits and theatres, noisy clanging from a hundred

  workshops; courts and alleys thick with the stench of wine, piss and cooking fat. Everywhere there were stray dogs and huge bands of wandering children, many of them dirty and in rags that barely

  covered their decency, with great begging eyes, all clamouring with their hands up, saying, ‘Give us a groat, kind mistress,’ and making gargoyle faces and pretending to throw stones at

  us when we did not. And I was shocked at the sight of the oldest and poorest lying in the street on straw pallets but feet away from the filth of the midden. And everywhere yet more children.




  ‘Are there so many children on the streets as this always?’ I asked the carrier. ‘Have they no homes to go to?’




  The carrier laughed. ‘Children are like vermin, mistress. They come out of the gutters and swarm everywhere. Sometimes I think we have more children in London than rats or

  fleas.’




  As we approached the city the carrier, a native of Cheap-side, dour as a pall-bearer until now, grew more and more cheerful so that by the time we reached London Bridge he was as gossipy as a

  wench at a wassail.




  Near to the bridge, and from nowhere, a smell so overwhelming assailed us that I caught my breath. I, who thought nothing of whitewash mixed with pig’s blood or the odour of animal

  excrement spread over the fields by farmers, indeed who laughed at the town dwellers who covered their noses at it, found myself choking like a child with the whooping cough.




  It was like nothing I had ever encountered. Rotting and rank. Fume laden. It smelled like the overflow of a thousand privies, burning the nostrils and making the eyes water. I thought of my

  precious Loseley with a flower garden and green meadows and wondered how our heaven could smell so different from this hell.




  ‘Aaah,’ said our friend the carrier, breathing in deeply as if he were scenting a batch of new-baked bread, ‘the London stink! Home!’




  And then we were on the bridge. On every side of us the crowds swelled, not just with people but with herds of cows and flocks of sheep, all heading for the single entry to the great city, apart

  from by river, from the south.




  But the stink was not the worst thing.




  From the first gateway of the bridge, twenty skulls grinned down at us, all beheaded or executed for treason.




  I was torn, half fascinated, half repulsed that we, a country that had produced art and song and poetry, could be guilty of such barbarism.




  ‘Only twenty of ’em! Not like the old days under her father,’ grunted our carrier with regret. ‘There used to be hundreds then. Made an example of, for taking arms

  against the Crown, to encourage the other nobles to keep their swords in their scabbards. ’ He shook his head at the eternal folly of his betters. ‘Yet I’ve heard young gentlemen

  pointing up at them skulls and showing off with “That were my uncle,” or “He be my father-in-law,” as if it were something to be proud of that their relations ended up with

  their bowels on a skewer!’ He laughed and spat. ‘They’d better be careful, mind, or they’ll end up there themselves. Since the Pope made the Queen a heretic even the walls

  inform round here.’




  I shuddered and looked away. We were so protected from such things at Loseley. Poor men that died for their beliefs, only to be the object of a cheap boast by their descendants. I remembered

  hearing the story about Thomas More, whose name we share and are distantly related to by marriage, a fact my father and grandfather chose often to forget. I remembered how his daughter did not

  boast but went secretly and took his head down from its pike. She must have been a brave woman. Would I do that for my father?




  I glanced across at him, tiny and stiff-backed on his horse. I knew my father greatly disliked Papists and often spoke enthusiastically against them in the Parliament, yet I believed this was

  because he was a pragmatist rather than a man of principle, acting more out of frustrated annoyance that they could not see what was good for them than from any cruelty or love of doctrine. Yet

  recently he wrote his own personal defence of the protestant faith, A Demonstration of God in His Works, so I had to believe his religion mattered much to him.




  It was a slow time to get the horses and the carrier through the jostling crowd. I tried not to stare like a country wench as we passed right under a house with four gilded turrets in the centre

  of the bridge, adorned with a dome and elaborately carved galleries which hung out many feet over the river. It was wonderful, a proper palace, but in miniature. Yet the idea of sitting in one of

  those galleries with such a sinister view of skulls would never hold an appeal to me. Perhaps Londoners got used to such sights, but I hoped I never did. To accept brutal death as normal in the

  midst of all this teeming life seemed to me a loss of humanity.




  ‘Nonsuch House,’ the carrier informed us, pointing out the miniature castle we were riding beneath, clearly delighting in having found an innocent such as I to ply with copious

  information. ‘Modelled on King Henry’s old palace, they do say.’




  After the little palace we passed between tall houses, six storeys high, on either side of the bridge with haberdashers’ or mercers’ shops on the ground floor. I watched enthralled

  as the goodwives of London pushed past crowds and sheep and cows and ducks that had to walk so far to market that they wore leather shoes on their feet, to reach the shops in search of their

  ribbons and gewgaws.




  ‘Rich merchants,’ confided our friend the carrier. ‘They live above the shop. And there was a tale to tell in that one.’ He leaned towards me as if I hung on his every

  word and pointed to a long narrow house whose balcony stretched dizzyingly out over the water beneath. ‘Used to be lived in by Sir William Hewet, who became Lord Mayor of London, great estate

  of six thousand pounds a year, he had, and a little daughter called Anne, just like you. One day the nurse was playing with her out of the window and dropped the little lass bang smack into the

  water. Everyone thought she’d gone to her Maker. Except this young lad who worked for Sir William, name of Edward Osborne. He jumped right in and rescued her. And do you know what?’




  ‘No,’ I replied, ‘but I believe you are going to tell me.’




  ‘Her father gave him Anne in marriage and an enormous dowry.’




  ‘If it were me,’ I pointed out prosaically, ‘I would have punished the nurse first. I hope little Anne dried off and was old enough to consent.’




  The carrier was disappointed by my lack of wonder.




  ‘And Edward Osborne,’ he added limply, ‘became Lord Mayor after him.’




  ‘This fellow’s stories are better than a play actor’s,’ commented my father, directing his horse out of the channel of filth that ran down the middle of the bridge.




  The carrier looked injured. ‘God’s honest truth, your worship. I travel this way so often I make a habit of taking in my surroundings.’




  We had come to one of three gaps in the line of houses on the bridge and suddenly, sparkling through the river mist, there was the white stone of the Tower of London, with dozens and dozens of

  wherries plying their trade in front of it, like a pond full of water boatmen.




  Even in broad daylight the Tower evoked a sense of dread. I had heard enough whispered tales of the rack and other terrible fates that awaited men inside those white walls. It would have been in

  the Tower that all those men whose skulls were on spikes would have spent their last days. I shuddered at the thought.




  It took us the best part of an hour to get across the bridge which measured but a third of a mile. We continued our passage down Fish Street and Bread Street, passing round the back of St

  Paul’s Cathedral, its spire still missing since it was struck by lightning many years ago. I craned my neck to see Paul’s Cross next to the great church, where the famous sermons were

  preached to crowds of thousands. From there we passed through Ludgate and across the Fleet Bridge into Fleet Street, still so thronged with street sellers calling their wares, sightseers come to

  see the cathedral or worship there, and more gangs of children, that our passage was slow indeed.
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