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CHAPTER 1


Unlocking Secrets


“Gently, now, gently. That’s the way. Let’s take our time. Let there be nothing rough or crude, but only care and delicacy. Let us see with our fingertips. Aah! The word one might use,” said Master Alexander Bone, creased face rapt, eyes closed, “is exquisite.”


His movements were all finesse, his hands as tense and sensitive as a pair of pricked ears. Those same hands were also old and worn, with liver spots and prominent veins. Alexander Bone was old and worn altogether. His dust-coloured woollen gown was mended in several places and deplorably marred by foodstains, and the grey hair which straggled round his ears was in sorry need of trimming. He smelt musty. I didn’t like being so close to him. Not for the first time, I asked myself what I was doing here with the likes of Master Bone. I would so much rather have been somewhere else. With somebody quite different.


There was a faint click from inside the little pewter casket he was holding, and he opened his eyes. Carefully, he drew out the wire device with which he had been picking the lock, and raised the domed lid.


“There!” he said. “There you are, Mistress Blanchard. Sweet as you please. You can lock it again—” he demonstrated—“as if nothing had ever happened.” Master Bone gave me a grin which went further up one side of his face than it did the other. He handed me the wire lock-pick. “Try again. Remember: feel your way and go slow. You can’t see the mechanism with your eyes, so close them. Work through your fingers. They’ll make pictures in your head if you let them. They’ll know when the lock-picks find the spring. Then you push it aside. It should resist first, and then yield to pressure. Press against it, steady and smooth.”


It was February, and cold. Beyond the window, the Thames flowed sullenly under a leaden sky. The little room off Sir William Cecil’s study in Whitehall Palace had thick curtains over the doors to keep out draughts, but although they made the air stuffy they didn’t make it warmer. My waiting woman, Fran Dale, who was sitting in a corner of the room, had mittens on. My fingers were chilled and slow and I paused to rub them before I slipped the wire into the keyhole and made a fresh attempt to coax the lock to turn.


It would be interesting, I thought, to know where on earth the highly respectable and well-bred Sir William Cecil, Secretary of State to Queen Elizabeth, had found Alexander Bone. The man clearly had some education, and was an expert locksmith who, according to Cecil, had a shop in the City of London near London Bridge, yet Bone’s acquaintance with wire lock-picks strongly suggested criminal connections. As I came to know Cecil better, however, I had learned that he had contacts in many unlikely places, acquired over the years as a provident farmer might acquire useful tools—not despising battered third-hand items but repairing and burnishing them for future use.


I couldn’t imagine why a skilled man like Alexander Bone should ever have sunk into the underworld in the first place, but he might well have been offered a financial leg-up back into the realms of virtue, in exchange for teaching Cecil’s growing network of agents and informers how to get at the private correspondence of people suspected of plotting against the Queen.


It was a fact that there were those who wanted to end our peaceful Protestant days and turn back the clock to the time when all must be Catholic, or die most horribly. Some of them believed that Elizabeth was not legitimate and that Mary Stuart, Queen of Scotland and also of France until her husband’s recent death, should be on our throne instead. There was also one who wished to marry Elizabeth, and who was willing to invite a foreign army on to English soil to support him if the people of England rose against a king consort they disliked.


Thinking of that almost made me lose my grip on the wire because it made me so angry. Angry enough, in fact, to forget for a moment that if I had my way, I would be far away from here, in the company of my husband, sharing his home, leaving matters of state and the welfare of the Queen to men like Cecil, whose natural business such things were. Well, I had little choice about that. I had given up hope of hearing from Matthew again. I must perforce continue to make my living in my curious and unwomanly profession.


As it happened, I was the one who had found out what Sir Robin Dudley, the Queen’s Master of Horse, was up to. I hadn’t needed any illegal wire keys, either. While attending royal functions, the Spanish ambassador, Bishop de Quadra, sometimes changed his clothes at court and left his portable document case in the robing room, not realising that it had an unreliable attendant. Unreliable as far as Spanish ambassadors were concerned, that is. The attendant was loyal enough to England, and besides, I had arranged for him to be well paid to let me have a glimpse of that case whenever it was in his care. Usually, its contents were harmless and dull, but there came a day when the bishop was careless enough to leave something more interesting in it: a memorandum, in fact, of Robin Dudley’s quite incredible plan.


Quadra’s seeming carelessness probably meant that he didn’t take the notion seriously, but Cecil and I were sure that Dudley himself did. The very thought of it gave me wild fantasies of seeing Dudley led to the block; even of wielding the axe myself, which was absurd. I, Mistress Ursula Blanchard, aged twenty-six, was no more than middle height, and slender, even though I had borne a child. I probably couldn’t even lift a headsman’s axe, let alone make an accurate swing with it. Private rage was replaced for a moment by private amusement.


Laughter, even when silent, is no more of an aid to efficient lock-picking than indignation. The wire in my hand shook, scratching uselessly at the invisible entrails of the lock, and Master Bone clicked a disapproving tongue. I steadied myself. Concentrating with narrowed eyes, I at last felt the firm resistance I sought and pressed against it. Despite the cold, I was sweating, and the linen ruff at my neck prickled annoyingly. Which way did the invisible assembly inside want to move? As bidden, I tried to picture in my head the mechanism which Master Bone had shown me. Then, softly, satisfyingly, came the click I was waiting for. I relaxed. “I think that’s it.”


“Not bad, Mistress Blanchard, but you got flustered, didn’t you? It’s no good, getting flustered. As I said last week, you need practice. I’ve brought you some boxes, with various kinds of lock. You can keep them to practise on. Here they are.” He picked up a leather sack from the floor and put it on the table. “I advise you to work with them for an hour each day. Keep the lock-picks, too. I brought this set for you.”


I thanked him, and he gazed at me wistfully.


“I’ll come again if I’m wanted,” he said in hopeful tones. “Any time. You tell Sir William. I’m always ready to help. All this must seem very strange to a lady like you.”


“It certainly wasn’t in my education when I was a child,” I agreed, wondering what Aunt Tabitha and Uncle Herbert, who had brought me up, would have said if asked to include this unusual subject in my curriculum. My aunt’s remarks would have been especially interesting. There was no more upright and virtuous woman in the realm than my Aunt Tabitha Faldene.


Bone was being paid by Cecil, but I realised that he was probably hinting. “Dale,” I said. “My purse, please. Have a drink or two on me, Master Bone. Something to keep the cold out.” I gave him a silver crown, which he seized gratefully.


“That’s kind of you. Money never goes as far as it ought. Things were better long ago, when I was a boy. My thanks, Mistress Blanchard. Though drink’s not my demon,” said Bone. He looked round for his cloak, which Dale took from the back of a spare chair and handed to him. He wrapped it round him, over his disreputable gown. “There’s a cockfight planned this afternoon, near where I live. I’m a man who just can’t say no to a wager and that’s the truth. That’s where your crown’ll go, and I’ll hope to double it.”


“I wish you luck,” I said, ignoring the fact that he was still gazing longingly at my purse. If I had any more spare coins, I preferred to spend them on my little daughter.


“I’ll be away to see the feathers fly, then,” said Bone, accepting defeat. “I’m leaving my shop shut for the whole day, to come here and then attend the cockfight, so I hope I do a bit of good.”


And that, I thought, as Master Bone took his leave, no doubt explained why a qualified craftsman had needed to get involved in crime. Gambling debts, for sure. Well, Cecil was making good use of the outcome. If Bone had stayed respectable, his skills with pieces of wire might not have been so polished.


I liked Cecil as a man, but he had his ruthless side. He did indeed collect people to use as tools. In the service of Elizabeth, he would use any tool that came to hand.


And that included me.


 • • • 


When Master Bone had gone, I made haste to return through Whitehall Palace to the small chamber which I shared with Dale five nights a week. On the other two nights I sent her to be with her husband, my manservant Roger Brockley. My quarters were not in the same building as Cecil’s office, and Brockley, my stocky, reliable, dignified Brockley, was waiting in the porch to escort us back. He was well wrapped, with a stout felt hat pulled down over his ears, and a thick cloak drawn round him, but he looked cold. I wasn’t sure of his age, but from what he had told me of his past life, and from the silver hairs mixed with the brown at his temples, he must be in his forties. Today, his high, intelligent forehead, with its sprinkling of pale gold freckles, was a little puckered as if with the discomfort of the weather.


“Brockley, you should have come inside and found a fire to stand beside. There’s one in the servants’ room downstairs.”


“I might have missed you if I left the porch, madam.” Brockley spoke good, almost prim, English in a country accent. “And you should have an escort in this warren of a palace,” he said. “Palace! It’s more like a town!”


This was true enough. Whitehall, Her Majesty was wont to inform us proudly, was the biggest royal palace in the whole of Europe. It was a maze of halls and galleries, staircases and courtyards, lodgings, guardrooms, outbuildings and gardens, with a road going through the middle as though it were indeed a small town instead of a residence. In wet weather, people who hadn’t set foot beyond the palace precincts often arrived drenched for meals or meetings.


To reach my quarters, we had to cross two courtyards, climb two staircases and go down one, and then cross a public thoroughfare, where Brockley stepped in front of me and grabbed Dale’s arm just in time to keep us out of the way as a couple of satin-clad horsemen with feathers in their hats and huge rowelled spurs on their boots, clattered by, riding far too fast.


“A fine sort of house,” said Brockley disparagingly, “where folk can be ridden down inside the gates! By the way, madam, did your—er—lesson today go well? I understand from Fran that you are learning to open locks.”


His voice was carefully bland. I smiled. Brockley did not approve of the means by which I kept myself dressed and jewelled as befitted a Lady of the Queen’s Presence Chamber, provided extras for my small daughter, paid Brockley’s salary and that of his wife, and maintained the two horses which I kept for us.


“The lesson was most successful, thank you, Brockley. I need practice now, that’s all, and the gear for that is in the sack that Dale is carrying.”


Blue-grey eyes as expressionless as his voice, Brockley said, “And what’s it all for, madam? May we know?”


“I wish I knew the answer to that myself,” I said, “but I shan’t find out until I take dinner with Sir William Cecil and his wife tomorrow. Meanwhile, both of you, I am due to attend on the Queen. I must hurry!”


Brockley left us at the foot of my staircase and Dale followed me up to my tiny room. Sprawling Whitehall had enough little cubbyholes, hollowed out of the thickness of old walls or created by partitioning bigger chambers, for many of the Queen’s ladies to have their own rooms, or at least cubicles. I had a patch of floor in what had once been a big anteroom, now divided by faded tapestries which had been retired from the royal apartments. I had just space enough for my bed, Dale’s truckle bed, a clothes press and a toilet stand. I hurried in ahead of Dale and then stopped short in surprise, for awaiting me, seated on my bedside stool, was the plump, beruffed and brocaded figure of the Queen’s principal lady.


“Mistress Ashley!”


“I will not ask where you have been,” said Kat Ashley severely. “I understand from Her Majesty that you undertook an errand for her today and that I need not question you. However, you are supposed to be on duty and it will cause talk if you don’t present yourself promptly. Her Majesty’s errands shouldn’t become subjects of curiosity and gossip.”


“No, quite. Of course not.” I thought with amusement that Kat Ashley would know all about curiosity and gossip. She kept the Queen’s secrets, or anyone else’s if Elizabeth so ordered it, but the fat little paws now hidden in the folds of her plum and silver brocade nevertheless belonged to a woman who loved to dabble her fingers in other people’s business. Her protuberant blue eyes were at this moment avid to know what I had been doing and why. For all her dignity and her exalted position, there was something incurably blowsy about Kat. Not that I disliked her: I had a fair share of curiosity in my own nature. She and I understood each other.


“I didn’t realise I was so tardy,” I said, while Dale put the sack she was carrying quietly out of sight. “I am sorry that you had to come in search of me.”


“Oh, I didn’t come on account of your lateness,” Kat Ashley said, “but while you were—wherever it is you’ve been—somebody came looking for you, from outside. A ship’s boy, sent by a Captain Sutton—a sea captain, apparently.”


“A sea captain? Sutton?” I said in bewilderment.


“Just docked in the Thames, over from Calais, according to the boy who came asking for you at the river gate. The gatekeeper sent for me. The lad had a letter for you,” said Kat Ashley. Her right hand had been hidden in her costly skirts, and now she withdrew it and held out to me a doubled sheet of paper, sealed.


“The reason the gatekeeper didn’t know at once who you were, was that the boy didn’t ask for Mistress Blanchard,” she said. “He asked for Mistress de la Roche, one of the Queen’s ladies. You would do better,” said Kat, “to let your French correspondent, whoever he is . . . ?” She waited to see if I would tell her, but although I knew she had seen how my eyes were shining, I said nothing. “. . . Better tell him,” said Kat disappointedly, “that here, you still go by the name of your first husband. Here you are.”


Kat was among the few people who knew of my second marriage. It was one of the secrets she had been allowed to know because of her position in authority over me, but had been ordered to keep to herself.


Taking the letter, I saw my name, my legal name, Mistress de la Roche, written on it in strong black ink. The writing was masculine and elegant, a little ornate; the seal showed the letter M within a circle. I knew the hand and I knew the seal, from notes sent to me in the past, millenia ago—was it really only last year?—when Matthew de la Roche paid court to me.


“You bade me make haste,” I said. “Please leave me now. I will be with the Queen in a few minutes.”


Kat Ashley sighed, and heaved herself to her feet with a grunt. “Too many stairs for my liking, to get to these rooms. You’re spryer than I am, and just as well. You have ten minutes at most, Mistress Blanchard.”


I sat down at my toilet table. “Do my hair, Dale. Quickly. While you’re doing it, I’ll read this.”


“Oh, ma’am! Is it from your husband? I know you said you’d written to him. And quite right too, in my view. A woman should be with her husband. Even if she doesn’t agree with everything he says or does, she still ought to be with him. I’d be lost without Brockley, now that we’re wed.”


I met her eyes in the mirror, and smiled affectionately. Dale, like Brockley himself, was over forty, and she was not beautiful, any more than he was conventionally handsome, but she had regular features which were pleasant in their own way. If she had a few pockmarks from a childhood attack of smallpox, this was a common misfortune, and Dale’s pocks were not so very obvious. They had somehow grown less noticeable, and her features softer since she and Brockley married. Her correct name now, of course, was Mistress Brockley, but I was used to calling her Dale and she was used to being thus addressed, so we had gone on with it.


Brockley had done well by her, I thought. If not an Adonis, he was still well looking, with the co-ordinated movements and air of strength which can be more impressive than facial planes. He was resourceful, the kind of man whose wife can rely on him. He had been a groom before I took him on, but he had also been a soldier, in the days of King Henry, and had been to war in Scotland and France. He knew the world.


Dale, when I first knew her, had been inclined to complain too much, but she had improved since her marriage, although I had never been easy to work for, and this had certainly not improved.


For one thing, I was often short tempered out of sheer envy, because Dale had the company of her husband whereas I had parted from mine. My reasons at the time seemed good and honourable, but I had learned, through lonely nights and long days of empty busy-ness, that virtue is not only its own, but its only reward. No matter how often I told myself that I had been right to put the welfare of the Queen and the safety of the realm before my own private happiness, it could not comfort my longing or heal my grief. I wanted Matthew.


In the end, after much secret crying in the darkness, I had put my need into words and found a messenger—a merchant travelling to the Loire valley where I believed that Matthew now was. I hoped to God that my letter would reach him, that it would bridge the chasm between us and that he would answer.


Until now, my only answer had been silence. I had tried to tell myself that my letter hadn’t reached him, but it was all too probable that he didn’t want me any more, and who could blame him? I had vacillated over writing to him again. Now, after all, the reply was here.


Though I did not yet know what was in it. As Dale took my hair, which was long and thick and very dark, out of its silver net and set about brushing it, I sat turning the letter over in my hands. When I first recognised Matthew’s handwriting, I had been filled with joy, but it had now occurred to me that it was as likely to contain bitter rejection as impassioned invitation.


As I broke the seal, I was afraid.





CHAPTER 2


Delicate Mechanisms


As I unfolded the letter, I wondered just where and when he had written it. At what time of day? Morning, noon, evening? Looking out, perhaps, on the Loire? He had described the river to me: its beauty, its moods. Had it been sunlit or pocked with rain? Or had he sat down late at night to write by the light of lamp or candle? Had he been pensive, or unhappy, or angry? Had his pen raced swiftly, the words pouring from his heart, or had it travelled slowly, while he weighed every word before inscribing it?


What had he said? Well, Ursula: read it. Then you’ll know.


The letter was in French. It began brusquely, without endearments.


Ursula. I have received your letter, asking if I still care for you and if I will take you back as my wife. What am I to say? Half of me rejoices to hear from you, and wants to call you my beloved Ursula and summon you to me. The other half, to say the least of it, feels otherwise. That half wants to fling your letter in the fire and forget you. How could you abandon me like that? You write saying that you had honourable reasons to do what you did. You say you had a duty to the Queen. What of your duty to your husband who had promised to love and protect you always? What of the love you said you felt for me? Do you remember how we lay in each other’s arms? Do you remember how I said I loved your salty tongue, and how I nicknamed you my Saltspoon? You wish to come to me if I will have you, and if I will give a home also to your daughter Meg. Meg I would receive gladly, for she is a child who has done me no harm. But you? No, I do not know what I should say.


Yes, I do, for there is only one thing I can say. I still love you, although, God knows, there was a time when I could have killed you. If you mean what you say, then come to me and bring Meg. I live in a house called Château Blanchepierre, a few miles west of Saumur, beside the River Loire. I am sometimes away in Paris but my household would make you welcome while they sent word to me. You need not be afraid of them, although they know what you have done. Madame Montaigle was very shocked, but if I command it, she will put the past behind, as will I. Send me an answer, if you can find a messenger. Or simply come. Yes—after all, I send my love to you, my Saltspoon.


Matthew.


Tears burned my eyes. Dale was urging me to stand, so that she could brush down my clothes—a bodice of cream satin criss-crossed with tawny embroidery, a small farthingale and a tawny damask overdress open in front to reveal a kirtle which matched the bodice. I rose to my feet, blinking the tears away. As Dale began to brush, I folded the letter and pushed it into a pocket just inside the open skirt.


“Hurry, Dale. I must go. Oh, Dale!”


“Ma’am?” said Dale.


“Dale, if I go to France, will you and Brockley come with me?”


“You’ll have to ask Brockley yourself, ma’am, but . . . well, I wouldn’t say no.” In the mirror I met Dale’s eyes again and saw that hers, a lighter blue than Kat’s, were bright with pleasure for me. She finished brushing and stepped back.


“Oh, Dale!” I said again. I wanted to run, then and there, to the Queen to tell her that I wished to leave her service and go to join my husband, but of course I could not. Such an interview would have to be formal, set up through Mistress Ashley. For the moment, I must wait, clasping my precious secret to me.


“Matthew had a nickname for me,” I said huskily to Dale. “Because of my sharp tongue. He called me Saltspoon. He reminds me of it in the letter. It brings him back so. I can hear him saying it!”


My ten minutes were up. I must put on a calm face and make haste to attend upon the Queen. I would not wish to irritate her by any lack of promptness. Without her consent, I could not leave the country or take my daughter out of it. I needed her goodwill.


 • • • 


Elizabeth had been to a council meeting and had as usual retired to her private rooms afterwards, to deal with any matters of business arising from the council. As a Lady of the Presence Chamber, I held a privileged position, but I was still not one of the high-ranking Ladies of the Privy Chamber and the Bedchamber, who attended on her in private. I could only pass through the private door by special invitation. Now, I merely joined the throng who were waiting for her to emerge into the public anteroom.


I was just in time. Barely had I taken up my position, when the Queen’s door opened, the trumpeters blew their fanfare, and out swept Elizabeth, amid a cloud of ladies, including Kat Ashley, and a bevy of favoured gallants. Sir Robin Dudley, the Master of Horse, splendid in a red doublet slashed with gold-embroidered azure, his gipsy good looks polished by expert barbering, was at her side and she was saying something to him with laughter in her voice.


In that year of 1561, I was still young and so was Elizabeth, for we were near in age. I have seen her change greatly over the years but one thing has never changed in the least, and that is the impact she makes whenever she comes into view. It is colossal, even on people who are used to her.


But it isn’t always the same impact. Her mood goes ahead of her like the bow wave of a ship, and her moods change. You never know beforehand which version of Elizabeth is about to burst upon you. She may be majesty personified, or wrath incarnate; she may be all merriment, or all pensive sadness, or all mischief.


This time, it was mischief. I saw instantly that my queen and liege lady was as dangerously playful as a cat when its fur is full of sparks and it is ready to pounce on anything that moves, from a mouse to a piece of trailed cord to an incautious human hand, and stick all its claws in. Her eyes sparkled in her pale, shield-shaped face; even the pearls in her hair and the silver embroidery on her white satin dress seemed to have an extra glitter. I curtsied, along with the other ladies, and stood up again, with a sense of misgiving. I must arrange my interview soon, and the royal mind was not in its most favourable condition.


Elizabeth’s bright gaze collected us all up. “We are bound for the River Chamber to give a private audience,” she informed us. “An English craftsman wishes to make us a gift of a clever device, his own creation, or so my good Cecil tells me. We understand the man is already here and waiting, so it behoves us not to be late ourselves. Come!”


Away we went, crowding in the royal wake, heralded at every turn by the trumpeters, surging through a series of galleries, collecting more people on the way, among them the Spanish ambassador, Bishop de Quadra. Elizabeth set the pace, walking as fast as anyone well could without breaking into a run. The Queen had moments of exhaustion, but the rest of the time did not scruple to wear us all out with dancing and walking and riding (frequently at a headlong gallop, in all weathers. Several of her ladies pretended that they couldn’t ride except on a pillion, simply to avoid what they considered a suicidal form of exercise). Her notions of dancing and walking were no less energetic. We reached the River Chamber in a remarkably short space of time.


The River Chamber was long and light, with tall windows overlooking the Thames, and a polished oak floor. On a dais at one end was a high-backed chair with a soft fur rug thrown over it, and a little table alongside. In the hearth halfway along the room, a wood fire burned, giving off a sweet smell.


Elizabeth settled herself in the chair, and Lady Katherine Knollys, who was related to the Queen and was one of her favourite attendants, arranged her wide skirts for her. Kat Ashley placed the rug over her knees. The crowd of courtiers clustered on either side of the dais and straggled down the sides of the room. Dudley and de Quadra, and some of the ladies including myself, had places on the dais, near the queen. Pages hovered, ready to undertake errands. Elizabeth pointed a jewelled forefinger at one of them and despatched him to tell Sir William Cecil that she was ready.


While we waited, I saw de Quadra edging towards me. He paused a moment to ask politely after the health of one of the other ladies, Jane Seymour, who had recently been ill and still looked wan, but then stepped quietly to my side. He was not very tall, and our eyes were almost on a level. We were not friends (one does not search the document cases of one’s friends), but we did enjoy a kind of mutual respect. I murmured a greeting.


“Your daughter is well, Mistress Blanchard?” he enquired in French, which we used as a common language. “I heard that you had placed her with friends of Lady Cecil.”


“Yes, the Hendersons. They live at Thamesbank, by the river near Hampton. How kind of you to ask. She seems happy there. Her old nurse, Bridget Lemmon, is with her. I’m glad to see her settled in a house where she can be brought up as a young lady, but where people are good natured.”


De Quadra nodded. “I know you found it hard to support your daughter on your stipend, but the Cecils have come generously to your rescue. In gratitude for your services to the Queen last year, I imagine?”


“Quite so,” I said, stifling a laugh. De Quadra was obviously fishing. The stipend had most certainly been inadequate, since it was never meant for ladies who had no other means of subsistence, and the death of my first husband Gerald had left me with no other means whatsoever. De Quadra had undoubtedly guessed that my services to the Queen were ongoing, and were the solution to my financial problems (not much happened at court without the Spanish ambassador having some inkling of it); this was no time to confirm his suspicions, however. Not just after my discovery in that document case.


“I am not sure if Bridget is quite as happy as Meg,” I said lightly. “Mistress Henderson is the soul of gentleness, but all her servants must wash themselves all over once each week, except in the severest winter weather, and Bridget thinks it unhealthy.”


“Poor Bridget,” said de Quadra, amused, and Robin Dudley glanced round at us and grinned.


“You are much blessed, having a child to remember your husband by,” de Quadra said to me. Elizabeth half-turned her head in order to look at him, and a grave smile lit his olive-skinned face. “Is it not so, madam?” he asked.


“I’ve never seen Ursula’s daughter,” said Elizabeth, also using French. “Cecil tells me she is a charming child. She shall come to court when she is older, Ursula. But for now, quiet. Here comes Cecil with my craftsman.”


Sir William Cecil entered the room in his usual businesslike fashion, the folds of his formal mulberry velvet gown swinging to his stride. His companion was a short man, whose amber velvet doublet and breeches spoke of prosperity, but whose air was timid. He had an insignificant face, with small features and a blob of a nose and he seemed overwhelmed by his surroundings. He walked two paces in the rear, glancing about him and up at the high, painted ceiling, as though impressed by the size of the room and the costly clothes of the people in it. Another two paces behind him was an oxlike young man, presumably a servant or assistant of some kind, although with those massive shoulders, which were putting his plain dark doublet under strain, he would have made an excellent bodyguard. He was in charge of a cloth-wrapped bundle, which he carried in ceremonious fashion.


Cecil was brisk, as usual. He was a busy man and his days were always overcrowded. The line between his light eyes was clearly marked, probably with impatience, and within his fair beard, his mouth was set in a straight line.


“Your Majesty,” he said, as all three of them bowed, “I wish to present to you Barnabas Mew, Master Clockmaker of Windsor, and his assistant Joseph Wylie. Mr. Mew has brought the gift of which I spoke to you some days ago.”


The two men straightened up while Cecil moved aside. Wylie came up beside his master, and handed him the bundle. Mr. Mew then stood looking from the sparkling young queen on the dais to the bundle in his hands, apparently wondering what to do next.


Cecil clicked his tongue irritably and took the bundle from him. “This device needs to be demonstrated. May we step on to the dais?”


“By all means,” said Elizabeth, and Cecil, pushing Master Mew ahead of him, stepped up beside her.


Cecil unwrapped the cloth and revealed a gilded box, which he placed on the table. The box measured perhaps a foot each way, and was about six inches deep. A delicate pattern was engraved all over it, and the letters E and R were set into the lid in what I thought were moonstones. It was evidently lockable, for it had a little key. After my instruction sessions with Master Bone, I had become observant about such things and noticed that the lock was unusual in that it was placed not at the front of the box, but in the side.


“A pretty toy,” said Elizabeth. “A device, you call it? Is it a clock? But how does it tell the time? There is some mystery here. Come, don’t be so afraid of us, Master Mew. It requires to be demonstrated, according to Sir William. Well then, demonstrate it.”


“May it please Your Majesty . . .” said Mew, his voice was thin and nervous. “It is most gracious of you to allow me to . . . I am only a plain man, although I hope I have some skill in these poor fingers . . .”


“No need for so many words, Master Mew! Show us how the thing works.”


Master Mew, accordingly, gave up trying to explain, took hold of the casket and began to turn the key. I realised that he was not operating a lock but winding up a mechanism of some kind. Then, as he finished winding, the box began, in little tinkling notes, to play a tune that we all recognised.


“Why, that is a song my father wrote,” Elizabeth exclaimed. “It’s ‘Greensleeves’!”


“May it please Your Majesty,” said Master Mew, in agreement.


“It pleases us well,” Elizabeth said.


Oddly enough, this was probably true. I say “oddly” because, as all the court was well aware, the song had been written by King Henry when he was courting Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn. “Alas, my love, you do me wrong to cast me off discourteously,” were the first words of the lyric. In the end, however, it was Henry, not Anne, who had done the casting off, and by the most discourteous method imaginable, for he had had her executed, and although Elizabeth scarcely ever mentioned her mother, she was known to grieve for her.


Paradoxically, Elizabeth had admired her father, too. She might justly have loathed the melody of “Greensleeves” because of its bitter associations, but she did not. She had never explained why, but perhaps the song spoke to her of King Henry’s cultured, gifted, romantic side. At any rate, “Greensleeves” was played and sung quite freely about the court and even used sometimes in masques.


Now, the Queen said, “We are always interested in fine craftsmanship and new mechanisms. Our master craftsmen are among the glories of our realm. Is it possible to see how this mechanism works, Master Mew?”


“Indeed, Your Majesty.” Gaining a little confidence, he lifted the lid, and all who were near enough craned to see. The music was still playing, and we could see that inside the box was a gilded cylinder set with an irregular pattern of tiny pins, which looked like steel. The cylinder was turning slowly, and as it did so, the pins struck the teeth of a steel comb and gave off musical notes. The teeth were hinged in some way, for each, as it made its tinkling sound, lifted against the pressure of the pin and so let the cylinder continue to revolve.


“The teeth are tuned to give the different notes,” explained Master Mew, sounding quite self-assured now, as though having his hands on his invention had comforted him. “Each turn of the cylinder goes once through the tune. It goes round three times before it stops. The mechanism which turns it is here, in this compartment.” He lifted an inner lid to show the springs and cogwheels within. “But there is more, Your Majesty. You see, the cylinder can be taken out.” He lifted another inner lid, this one extending along the back of the casket. “And here within are two more cylinders which will play other melodies. Will Your Majesty hear them?”


Her Majesty would. She beckoned us all to gather round more closely still and we listened with interest while it played “Summer is Icumen In” and then, by way of a change of mood, “Lully Lullay,” the sad old Christmas carol about Herod’s massacre of the innocents.


When it was over, Master Mew put all the cylinders back in their original places and closed the casket.


Elizabeth, smiling, observed that it was a most ingenious invention. “We applaud it, Master Mew. You must have spent many preoccupied hours in its planning and its making. Your wife is evidently a patient woman.”


“Alas, Your Majesty, my wife passed away some years ago, during an outbreak of the sweat, and I have found none to replace her.”


“Indeed? We are sorry to learn of it. Have you children, Master Mew?”


“No, Your Majesty. We had not been married long.”


“That is sad. My good Cecil and indeed all my council often urge me towards matrimony,” Elizabeth remarked, “but it seems as likely to lead to sorrow as to happiness.”


“It’s commonly thought to be a happy estate,” said Dudley, boldly.


Dudley’s own young wife had been neglected and unhappy before she finally and mysteriously died. Elizabeth knew, as I did, that whatever gossip might say, he had not actually murdered her, and the whole world could see that the Queen was shaken to the depths by Dudley’s swarthy handsomeness and his hot dark eyes. Now, however, the sidelong glance she gave him glinted not only with amusement but with malice.


“Happy?” Her tone was lightly cynical. “Not always. As Master Mew can testify, wives can die. So can husbands. Or, a husband might stray and what can a poor woman do then? She is supposed to be his subject, after all. Perhaps I would be wiser to keep my maiden state and rule my subjects rather than become one.”


There was a pause. Mew and Wylie both seemed bewildered, as though the Queen had started to talk in Greek or Turkish. Elizabeth gave a trill of laughter.


“I must wed someone, the council tell me,” she remarked sweetly, “but how shall I choose? I fear to take a foreign prince who may bring foreign swordsmen to English soil, but even if I marry an Englishman, who is to say that he won’t do the same?”


The playful cat had put out its needle claws and scratched both Dudley and de Quadra. De Quadra’s face remained impassive though his body stiffened, but Dudley’s cheekbones visibly turned crimson. They must both be wondering how Elizabeth had learned that if she were to marry Dudley, and the country rebelled because of the gossip about his first wife’s death, he was prepared to invite Philip of Spain to bring a Spanish army to support him, in exchange for a promise to restore the Catholic religion. They must also be wondering if she knew that Dudley had even gone to the lengths of asking de Quadra to put the notion to the Spanish king.


Well, if ever Elizabeth had been prepared to consider Dudley as a husband (though I had reason to believe that this was not so, despite appearances), this latest discovery must surely have destroyed his hopes for good. He might remain her favourite, like a household pet, but the title of King Consort could never now be his.


I did not pity him. To me, his offence was too great. My Uncle Herbert and Aunt Tabitha had always followed the old religion, and once, when I was a girl, they had attended one of the first burnings ordered by Queen Mary Tudor. I refused to go with them and they didn’t force me (my aunt said afterwards that they feared I would embarrass them by showing sympathy to a miscreant), but on their return, they forced me to listen to a description. When I tried to block my ears, Aunt Tabitha tore my hands away. I had never forgotten that, and I would never forgive it.


If, to further his ambitions, Robin Dudley was prepared to bring those terrible days back, I would never forgive him, either.


Many of the Queen’s ladies sighed over Dudley, but not I, which was not very reasonable of me, for Matthew too had plotted to bring Mary Stuart and the old religion back to England. In what way, I asked myself as I stood there on the dais, was he different from Robin Dudley?


For a moment, I wavered, wondering if I should have written to Matthew, asking myself if it would be wrong to leave Elizabeth’s court and travel to France to ally my fortunes to one of Mary Stuart’s adherents. In that moment, I wished with all my heart that my first husband, Gerald Blanchard, Meg’s father, still lived, but he was gone, and my husband now was Matthew.


To think of Matthew was to conjure him inside my head: tall, bony, wide of shoulder, long of chin, with diamond-shaped dark eyes under dramatic black eyebrows. To think of him was to lean towards him, as though my spirit were trying to leap from my body and vault over land and sea to join him in the Château Blanchepierre in the valley of the Loire.


No. My choice was made. I would give up the court, cease from spying into other people’s secrets. I would not be betraying England, or the Queen, as Dudley had been prepared to do; only retiring into private life with my husband and my daughter. That, surely, was not wrong.


The Queen had ceased to speak and seemed to be waiting for something. Cecil made an impatient movement, then Mew, as if remembering a lesson, went down on one knee and offered the shining thing to the Queen. “If Your Majesty would be p-pleased to accept this, I would be honoured.”


Over Mew’s bent head, Elizabeth caught Cecil’s eye and he nodded. “With pleasure, Master Mew,” Elizabeth said, and taking the casket with one hand, she gave Mew the other to kiss.


The page, who had been hovering in the background, came to escort Mew out of the room. Cecil also prepared to take his leave. Before doing so, however, he caught my eye, and while Elizabeth, at the behest of Katherine Knollys and Jane Seymour, played the musical device again, he came to speak to me.


“My wife sends her good wishes and looks forward to seeing you at dinner tomorrow, Ursula.”


I thanked him. Some of my fellow ladies smiled, because they knew that the Cecils had found my daughter her foster home and supposed that there was some long-established friendship between my family and the Cecils. There were also a few sour looks, because some of the Ladies of the Privy and Bedchambers thought it in poor taste for a mere Lady of the Presence Chamber to be on dining terms with the Secretary of State.


Elizabeth, who knew the purpose which lay behind the invitation, glanced at me and wished me a pleasant time. I looked from her to Kat Ashley.


“Ma’am—Mistress Ashley—there is a matter, a . . . a very private matter . . . of some urgency . . . on which I need to consult Her Majesty. May I have a private interview?” I met Elizabeth’s eyes and tried to signal the degree of urgency with my own. I wanted that interview before I went to dine with the Cecils. If all went well, I would not dine there at all.


“We will have to see,” said Kat Ashley repressively, but Elizabeth recognised my silent signal and gave me a small nod in reply.


“We will send for you,” she said.





CHAPTER 3


Jackdaw


Kat Ashley fetched me to the Queen’s private rooms later on that day. Elizabeth was in her study, where she often sat to examine correspondence or reports, or read the books on history and philosophy and political theory which interested her so deeply. At the Queen’s bidding, Kat left us. I executed my deepest curtsy and made my request. While I stood waiting, there was a long, long silence, and my heart grew heavy.


The weather had turned wet. Rain blew against the tall, diamond-leaded windows behind Elizabeth’s carefully coiffured red head, and the afternoon was so overcast that she needed a cluster of candles on her desk in order to read. A fire blazed in the hearth, but even so, the Queen wore a shawl.


“And so,” she said at last, “you want to desert us, Mistress Blanchard.”


“Not exactly, Your Majesty. I am sorry to leave you, but . . . I want to be with my husband.”


Elizabeth said bluntly, “Although he is an enemy of our person, and this realm?”


Matthew didn’t think of himself that way, since to him, bringing Mary Stuart and the old religion to England was the friendliest thing he could possibly do for the land where his mother was born. I did not of course agree with him, nor did I attempt to explain him to Elizabeth. To Elizabeth, I discovered, I could not even speak of love. In her presence it felt for some reason like a confession of weakness. It was hard to know what to say, so in the end I fell back on a simple declaration.


“Ma’am, he is my husband. I took vows.”


Elizabeth seemed tired. She had changed out of her formal white and silver; the shawl was draped over a loose gown of ash-grey silk. She had taken off her jewellery, too. The mischief was all gone. Her pointed white face was older than its years, grave and withdrawn.


“And what,” she asked me, “if I say no?”


I didn’t answer at once, and the Queen’s eyes, golden brown under faint, arched brows, grew sharp. Elizabeth could be formidable. One remembered then whose daughter she was. This morning I had thought of her as a playful cat, but that was to underestimate her. She was no house-cat, but a lioness, cub of that Tudor lion King Henry.


“I asked you a question, Ursula,” she said presently. “What is your answer?”


“Your Majesty, I have no wish to displease you in any way, but . . . I beg you to release me from your employment and allow me to take my daughter to the Loire valley to join my husband there.”


Rain blew against the windows again, harder. The wind was getting up. I had looked at maps of France and knew that the valley of the Loire lay much further south than anywhere in England. The weather might be warmer there, the winters less harsh.


“Your first husband, Gerald Blanchard,” said the Queen thoughtfully, “was engaged in—shall we say, secret work?—in the Netherlands, assisting my financier Sir Thomas Gresham. You were there with him and I fancy it was from Gerald that you learned the skills which have proved so valuable to us. Am I right?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I said valuable and I meant it. Your services have been very useful indeed, Ursula, and I am loth to dispense with them.”


“Ma’am . . . I plead with you.”


Elizabeth turned away from me, lost in thought. The silence deepened. I waited, hoping desperately, until she sat back in her ornate chair, and gave me her judgement.


“The time of year is bad for sea travel. I would not have you risk yourself on board ship just now. Tomorrow, you are to see Sir William Cecil and receive from him instructions in a task which he and I wish you to perform. You have been having lessons from Master Bone, I believe, to prepare you for this duty.”


“Yes, ma’am, but surely I am not the only person . . . ?”


“We need a woman,” Elizabeth said, “and you are the only one on Cecil’s payroll, as far as this type of work is concerned. Spying isn’t popular as a livelihood for young ladies. It doesn’t appeal to them and still less does it appeal to their parents.”


The golden-brown eyes lit briefly with laughter, but she was sober again almost at once. “I said just now that I would not have you risk yourself on board ship but . . . well, Ursula, Cecil and I do not wish you to take risks, of any kind, but there may be unavoidable danger in what you will, tomorrow, be asked to do. We—Cecil and I, that is—hope that you will still undertake it. Much may depend on it and you will be well paid if you consent. If not . . .”


“Ma’am?” My hands were clasped in front of me, my fingers hidden in the folds of my cream and tawny gown, gripping each other fiercely.


“You may as well undertake it,” said Elizabeth. “We give you permission to join your husband and take your daughter, but not until May, when the spring gales have subsided. Until May, you must remain here. And you will of course keep your appointment with the Cecils tomorrow. Hear what Sir William has to say to you. I ask you, Ursula—most earnestly—to consider passing the time between now and May by doing the work he asks of you.”


But I’ve finished with all that! I wanted to cry it aloud. I want to go to Matthew. Now!


Elizabeth studied me searchingly, as though she were reading my mind. “Ursula, listen. I can’t tell you much about the task that Cecil and I have for you. He has the details. I know only that there is a hint abroad, a rumour—but it could mean that something serious is afoot, something that could endanger me and therefore England. Do you understand? I am just one person,” Elizabeth said. “Just one life. I have my councillors, like Cecil, and they are a bulwark to me, but in turn, I am a bulwark to England. Most of the time, I am happy to have it so. I was born for this. Sometimes, however, just now and then, I see myself in the mirror and what do I see? Just a slender, brittle young girl. Not much of a bulwark, when all is said and done. Then I feel afraid. I feel afraid, too, when it is brought home to me that there are those who not only wish me replaced, but are willing to plot to bring it about. Last year, and again in the last few weeks, you have uncovered schemes which could have endangered me greatly. The second one was a greater shock than the first. You know well enough why. I am asking for your help just once more. Go now, and talk with Cecil.” She turned away, picking up her pen. I was dismissed.


I wanted to cry out in protest, but for complicated and contradictory reasons, I could do nothing of the kind. I couldn’t do it because it meant abandoning this slender, brittle girl who was afraid and needed my help; and I couldn’t do it because the same girl was also Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, and I could not shout, “No, no, I can’t. May is a lifetime away—I want to be with Matthew now!” at the Queen of England.


I did pause for a moment, but she did not look at me again. I had to go. I left the chamber, heartsick, silently pitying her, and raging at her, and wondering by what means I could manage to collect my child and get out of England without Her Majesty’s consent.


 • • • 


When Sir William Cecil wished to speak to me privately, he sometimes summoned me discreetly to his study at whichever residence the court happened to be using. The Queen continually shifted from one palace to another, back and forth along the river between Greenwich, Whitehall, Richmond, Nonsuch, Hampton Court and Windsor, and to save constant travel up and down the river by barge, often in the rain, Cecil had rooms set aside for his use in each. He found this convenient even at Whitehall, which was so near to his house in Canon Row that when the Queen was at Whitehall, Cecil went home each evening to Lady Mildred.


It was in those Whitehall rooms that I had met Alexander Bone, but Cecil had not then been free to talk to me and I must not make such visits too often. Hence the invitation, issued quite openly, to dine in Canon Row.


Cecil must have had a message from Elizabeth regarding my unwillingness, as he sent an escort to make sure I came.


“Paul Fenn, at your service, Mistress Blanchard,” said the young man who had presented himself at the nearest street entrance and enquired for me. He was about eighteen, handsome, with splendid teeth, except that two at the front were slightly crossed, and the beginnings of a moustache. He was smartly dressed, with a dashing blue velvet cap on his thick fair hair, and a matching cloak. I vaguely recognised him as a recent addition to the Cecil household. He was attentive and courteous, with the self-confident deference which you so often find in young men from families of standing. I may be only a boy as yet, his manner seemed to say, but one day I shall be Secretary of State myself.


I therefore set off for Canon Row with Fenn as well as Dale and Brockley. I was mildly amused, for of course I had had no thought of failing to keep my appointment. I was doing so under false pretences, but fifty Paul Fenns could make no difference to that.


After leaving the Queen’s presence, I had seethed for an hour and then realised that my decision had taken itself. Somehow or other, I would take Meg and go, without permission or passport, to France. It could be done: the highway of the Thames carried plenty of vessels whose skippers would take anyone anywhere for a suitable consideration. Brockley would find one for me.


Meanwhile, I must appear to accept the Queen’s commands, so I took the arm of my unnecessary young escort, and with Dale and Brockley following, we all set off on foot for nearby Canon Row. We were well wrapped against the cold and the continuing rain, the men wearing boots while Dale and I clumped along on pattens to keep our feet clear of the mud. Beneath my cloak, I had donned a fresh cream brocade underskirt, this time worn with a pale green damask, and put on a clean ruff. My heart might not be in this, but I wished to look as though it was.


The Cecils’ house was blessedly warm. Fenn took my blanketlike mantle and my clumsy footwear, and waited politely while Dale gave me the fashionable shoes she had been carrying for me. He directed Brockley and Dale to the servants’ quarters, then, with a courteous smile which gave me another view of his superb teeth—the slight flaw in the front ones hardly mattered—he observed that Sir William and Lady Mildred were awaiting me, and showed me into the small dining parlour where the Cecils ate when they were alone together or had only one or two guests.


The room was welcoming, with many candles and a bright fire in the hearth, dispelling the January cold. The table was laid, draped in fine white damask. I hadn’t been in that room for some time and I noticed that since my last visit, it had acquired new wallhangings: a set of exquisite tapestries and an eastern carpet, in shades of azure and rose. Cecil, coming forward with his wife to greet me, saw me looking at them.
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