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God, who holds my fate in Thy hands, give me strength, I implore, for today I enter a prison like no other on this earth, and perhaps one that even Hell does not equal in its fiery despair. Give me fortitude to walk through those gates where so many traitors have gone before and never left. Give me compassion to hear the cries of forgotten men and not turn my head away. Give me, above all, Heavenly Father, courage to bear myself with dignity and Your grace when I am inwardly trembling with fear at the horrors that lie behind those walls.

Lucy

23rd March 1617

***
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Silver drizzle veiled the stone walls rising from the moat’s stagnant water. To the north, the White Tower glistened but bade no welcome for all its shining. Gabled roofs with ornate chimneys pierced the mist and hid again, hinting a house within the fortress. I was not comforted, for it reminded me that the kept must have their keepers.

Thunder resounded through the fog from water swirling around the center arches of the bridge, just upriver from our tethered barge. The first time I was rowed in a shuddering boat through the narrow span of columns was terrifying. “Shooting the bridge” the locals called it, the currents created by the arches manifesting river water into whirlpools. Recollections of impaled traitors' heads grinning from the pikes appeared before my closed eyes. What hell’s gate was I approaching?

“Ho! Tie here!”

A clash of metal resounded as the pikemen stood to attention on the wharf. I pulled my mind back to the present.

“Aye, make way for the lady.”

Roughened hands guided me from the rocking boat, and I carefully picked my way up the water steps. My heart beat faster as I gazed up at the sheer ramparts. They loomed over my head, broken only by a low arch with an iron portcullis. Blackened bars jutted forth, a reminder I entered a prison.

I shivered from the damp air, and not a little from apprehension, and stood still on the wharf. Behind me, the Thames ebbed now, and the ferrymen urgently called patrons to catch the running tide. In front, the moat lay impenetrably black and still. The cold seeped through the soles of my shoes, for in my anxiety I had forgotten my pattens. Out of the gloom, a man appeared beside me.

"Princess Elizabeth paused here once," The Keeper spoke quietly, his words brushed by the lilt of an Irish accent. "She declared she was no traitor and refused to enter through that arch, for those who arrive through Traitors’ Gate do not leave again.”

The dark water gate, its walls defining the width of the ramparts above, did not welcome guests. I thought of the young princess defying her guards, perching on a wet stone on a rainy day similar to this, her own future cloudy with doubt and dread. I recalled the moment I heard I was to enter the Tower, and how my stomach twisted with fear at the news.

"When I served her, none could see the frightened girl behind the majesty," he continued, "for we were all in love with her, each one of us outdoing the other in deeds and poetry to gain her favor.”

The Keeper waved the bargeman away, and the boat was quickly untied and pushed from the wharf, the crew not looking back as they rowed rapidly upriver.

“Her ‘adventurers,’ she called us, and all through her life, she played us one against many, declaring her affection and encouraging our competition—who could sail the farthest, dance the longest, fight the strongest.” He pulled his black leather cloak closer against the cold. “She challenged us, and she baited us like dogs to a bear."

I looked at the Keeper, his faded blue seafarer's eyes gazing toward invisible horizons as he sailed into memories. Briefly, I glimpsed the queen's man in his prime, standing tall and strong, bronzed by foreign suns, his white beard a rich chestnut brown, his shoulders broad.

“Another woman whose own sister betrayed her, who knew not whom she could trust.” My voice competed with the rushing water; there was no telling if he heard.

"All the princess recalled that sorry afternoon was her mother, who entered the gate at the king's command and never left." He turned away abruptly and hailed a guard standing by.

Just as I am commanded.

"Escort my lady to her lodging. Ensure my steward is there to greet her and introduces her to her household. I shall be at the armory."

He strode off, leaving me lonely on the wharf, my skirts heavy with the weight of the rain water, thoughts swirling. I followed the guard along a narrow path to a bridge across the moat and toward the gabled house I glimpsed earlier.

Married to a man I trusted not, parted from family and friends, I entered the Tower of London. A bleak March morn in the year of our Lord 1617, and I was the new mistress of the prison.
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Sweet Sister Eleanor,

I beg to be remembered to you, for it is almost five years since our family dispersed, and I pray our blessed mother continues to find peace in heaven with our brother Walter and Father. I hold on to your kerchief as a keepsake of your words when we saw each other at Michaelmas two years past and hope that one day we will all be reunited. My life here in Battersey continues as before, and I still have no comfort in Aunt Joan’s supervision, and indeed she doth still treat me with the same degree of malevolence. Barbara is no help, for you know how she feels about me. I give this to our messenger secretly, for he is well pleased with the coin you have provided for my letter. I have no news, for nothing happens while Uncle Oliver still commands his troop in Ireland. Each day, I dream of a life away from here, but I know not what my prospects will be, especially if Aunt Joan has her way. Remember me to our sisters and brother. I always keep you in my prayers.

Lucy St.John

19th March 1603 

***
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Her slap shocked me, for until now she dared not strike where a mark might be so visible. We stood at bay as combative lurchers, motionless, wary of a next move. I refused to drop my eyes, although they were tear-blurred, and she eventually turned away. Her frizzed hair lay thin on her crown, her stained velvet gown stretched taut across stout shoulders.

“You ungrateful wretch, do not talk back to me again.” She strode to the chest and dragged out my gown and kirtle. “You will wear these and be thankful. If your uncle were here, I would demand greater punishment for your insolence, and he would, for once, see you in your true light.”

“They don’t fit, Aunt Joan. I cannot breathe in the bodice. I have worn this since I was ten years.”

She flung the petticoat at me, its faded green fabric light and threadbare. “It has served you well these past five years, and you will wear it five years more if I say so. I am not made of money. Fostering an ungrateful orphan is not my choice of where to spend my coin.”

I refused to catch it, and the old robe fell to the floor. My aunt stepped toward me, her face red, thin lips pursed, arm raised again. I sighed, and as I retrieved it, I glimpsed Barbara’s feet, clad in beautiful fawn leather shoes adorned with crimson tassels. I looked up, my cheek still stinging. My sister, who observed our whole discourse, smiled triumphantly at me. She crossed the room to Aunt Joan, her new heels clicking on the wooden boards, for no lavender stems sweetened the floors of my room. They both stared, united in their common dislike of me. The unfairness gave courage to my voice.

“But Uncle Oliver left an allowance for me to be used when he served in Ireland. It is part of our inheritance. I am entitled to that money.”

“Entitled? Entitled?” Joan’s voice rose a level, her accent coarsening under the duress of her emotion. “’Od save us, I’ll give you entitled, you proud wretch. I’ll not forgive Oliver for casting you on my doorstep when I had the pick of your sisters. I told him to bring one who would mind me and have a use, older so we could wed her sooner. Barbara was a perfect pedigree. And then he added the runt of the litter.”

“My uncle chose me. He told me so. He saw more in me than you—”

“He brought you because no one else would take you. And no more sense does that man have to pick the worthless child than to be soldiering in the Irish bogs rather than attending at court, leaving me to manage here on my own. Now with two orphaned girls, who I have to make matches for. One I can work with. You, however . . .” She snorted, contempt souring her lips. “I did not marry him to be a penniless widow to his military ambition.”

We stood, facing each other, the gulf of mutual dislike widened by the cruelty of her words. At times of confrontation, she always repeated this story, a litany to my childhood since Oliver brought me to her doorstep.

“Come Aunt, be not upset by her inconsequence.” Barbara took Joan’s arm. “She is not worth it. Let us breakfast and talk of our day together. A dressmaker arrives today with a new French fashion. Our maid will find a way to counterfeit without having the services of a London seamstress.”

My aunt turned to my elder sister, her face brightening.

“You are clever, Barbara, always finding ways to save me money. Unlike your ungrateful sister, who does nothing but complain and run to Oliver, whining of her plight.”

I gave up my rebellion at the unfairness of her statement. Uncle Oliver spared meager time for me on his infrequent visits home, and I had little opportunity to talk of myself. His wife disliked me so that, in her mind, anything I did affronted her personally.

Joan gave me a foul look as she left the chamber, and I slumped on the cot, the faded gown wrinkling where I clenched the fabric. Although I was still small in stature, I had developed much in my fourteenth year, and with my courses, my figure filled. Stable lads threw me second glances, and I knew I was a child no longer. Perhaps this caused Joan even more annoyance, for I was not so malleable as before, and she so ill-natured in her fits that I knew not where the next rage would come from. Her subtle cruelties exceeded the tales of any stepmother.

I struggled to pull the too-small kirtle over my head and fled to the garden, where I always found relief, for neither Joan nor Barbara would follow.
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The soft burbling and cooing of the birds, stirring in the wooden dovecote as the dawn light broke downriver, bade farewell to the ebbing night. The Thames, lapping the gravel bank, added a soothing rhythm to the morning wakening. As I made my way along the path through the orchard, the familiar harmony of nature quietened my spirit. Here, my memories of Lydiard lingered strongest, and in the five years since my exile to Battersey, my old home survived as my talisman.

The knot of anxiety in my stomach slowly unraveled. Although I was resigned for Aunt Joan’s next slap or pinch, I knew her favorite pastimes of Barbara and dressmakers distracted her, and my garden provided safety. Her unpredictable outbursts discomposed me, and I avoided her wherever I could find excuse.

I would rather dress in rags than play Barbara’s counterfeit games.

Reaching the elm gate with its unyielding bolt, I climbed over the rough-sawn bars and jumped down. I paused and looked back at the manor house, partially screened by a row of elm trees yet to bud in the chilly spring, its sinking roofline and untidy thatched outbuildings softened by the translucent river mist. From here, the old house dominated the surrounding countryside, rooted, its place in the history of the land secure. Closer up, the decaying wood, crumbling bricks, and broken roof slates proclaimed its gradual abandonment by Aunt Joan.

For her, appearances should be maintained at all cost, and pride was her daily bread. Her father bequeathed her the manor house and its lands, making her relatively wealthy in the small world of Battersey. Alas, the income from the market gardens did not stretch to the cost of maintaining the house, or, given her preference, of tearing it down and building a new, grander structure.

Although our family held significant wealth and land, all was entailed upon my brother John, who had yet to reach his majority. Even we sisters had substantial dowries set aside to satisfy our future suitors’ families. Concealed from Oliver, Joan laid upon me every jealousy provoked by her mean life.

I brushed my fingers across a tightly furled pussy willow bud.

Canker . . . her cruelty hides like a canker in her disposition.

“Make way! Make way!”

A shout interrupted my thoughts, galloping hooves pounding through the holloway and silencing the dawn chorus. Dewy cobwebs clinging to black hawthorn twigs trembled. A rider appeared on the narrow track. The peaceful March dawn was shattered by the jangling of harnesses, the creak of leather, and the labored breathing of the steed.

I shrank against the hedge, dropping the primroses I had picked by the gatepost. Catching the grim expression of the messenger as he galloped toward Joan’s house, my heart quickened, and hollowness bloomed in my chest. Please, please don’t let this be more news of harm or death in my family. I recalled the still-raw pain when news of our brother Walter’s drowning reached Battersey, and the disbelief and anger I felt at such a meaningless accident. Please, no more hurt to my family.

Hampered by my dew-soaked skirts, I scrambled back over the gate and followed the messenger to the house. My garden played tricks on me, brushing cobwebs across my eyes and snagging my sleeve with rose thorns. I struggled free and ran.

In the stable yard, the rider’s horse was being walked, its sides heaving and spit flecked as the grooms cooled the animal down. Pulling with both hands on the cold iron ring that served as a handle, I flung open the side door to the old house.

Inside, I paused, my eyes adjusting to the dim light within the passage, illuminated only by an open doorway in front of me. Voices were raised, and a sharp exclamation rang out from within the hall.

“What . . . what news?” I cried, out of breath and disheveled, my cheeks burning with anxiety. My fists clenched in my skirts as I stood in the doorway and confronted the group in front of me.

“Comport yourself, girl,” snapped Aunt Joan, glaring at me. “Fie upon thee, when will you learn to have any restraint, any modesty? You are fourteen years of age and no better than an apprentice.”

Standing next to her, Barbara stared at me. “Out playing in the fields again, Sister?”

I ignored Barbara and brushed the remaining cobwebs from my nose.

“Please, good sir,” I implored the messenger, stepping towards him. “Please, what news?”

The messenger looked at me and ducked his head. My face must have betrayed the worry in my soul.

“Tis expected news, for all that it is unwelcome. I come from the Palace at Richmond. The queen passed early this morning, leaving these earthly bounds, God bless her soul. She left no named heir, and we know not James from Scotland, who now crosses the border to rule over us.”

Joan emitted a strangled shriek again and dramatically carried her hand to her forehead, dabbing at her eyes with a small lace handkerchief.

“We’re ruined!” she cried. “All is lost!”

“Aunt, calm yourself,” soothed Barbara, patting the older woman tentatively on her plump shoulder. “Why would you say such a thing?”

She turned to the messenger. “You may leave us.”

“I was told to bring the news to Sir Oliver, by his kin at court.” The messenger stood, uncertain for a moment, perhaps hoping for an invitation to visit our kitchen or receive a groat for his troubles.

“He is not here. You’ve told us.” As Barbara stared at him dismissively, he shook his head and left.

“All is lost, our connection, our family ties . . . her patronage . . . our influence. The Scots king has no truck with our English ways.” Joan’s wailing turned to a croon.

Barbara gasped and paused her patting.

“I think not . . .” I began tentatively.

“No, you don’t think,” retorted Joan. “You never think. And nor do you care to understand the advantage of your breeding.”

“Uncle Oliver’s perquisites won’t continue, Aunt Joan?” Barbara’s voice acquired a sharp edge.

I think not that anyone cares about your selfish lives right now.

“He shared a granddame with the queen. The ancestry with the Scots is not so direct. Now all is lost . . .” and here she began to wail, shaking her head fiercely, “the Scottish king has no more loyalty to your uncle than the devil himself, and by that I mean that it is hopeless, for without our connections, we have no advancement.”

Joan sobbed harder, her face turning bright red and her coarse cheeks trembling.

I drifted to the window, glazed in the old way with wavy green glass that let little light into the gloomy chamber. Rubbing on the dirty diamond-shaped panes and peering outside, I wished I walked still in the orchard, soothed by the soft cooing of the doves now fully awake and flying from the cote. I thought of Lydiard again, shutting out Aunt’s moaning.

Pushing open the stiff catch, I looked out across the water gardens that sloped gently down toward the River Thames, shining silver in the morning sun. A pale slate sky, illuminated by streaks of rose-colored clouds, arched over the river and blended into the distant horizon of pastures and woodland surrounding the village of Chelsea across the water. Boatmen steered their small ferry boats to our landing steps between the manor house and St. Mary’s Church.

Gradually, barges and wherry boats set forth from the banks and crowded the Thames. Those carrying the news called it across to others and brought yet more citizens onto the water, fragmenting the silver liquid into shards of gray. A deep toll from the church made me jump, the death knell ringing to confirm the news that the messenger brought.

The queen was dead. Long live the king.
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Antidote for the plague

Take conserve of wood sorrel and a scruple of saffron together with the syrup of the juyce of citrons, as much as will make an electuary. Take with a quantity of a large nutmeg every morning.

My recipes

Lucy St.John

31st July 1603

***
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Through that hot summer of the succession, our days passed slowly, enlivened by rumors of fierce heathen lords from the north descending on our towns with strange, thick accents and wild hair. I considered it might be quite exciting to encounter them, but Barbara thought differently and refused to venture outside Battersey’s crumbling walls for fear of abduction or worse.

July progressed, and a strange silence descended on the land around us. The rumbling produce carts from our abundant gardens weren’t traveling as frequently down the rutted lane, taking our fruits and vegetables to London’s markets. Never one to receive many visitors, no callers attended Joan in weeks, and I chafed at the stillness surrounding us. Moreover, the water traffic thickened sailing upriver from London, and fewer barges steered for the city. An uncertainty tainted the very air around us. Suspended between one age and another, we waited for the king to arrive, but he did not come.

As I walked early one morning by the banks of the river, seeking newly sprouted mushrooms in the wet grass, a shape in the water swaying and shouldering against the bulrushes in the shallows caught my eye. I looked more closely and turned away sharply, bitter bile gorging into my throat. It was a man—or what was left of him—bloated and blackened, trailing green weeds garlanding his head, beneath which his brow was pustuled and bruised puce. I struggled up the bank, shouting, and Vicar Ridley, who was just leaving the church door, came running.

I sobbed out what I had seen, and he quickly made his way to the water’s edge. When he returned, his face was grim.

“’Tis the plague, poor soul, no doubt of it,” he announced. “Mistress Lucy, you touched him not?”

I shook my head and swallowed hard. The metallic taste of fear joined the bile in my throat at those dreaded words.

“We’ve been hearing accounts of the sickness in London these past weeks,” he continued. “It’s been challenging to find men who will take the carts to London’s markets—many refuse to leave home at all. It is said the new king declines to enter the city to be crowned, after all his waiting, for fear of the contagion that creeps in London’s alleys.”

I looked up at Vicar Ridley, and although his words were frightening, I found his presence comforting. He was a quiet man, bent over, perhaps by the cares of his world, his face deeply lined. But when he looked at me, his eyes were clear and sweet.

“You’ll be steady, Mistress Lucy?” he asked gently. “’Tis not a pleasant sight to see a man’s death mask from the plague.”

I nodded, soothed by his familiar calmness.

“The plague rarely chooses just one,” he continued, his face sober. “I fear the contagion is brewing in London, Mistress Lucy, and with this summer heat, it will be swift to spread. Plague season is upon us.”

“Can Donna Anna make us the pomanders from her gardens?” I asked, my faith in his wife enhanced by the secret days I spent in her stillroom, away from my miserable house. “Aunt Joan will begrudge every penny spent with an apothecary, even to guard against sickness, I fear.”

“She will,” he reassured me, but then his voice turned stern. “But they are no more than simple herbs that are found in every knot garden along the river. Although she brings the ancient healings from Spain, she has no magic to ward off this devil’s messenger.”

“I would not presume—”

“Do not say more.”

Ten years had passed since Aunt Joan had encouraged the parishioners to bring accusations of witchcraft against Vicar Ridley and made him stand trial, accusing him of being responsible for the death of a man from witchcraft. She was convinced that his Spanish wife, Donna Anna, with all her knowledge of medicines and herbs, was brewing potions and spells, and by association, he was discreetly a harbinger of witchcraft himself

By God’s good fortune, our parish also held enlightened men who petitioned Lord Burleigh for his acquittal. They swore that Vicar Ridley was more likely to hate witches, and that his wife lived quietly and honestly. Suspicion of the old faith still lived in chambers of many villagers’ memories. It wouldn’t take more than a miraculous recovery from a plague to bring those tales of the Ridleys’ past to the forefront of gossip again.

“I must warn the parish the plague has reached our shores,” Vicar Ridley said wearily. “There is bound to be more contagion, more deaths. Summer has not reached its peak yet, and I fear the worst lies in store for us.”

“You knew?”

“The accounts prove unreliable. Many have left London to join the king on his progress. There is little governance in the city, for those who are left have reduced authority.” He straightened his back. “We do as we must. Our village will be on alert now.”

“I’ll tell Aunt Joan,” I volunteered, knowing that she would not take kindly to the vicar’s calling on her.

"Your brother?" His eyes were still drawn to the dark shape now caught in the rushes just a few feet away. "John is away still in Guernsey with Sir Thomas Leighton?"

I nodded, knowing that the vicar’s thoughts flew to the remaining heir and the tragedy if John succumbed to the plague.

“We hear that he and Anne Leighton are to be married,” I responded. “With their court intelligence, they will not yet leave the Channel Islands and risk England’s contagion.”

“And Sir Oliver? What word of his return?”

“Any day. The advance messengers arrived yesterday.”

“Good. He will be safe here at Battersey, where we can guard against the infiltration of those who may carry this pestilence from London-town. Donna Anna believes ’tis the tenements of the cities that hatch the infection and breed evil humors. After that, any man could brush against another and be brought down in an hour.”

The plague man now appeared vulnerable, lost to death, no one to mourn him, his mortal remains a danger to us all. My tears presented suddenly, for I did not cry much. I wept as the poor dead man twisted in the river eddies, the water playing a macabre joke of giving his lifeless limbs motion.

“Fear not, child, for if your time has come, it will be God’s will.”

He smiled sadly at me and briefly laid his hand on my head before turning toward the church, his shoulders stooped under the burden of plague threatening his community.
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“’Od’s blood, fetch us ale, you wretched whoreson!” The man’s voice roared above a hubbub such as the old manor had not seen in all my years.

“Bring meat, for Christ’s nails I have not tasted any but maggot-ridden mutton for months . . .”

“Ale first, for my throat is parched and my belly empty.”

A soldier stumbled out from the open doors of the manor and vomited on the stone steps, a steady stream of ale that splashed up against the weathered wall. Stepping carefully over the stinking puddle, I entered the hall, now filled with a crowd of soldiers reeking of noisome sweat and resounding with their loud voices and shouts of laughter.

By the dais stood my uncle, his face ruddy and his beard white above his weather-stained leather jacket.

"Uncle, Uncle," I called, struggling to weave through the thickly packed groups of men.

He heard my voice, and his face broke into a smile

"Lucy, darling girl," he roared, causing the nearest soldiers to look swiftly to see what distracted him from their stories and joking. "’Od's wounds, you've grown since I was last home!"

I broke through and ran into his outstretched arms.

"’Tis a marvel you're home, Uncle. I was so worried about your safety.”

"Ha, it would take more than a rebel army of motley Irishmen to keep an Englishman away from those he loves."

Oliver turned to the man on his right, many years younger than he but just as battle grimed and raucous as the rest of them.

“William, your cousin Lucy. Sweeting, Will St.John, one of our Welsh brethren. A seafaring man. I persuaded him to join me in Ireland. He’s never reluctant to pick up a fight.”

“Aye, and between the rain and the bogs, I’ve seen more water and been wetter these past months than my last three voyages to Cadiz.”

Oliver roared with laughter and thumped his arm in approval.

Will swept a bow.

“Mistress Lucy,” he acknowledged with a grin and turned back to the group, picking up his story. I caught a glimpse of a gold earring in his curly brown hair and a flash of white teeth in a tanned face. My heart jumped, and for a beat I was curiously short of breath.

I turned to Oliver.

“Uncle, ’tis so fortunate you have returned now. There is a plague-man, dead, on our land, washed up from the river. And the vicar says there is contagion in London.”

Oliver’s face turned sober.

“Aye, sweeting, there is a pestilence abroad. The king delayed his coronation for the dread of plague. Many have fled the city—doubt any men would show to greet him.”

“Did you ride through London?” I asked, aghast that Oliver would place himself in danger.

“Carried the news to the king of our Irish victory. Had an audience at Theobalds.” He paused, pondering. “Hoped to see the queen to tell her myself. With her death, an age has passed. So many changes. Ireland no longer our enemy. Scotland neither. Seems the flags of St. Andrew and St. George no longer war over the borderland. So much bloodshed, including the Scottish queen’s, for naught.”

He looked at me and reached out to pinch my cheek.

“Yes, we came through London. Nothing to worry about, my dear. The city is prepared. We’ll be safe at Battersey.” He turned back to his men. “Now, more beer, and where is the food? Joan . . . Joan!”

––––––––
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Later, I sat in the garden, the distant clattering and laughter of the soldiers in the house the only disturbance ruffling the silence of the afternoon. Even the insects droned quietly, soporific with the heavy summer fragrances, and there seemed an expectance in the air.

“The plague is here,” I whispered Oliver’s news to the bees, superstitious that if I did not share our gossip with them, they would leave and bring us bad fortune. “Save our souls and protect us from the death that approaches on the wind’s breath.”

I thought of John, far away, safe in Guernsey, and of my other sisters, dispersed amongst relatives. I observed myself, holding on to these moments, suspended in time, not wanting to hear the sound of messengers with news of more loss, more emptiness. One day, I hoped my mind would not go to the worst of news first.

As the afternoon slowly faded into evening, the scents of the white flowers emerged, the blooms glowing in the dusk, holding the light in their curved petals. The thrush sang its evensong, the liquid notes settling around me like soft dew falling. Even in the house, the noise of the men was tamped by the advent of night. Surely many of them had drunk themselves into a stupor and now lay snoring by the hearth.

It reached that soft half-light, neither day nor night, which we treasure in the summer, and shadows bloomed around me in the darkening garden. I walked to the house, passing by the open windows of the hall.

“’Od’s Blood, Will, I have seen some fearsome sights in war, but to see the tragedy in the city today.”

It was Oliver’s voice, hushed, drifting through the gloaming. I paused to hear more.

Will’s response was choked.

“’Tis one thing to face a man across a battlefield with death on his shoulder, knowing that it is his end or yours. ’Tis another to see a man, mad with grief, trying to breathe life into his dead wife and children.”

“This evil scourge strikes swift. Men sleep with their wife by their side. Children are safe in bed. He awakes, his woman lifeless, children dying, servants gone, house boarded up and no escape.” Oliver’s voice was so low I could barely catch his words.

“Shuttering prevents the spread of the vapors. Should we purchase plague masks, Oliver?”

“The merchants are no longer open. They have fled, physicians too. The town is dwelt in by ghosts.” His voice rose. “For the love of Christ, in all my years, I have never seen anything like it.”

“’Struth, the playhouses are closed. Even the Southwark whores are locked up. I did not expect a silent London—except citizens’ cries begging for release from quarantined houses.”

“Aye, it’ll be a long summer. We can only rely on ourselves. Those left in the city will not help. We need to organize labor for the harvest, check stores, prepare to survive in isolation. You’ll stay, Will?”

“I have nowhere else to go. If I can be of use here, then put me to work.”

One of them reached out to pull the window closed, as if to shut out the evil humors of the night. Pressed against the plaster walls of the old house, I drew strength from its uneven surface, still warm from the setting sun. The manor had witnessed plagues before and withstood them all. I prayed fiercely that it would protect us from this summer of death.

From that night on, the plague days bound our lives, one blurring into another. We were imprisoned, helpless, waiting for the tide of contagion to lap at our door and recede again. I was forbidden to leave the house and its lands, and even my gardens offered little respite. The Thames delivered to our banks carcasses of all kinds, indiscriminate in death between cats and dogs, culled to halt the disease spread, and babes and children who had slipped unnoticed from the death carts. To the east, a pall of thick smoke landmarked the city. The rising sun turned the air around us an unnatural orange, as those who remained lit fires day and night in the hope of burning away the contagion.

Our sentence was measured by the numbers of dead declared by the plague masters in London. While Barbara spent her days fussing over her clothes, making our poor sewing maid pull apart and re-stitch bodices and sleeves till her eyes popped from her head, I lost myself in my writing and recipes. Now that the prospect of the plague stealing into our home terrified Aunt Joan, she encouraged me to brew my concoctions. I spent hours in the stillroom, and more in the solar, writing down all I found.

Mallow and nettles to burst the abscesses, rosemary to strew on the floors instead of the rushes, all I collected in my stillroom, fierce in my acquisition to keep the pestilence at bay. No charnel pit did I want dug in Battersey, no communal burial for our servants, our family. The bells tolled the death knells across the river, and each day, I waited and watched, the sun rising and setting upon the city of death.

Will’s presence shifted Joan’s attention from me, for she and Barbara found distraction in the presence of a handsome man with his stories of adventure and foreign shores. Their interest cooled when Joan discovered that his wealth depended on privateering rather than inheritance. She redefined him as a poor but useful relation, and although Barbara continued to practice her arsenal of flirtations on him, it was apparent that she viewed him as a butt on which to practice her skills rather than a real quarry. At the same time, he really had little patience for her and regarded her as a passing amusement. He preferred to spend his hours outside or playing tables with me. I could see it annoyed Barbara tremendously when he chose me over her.

Anonymous lives tallied our freedom, and as the autumn winds cooled the heat of summer, we waited for the death toll to decrease. Each week, Oliver or Will ventured to White Hall to read the broadsheets and return with the latest news. As autumn crept to winter, and I thought I would go mad with the diminishing daylight hours bringing further enclosure, we sank into brief days and endless nights.

At last, Will rode back with the news that the deaths had reduced to less than thirty souls within the city walls in a week and that the king had authorized a license to open the theaters again. Our Christmas celebration in 1603 was the quietest ever. As the year turned and the solstice marked the sun’s dominance, we began to believe that the worst was behind us. Surely the new king would ascend with the coming year and bring us hope again.
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My dearest Lucy,

Praise God you have survived the plague year unharmed, for I write to you with joy in my heart. Our brother John is to be married to Anne Leighton this July, and we are all to attend the wedding. Lord Zouche, a dear friend of Anne’s father, will host from his mansion in Hackney, just a day’s ride from Battersey. Now she is twelve years of age and achieved her maturity, Anne’s father is eager for her to wed John immediately. This contagion has reaffirmed frail mortality to all men around. I believe Sir Thomas does not want John to slip through his fingers as did his other ward, our brother Walter.

John has told us that Anne is a very sweet and loving maiden, modest, kind, and fair of face. He fancies himself in love with her, and although she is two years younger than you, I believe she will be a welcome friend. Perhaps even Aunt Joan will be happy now that such an influential family joins with ours, for Anne’s mother was a cousin of Queen Elizabeth. Make haste to prepare for our reunion, sweet Lucy, for although it has been many years since your sisters have seen you, I am sure we will come together as a family once more—even Barbara.

Your loving sister Eleanor

2nd May 1604

***
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Will was commanded to accompany Barbara and me to Lord Zouche’s house in Hackney while Joan supervised the cart of chests and household belongings she deemed critical to bring with us. And there was much to look to, for my uncle had been the first to bring the news to King James of the Irish defeat, and he was rewarded richly. Flush with coin, Barbara and Joan reveled in the stream of dressmakers that made their way to our door and the craftsmen who tidied the appearance of the old manor house.

“Our crumbling old home is like an elderly bride, Will,” I whispered to him as he helped me mount my mare.

“How so, sweeting?”

“It’s tricked in fancies, like mutton dressed as lamb. Just to distract the groom from looking beneath her skirts.”

Will snorted with laughter and patted my horse’s neck to cover his amusement. He looked especially fine this morning, his handsome figure enhanced by the Flemish lace at his throat and the close cut of his black leather travel jerkin.

“Your gown is almost becoming. For once, you might be mistaken as one who would uphold the pedigree of our family.” Barbara’s words, hissed under her breath, were intended for my ear alone, as they were so often.

“You should know, for our pedigree has bred many fine bitches.” The prospect of leaving gave freedom to my tongue.

“And runts, dear sister. Do not forget your place in the litter.” Barbara stepped away before I could answer.

“Two sisters, ready to explore the world. And a more beautiful sight I have yet to see. It is my privilege to escort both of you. My lady Barbara, let me help you . . .”

I watched as Barbara flirted with Will as he helped her mount her horse. She spent a good deal of time fussing over her riding habit and arranging her skirts while he stood holding her reins, his hand on his hip, foot tapping. Finally, she settled in her saddle, and as he turned to check my mare’s girth, his eyes softened.

“Are you ready for your journey?” he asked, as if he knew the significance I placed on the day.

I drew myself up straighter in my new gown and hood.

“Yes. I shall be curious to see the city and to be reunited with my sisters.”

Will placed his hand over mine and squeezed it softly.

“And they will not recognize the babe of the family grown into a beautiful young woman.” His compliment warmed my heart. “I’m here if you need me,” he continued softly. “Don’t be hesitant to seek me out if the family and the festivities become too much for you.”

Blessed Will. Since his arrival with Oliver, we had become close. He knew my limited tolerance for frivolities and that, on occasion, I just needed time alone with my book or in my gardens.

With a jingle of harnesses, we set off. As we left the manor house behind, I did not look back, only forward to the lane that led to the London highway.

Our route to Hackney could take us two ways: either be rowed downriver or make our way over the bridge. We begged Will to take us through the city from the bridge, for we wanted to experience London in all its fullness, and so that was our path. We traveled eastward through the lanes along the riverbank, under canopies of tall beech trees and brushing scented hedgerows of climbing roses and blackberry blossom.

We soon joined a noisy crowd of travelers streaming to the crossing. I had not seen such a variety of people together all at once, and I relished the clatter of shouting and laughing, cartwheels creaking and stray dogs yelping as they fought among the hooves of the horses and oxen. The road appeared chaotic, pulsing with life, and a spirit surged within me, suppressed for so long I did not know it existed. Barbara held her head high and ignored the commoners, but I looked into every weathered countryman’s face and smiled, joyous to share their day.

As we skirted the Lambeth marshes, Westminster appeared across the river, spires gleaming in the rising sun, and Will pointed out the Palace of White Hall, sited as its own city. Buildings of all different complexions subsisted cheek by jowl on every inch of land. I feared they would tumble into the river such were they jostling for space. Jetties reached out into the river, where canopied barges flying heraldic flags were secured so closely that one might walk from boat to boat, so many were moored together.

“The palace.” Barbara reined her horse, ignoring the people behind her on foot who were forced to stop. “Joan and I are to visit as soon as we are done with John’s wedding.”

“You have not mentioned this before, Barbara.” Will’s voice was questioning. “Oliver did not inform me of a change in our travel.”

“It is not in your plans.” Barbara turned her shoulder to Will and looked across the river. “But it is in mine.”

“It is my responsibility to escort you, and I have no such orders from Oliver.”

“You can take your orders from me, for I am informing you that after the wedding I will be at the palace with my aunt, and whether it is your business or not is up to you.”

Will shrugged. “Have it your way.”

“Oh, I always do.” She spurred on her horse and rode forward.

“I should like to see the palace too, one day, Will. It appears as though from a fairy tale, and I hear the gardens are beautiful.” I looked to the soaring spires, the colorful pennants fluttering in the breeze.

Will’s frown subsided as he turned to smile at me, his eyes crinkling with amusement.

“Know what you wish for, Lucy, for all is not as it seems. I swear ’tis like the worst tenements in St. Dunstan’s and a commotion to challenge Bedlam,” he replied, nodding his head over the water. “Each one of those apartments houses a lord or the queen’s maids of honor or an earl and his retinue—and each is so crowded and cramped they squabble like fishwives and disturb each other all the day long.”

I laughed at the thought of the most important people in the country fighting like apprentices and looked again at the crowded buildings. Will turned his horse to keep pace with Barbara, and I fell in beside him.

“Oliver will take you there when the occasion is right,” Will promised. “He spends much time at court now. Long ago, when the old queen was in her prime, your uncle was one of her favored courtiers, as were many others who fought with him in Ireland. Although their beards are now longer and grayer, they have not forgotten their courtly ways.”

“Is that when he killed the man in a duel?”

“Yes. A poor outcome to a night’s gambling. He had to flee the country then, for even the queen did not take lightly to her favorites fighting each other, and some were too quick with their rapiers when trawling the taverns.” Will kicked his horse forward, for Barbara was not waiting for us. “He soldiered on the Continent for many years until Lord Essex helped him attain his pardon, and he returned to serve the queen again. It was said their reunion at White Hall was a touching one, for she never forgot a trusted courtier. She rewarded him with his commissions in Ireland.”

I gazed back at the palace buildings, now softened by a glistening haze rising from the Thames. No longer did they appear a crowded tenement, but a promised city, swathed in silver and touched by gold, at the center of which beat the royal heart of England. Will said the gilding of beauty concealed the squalor of circumstance, but like so many others before me, I was entranced by the mystery of majesty.
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“Keep your eyes down and look to the road in front of you,” Will’s sudden command was suggestive of a man leading an army, not escorting his cousins to a wedding. Startled, I glanced at Barbara, who shrugged her shoulders and ducked her head.

Obediently I did the same but was quickly distracted by the people around me, who were gesturing to the top of a large tower that formed the bridge gate. I followed their pointing fingers to a hodgepodge of pikes jutting from the ramparts, and a foul stench wafted to me, no doubt heightened by the warming sun. A tremor ran through me, and my stomach turned over, but I could not avert my eyes quickly enough from the rotting flesh and crow-pecked eye sockets, the gaping mouths and straggling hair. The pikes displayed heads of men, traitors executed and impaled to pay warning to those who dared to subvert the king.

“’Struth, Lucy, I told you to keep your eyes away,” said Will, clearly exasperated I paid no heed to him. “This is not a sight to greet you to London.”

He seized my mare’s harness and pulled me closer to him while at the same time shouting at those in our way to clear our path. Such was his command that they quickly complied. I was not a stranger to death, and he did not need to protect me from the knowledge of our inevitable ends, but it was sobering to see the results of executions so near. I knew I would not soon forget the grisly welcome to the city.

We left the south side of the river, where the theaters, cock pits, and bull baiting were free from the laws of the City.

“This is the Southwark Gate,” Will shouted, his voice lost over the clamor of the crowds as we were forced into a congested narrow passage at the foot of the bridge. “Stay close, for there are more than traitors’ heads to unnerve you now. We are entering the streets of London, and you must keep your wits about you.”

The avenue narrowed as we pushed our way onto the bridge with houses three or four floors tall crowded tighter than any village street I had ever seen. Level with my eyes were shops and services, oyster sellers and fishmongers with their catch dangling from poles over the water, while above were chambers. Over my head, ornate signs of all shapes and designs advertised the goods sold within, the buildings so densely packed that I scarce knew where the land ended and the bridge began. I could no longer hear Will’s commands, for the noise of the river itself was a roar. Through a gap in the buildings, I glimpsed a churning waterwheel, and turbulent river currents swirled around the pontoons, frothing the brown water. This Thames was not my indolent companion that lapped the banks of Battersey.

“Stay close and do not stop,” Will repeated over his shoulder, his mount clearing a path through the throng.

Barbara ignored him, letting her horse drop back as she peered into merchants’ windows on either side of her.

“Barbara, come, we have to keep up with Will,” I called to her, anxious that she should fall behind.

“He can wait.” She allowed more people to come between us as she dallied, her horse now sidestepping as she pulled it on a tight rein.

“God’s Blood, Barbara, do you want to end as the victim to a cutpurse or worse?” Will turned his horse tightly and grabbed her reins, yanking her horse to ride alongside him, his fine horsemanship challenged by Barbara’s obstinacy and the crowds around us. She ignored him and continued to gaze at the vendors and their wares while I tagged along behind them.

Crossing through Nonsuch House, we clattered over the drawbridge and rode into the City of London. Will released Barbara’s horse and led us again, shaking his head.

A piercing shriek made my mare shy, and I struggled to keep her steady. ’Twas naught but a woman selling milk, her cry a way of attracting attention to her wares. Next to her, another sold strawberries in little legged baskets to protect them from the street dust. She had a different cry. Blending with pealing church bells and the barking of stray dogs, the noises of London crashed over me like a summer thunderstorm. But it was exciting, and I embraced the chaos, ready to join the adventures that surrounded me.

As we rode through the narrow streets, we encountered grim memorials of the plague. Some doors were still daubed with a thick oil-painted red cross, and others boarded, no one left to pull the imprisoning wood away and release the ghosts inside. Yet even amidst the signs of death, London teemed with life. The noise reverberated as we drew close to Bishops Gate, where the hammering of the pewter-makers in their factories deafened us. Eventually, we passed through the city wall and rode across the Spital Fields, on the last part of our journey to Lord Zouche and our waiting family.

“How much farther, Will?” I asked, my throat dry with dust.

“Not far. We have just to reach the church tower ahead. Lord Zouche’s house stands right by it. Are you feeling ill, Lucy?” Will’s voice was soft, but Barbara heard him.

“She looks completely disarrayed.” My sister stroked a few strands of hair loosened from her cap while smoothing a wrinkle in her fine leather riding gloves. I felt even more at a disadvantage than usual in her company.

“You look fine,” Will assured me kindly. “Mind your tongue, Barbara, for you are so sharp you may cut yourself.”

“And you are so tedious you would dull my wits,” she retorted and again spurred her horse forward, leaving Will next to me, his face like thunder.

I sighed. The prospect of a reunion with my family was overshadowed by the unpredictability of Barbara’s temperament and the havoc she always seemed to enjoy creating around her.
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“But you’re both so beautiful,” blurted Jane, and we all laughed as she blushed and looked uncomfortable.

“You are too, Jane,” responded Barbara graciously, although I knew her voice well enough to know that she was appraising our sister and found her wanting.

“We are all beautiful today, for the joy of reunion is illuminating all of us.” This was Katherine, the oldest of us, and her reassurance earned a grateful smile from Jane.

As is my way, I stood a little aside from the circle of people in the hall of Lord Zouche’s house. After the excitement of our journey, the rich wood paneling, tapestries, and beautifully carved furniture soothed my eyes. Tall windows let in the sunshine, and through the panes lay a glorious garden, colorful with summer flowers, and yet with hues and shapes that I could not easily identify.

I found the opulence overwhelming while also feeling a little shy encountering my newly reunited family. Barbara quickly became the center of attention, as is her gift, drawing all eyes upon her. My sisters surrounded her and hung on her words as she recounted our journey from Battersey.

“Of course, Lucy was terrified when we crossed into the City.” Barbara was warming up to her usual theme. “But I knew I would simply steal Will’s sword and cut off the hand of any cutpurse who threatened me!”

There was a gasp from my sisters until they realized Barbara’s dramatics were in jest.

I shrugged, for to counter her words was a useless endeavor.

“Welcome, my sweet sister. I have prayed for you every day since we parted and have longed for this moment to arrive.” Eleanor’s soft whisper lay beneath Barbara’s chatter but clear enough for me to hear the kindness in her voice.

Eleanor clasped my hand, drawing me into the circle, and my heart opened to these women whose soft arms embraced me and scented cheeks pressed to mine. I did not know how much I was starved of affection until embraced by their warm greeting, filling me with joy and gratitude. It was as though I had been in a desert and discovered a holy well of fresh water that sustained my soul and rejuvenated my spirit. I could scarce believe I belonged with them.

Eleanor’s oval face had a stillness, a depth to it that entranced me, and her soft dark eyes were kind, looking deep into mine.

“I have longed so for this moment.” I felt a lump in my throat and fought to control my childish emotions. A recognition passed between us. Although Barbara divided us in age, there existed no such amity with her as I felt with Eleanor.

She smiled. “My sweet little sister. How you have grown! It has been too long since we last met. You are no longer a youngling.”

“My lady.” Arriving at my side, Will swept a deep bow and stood tall, his soldier’s bearing endowing him a silent strength. “I am honored to make your acquaintance. Will St.John, from Fonmon. I have heard much about my Wiltshire cousins, but I did not expect such a lovely gathering of beauty.”

“Why, Will, such formality.” I laughed at my friend and pinched his arm.

“Thank you, sir.” Eleanor glanced down, her cheeks suddenly rosy. “You are most welcome here. I am Eleanor, Lucy’s sister.”

“Will, Eleanor saved me from going mad, I declare.” I laughed and reached for both of their hands. “She has written to me every month since I can remember. Perhaps later we can play a game of backgammon together.”

“Perhaps.” Will let go of my hand and held out his arm. “Mistress Eleanor, may I ask you to show me the gardens? I am a little stiff from the ride, and I would welcome stretching my legs.”

“You, Will? But you ride all the . . .” My words were already lost, for with a shy smile, Eleanor took his arm, and they walked away. A pang pierced my heart. As I turned, I bumped into Barbara.

“It appears you have lost your swain, dear Lucy,” she whispered softly. “Not to worry, for I am sure we have plenty of other poor relations from which you could choose.”

She strolled from my side and tucked her arm in Katherine’s, saying something that caused them both to laugh aloud. I was left standing by myself, and I pretended to be busy looking at the gardens through the fine glazing. It didn’t help that I saw Will and Eleanor walking slowly through the knot garden.

Presently, Katherine beckoned to a waiting woman standing a respectful distance away.

“Barbara, Lucy, you must rest, both of you, for tonight we celebrate with a banquet in John and Anne’s honor. Lord Zouche is presently attending the funeral of the Earl of Oxford, who rather inconveniently chose to die here in Hackney several days ago.” Katherine sniffed her pomander as if the aroma of death still lingered. “We are just relieved that the burial is this evening and not in two days. It would not have been an auspicious beginning to their marriage to have that dissolute man lying in church for viewing hours before the ceremony. He has caused consternation enough to Anne’s family without disturbing her wedding day too.”

Katherine’s frank words surprised me. I recognized in her tone a similar peevishness that tainted Aunt Joan’s frequent observations about the careless selfishness of the aristocrats whose society she longed to enter.

“Who else attends the funeral?” Barbara’s attention focused on Katherine upon hearing of the banquet.

“Others from Lord Zouche’s circle of friends. As a Privy Counselor, he is intimate with many at court.”

“It is a pity the Earl of Oxford did not live to attend our banquet,” Barbara responded. “Perhaps others will come.”

“His colleague, the Earl of Lincoln, remains here. I believe he may join us.” I heard in Katherine’s voice a kindred ambition to Aunt Joan’s.

“Good.” Barbara smoothed her gown as she was wont to do when planning her next move. “I shall dress accordingly.”

“He is rather a disreputable and notorious man, Barbara. I would caution you—”

“I can manage myself, thank you.” Barbara turned away, leaving Katherine in mid-sentence.

My good humor drained from me, overwhelmed by the noisy chatter of my sisters and Barbara’s rudeness. Jane took my hand and led me up the grand staircase, wide enough for us to walk abreast, its balusters most curiously carved with glorious flowers and fruits.

“Lord Zouche has many influential friends, including the Earls of Oxford and Lincoln,” she explained as we walked together to our shared chamber through a long gallery lined with portraits and tapestries.

Bowls of flowers stood on plinths along the way, and I listened with half an ear to Jane as I tried to identify colorful blooms which I had not seen before in any English garden.

“Although neither is a friend of Anne’s father, for Oxford tried hard to supplant him at his post as Governor of Guernsey and created another enemy while so doing.” She smiled as she watched me struggling to absorb more information about my family. “Now, to rest with you, and you’ll be refreshed for the celebrations.”

My head swam with all the new people that had suddenly joined my life. I gratefully allowed the maid to help me out of my traveling gown. After swabbing my face and hands with a lavender-scented napkin, I lay down to rest on the sumptuous bed.
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I have been given this recipe by the maid who attends us, for here at Lord Zouche’s, there is much attention given to the furtherance of beauty. The previous queen, my kinswoman, (as I have been told to refer to her), set a great fashion for white skin, and it is one I should copy.

To make the skin white . . .

Steep a manchett for two hours in milk, then boyle in an hour. Then boyle more with the following things—a quarter a pound of bitter almonds, white poppy seeds, half a dram of camphor, an ounce of spermaceti, one dram of alum. Beat with the yolk of a new layd egg and let it just boyle. Rub all in your hands and face with as much as a walnut of it very hard and well and wash them with a little water after and wipe them.

Lucy St.John

Her Recipe Book
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As I cautiously descended the sweeping staircase, a little unsteady in the new turquoise silk heels that Oliver insisted Joan purchase for me, the tinkling of a harpsichord drifted from below. I strained to hear the beautiful music, rarely heard at Battersey, but conversation and laughter drowned the chords. I reached for Eleanor’s hand, my heart racing a little faster. The new silver-threaded satin bodice squeezed my chest, and I could not take a deep breath. I fiddled with the lace at the neckline.

“Don’t be anxious,” she smiled as she squeezed my hand reassuringly. “You look beautiful, Lucy, a true court lady.”

“I have not dressed like this nor conversed with courtiers.” I swallowed. “I’m not sure what to say.”

“Observe others and remember from whence you come. When Queen Elizabeth visited us at Lydiard and knighted our father, recall she dandled you on her lap for the sake of our shared ancestry. You have more royal blood in your veins than most of these upstarts.” Eleanor’s sloe-dark eyes were merry, twinkling at me. “Besides, they are usually so impressed with themselves that you won’t have to say much. Just nod and smile and ask the occasional question of them. Their favorite topics are either themselves or the king. They won’t expect more.”

Unlike the rooms of Battersey Manor, which were low ceilinged, blackened with the smoke of many generations, the hall at Lord Zouche’s was substantial. Its ornate wooden beams were lost in the height of three floors, and the minstrel’s gallery was packed with musicians. Finely woven tapestries and bright carpets, weaponry, and portraits crowded the walls, competing with ornately dressed people gathered on the black-and-white tiled floor. Jeweled hairpieces shone in the late afternoon sunlight, and gauzy ruffs adorned the necks of many of the women, each costume piece outdoing the other in fantastic height and width.

At first, I could not distinguish anyone, such was the assault on my senses of the numbers assembled, but soon I recognized Katherine and Jane. With Eleanor at my side, I summoned the courage to walk the length of the room and take a spot by the tall windows. Few turned to look at me, and even fewer spoke. Within a short while, I relaxed enough to view those around me, chattering and exclaiming in the way of a roomful of exotic birds. Between the colorful gardens and lavish gowns, my senses were alive as they had never been at Battersey.

“You are beautiful, Lucy.” Will appeared beside us and bent over my hand, kissing it softly.

I almost laughed, for here was my friend dressed as a gallant, but I did not spoil the moment and happily played his game.

“My thanks, sir,” I replied, admiring his burgundy velvet doublet and pristine white lawn shirt. His lace falling collar was embellished with black work, the quality of which I had not seen before now. “You look remarkably well put together.”

He laughed. “Hush, I have a reputation to maintain.” He turned to Eleanor and held out his arm. “Would you care to promenade?”

Eleanor blushed. “Thank you, Cousin, I would be—”

A ripple of exclamations across the room interrupted her, and we looked up. Barbara stood on the grand stairs, framed by the dark oak paneling and lit by the sun’s rays. One by one, the guests turned to look at her. I knew she had planned this precisely, for her dress was magnificent, square cut low in the décolleté style. I had been banned from her fittings; now, seeing the ornate green silk gown, clustered with peach and navy rosettes and with a great farthingale, I could sense her allure. She paused, receiving the room’s admiration, but not acknowledging one man over the other. A few closer to her bowed deeply, and after she descended the stairs, a cluster of courtiers surrounded her.

“Is she always like that?” whispered Eleanor. “I would say she cares little for the sumptuary laws.”

“She hasn’t had much opportunity to appear this way, but it does not surprise me.” I was mixed ’tween annoyance and relief, believing that she would leave me alone now that she had a more important audience to tease.

“I would say she has made her point.” Will’s voice crackled with sarcasm, and Eleanor and I smiled at each other.

“This must be my little sister Lucy! How she has grown—quite a beauty, I would say!”

I turned swiftly at the sound of a man’s voice, his tone prompting a memory long lost in solitude.

“John!” I flew into his arms and felt a welcome hug in return. We stood linked in each other’s arms, the room around us fading into the background.

“How very touching. An embrace for me too, Brother?”

In the few moments we spent together, Barbara appeared at our side.

“Why, of course . . . if I can make my way through the thicket of suitors you appear to have conquered already.”

Barbara laughed, her
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