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Chartley

The sky was blue that day, a deep sapphire lightened by circling wisps of cloud. Although it was September and autumn was already approaching, the sun was hot. Cows huddled together under the shade of the tree, their long tails flicking lazily to ward off the flies, their jaws moving leisurely as they chewed the cud. Under the hazel bushes a squirrel hopped about half-heartedly looking for nuts, as though it were too good a day to be collecting its winter store. And swallows, preparing for their great migration, chattered noisily to each other as they swooped and skimmed across the sky.

To the south lay a quiet pool over which a great willow grew. The tree’s heavy lower branches trailed in the clear water and cast back a leafy reflection as if a sister tree grew in the deep green depths of the pool. There, crouched in the upper branches like a bird, was a young girl, her blue embroidered skirt drawn tightly about her knees. Her hair was the colour of autumn, like the leaves of the horse chestnut tree beyond. It was neither red nor gold and, freed from its usual plaits, it now cascaded down over her face as she leaned forward to gaze with coal-black eyes into the crystal water below and dreamily watch the little minnows that darted in and out of the leafy willow pattern on the sunlit surface.

This was Penelope’s favourite seat, high up in the heavens. It was here she came when the desire to be alone possessed her, when she had to escape from her nagging old nurse, or the acid comments of her beautiful, flirtatious mother, or simply to sit quietly and think. She was generally a high-spirited and impulsive child, so moments for reflection were rare and welcome. But today sad news had come that had made her want to retreat to this spot. News that her father, the Earl of Essex, lay dying in Ireland.

With nothing except the twittering birds to disturb her thoughts, she recalled happy memories of the soft-spoken man who had always had time to listen to her. Sadness filled her young heart and her black eyes, so like those of the deer that roamed the immense parklands of Chartley Manor, misted with tears. Poor Papa, he was dying in Dublin, in a savage country far away from his family. She would never see him again . . .

‘My lady!’ A soft call came from behind the cherry trees that scattered scarlet and orange leaves across the grass. A small figure waved her arms frantically in Penelope’s direction but then ducked down out of sight.

‘Whatever’s the matter with Hawise?’ Penelope asked herself, screwing up her eyes to peer through the leafy foliage. Below her, not far away, she spotted two other figures. Holding her breath and hugging her knees tighter, she tried not to betray her presence as her mother, accompanied by a tall nobleman, came slowly down the path.

Stones crunched under the couple’s feet as they strolled together hand in hand. Penelope had no cause to worry; they saw only each other. Deep passion glowed in her mother’s dark eyes as she leaned back against the trunk of the old oak tree and said farewell to her lover.

‘Good-bye, Robin,’ she whispered. ‘Be careful, my love,’ she warned.

Familiarly, the man caressed her, his white teeth flashing in a charming grin. ‘The devil takes care of his own,’ he assured her.

After a long kiss, the couple parted, and Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, strode past the willow tree where Penelope was hidden, and on across the park to the gate where his men and mount awaited him.

From her position in the tree, Penelope could see the glint of jewels in the cap her mother wore over her luxuriant auburn hair. Her mother was looking particularly beautiful in a red velvet gown with its tiny waist and voluminous sleeves. It suited her complexion perfectly. How lovely she was, but how could she be so cruel? That very day news had come that her husband lay dying and she had been entertaining her lover without a qualm.

Suddenly her mother’s shrill voice echoed up into the tree. She had discovered Hawise. ‘What are you doing, girl, skulking about like that in the bushes? Come out at once!’ The maid-servant slowly emerged, from behind the bush and dropped a contrite curtsy. ‘Get about your business!’

The woman glowered at the terrified Hawise who quickly scuttled off towards the timbered manor house. With a smile on her red lips as though thinking again of her lover, the Countess of Essex picked up her skirts with jewelled fingers and swept majestically past the fountains and up the lawn.

When her mother was out of sight, Penelope dropped lightly to the ground and ran home, taking a devious route through a copse, past the stables and up the back stairs to her bedchamber where Hawise stood wide-eyed and still trembling with fright. ‘Oh, my lady!’ she exclaimed. ‘I really thought she was going to catch you this time.’

Penelope’s eyes flashed with defiance. ‘My father is dying and my mother receives my Lord Leicester,’ she said slowly. ‘Who is she to criticize me for doing what I want? I shall seek solitude in the willow tree whenever I want – and I shall do what I want.’ She sniffed and pulled her head away as Hawise tried to coil the auburn hair into neat braids. ‘How dare she betray my poor father like that!’ she muttered through tight lips as she stared out through the window at the great gardens below. ‘How dare she!’



Late that evening, a cool mist swept across the parklands drifting between the high chimneys, and obscuring the golden weather-vane. The heat had gone; outside the air was chilled. But within the west tower, it was cosy and warm. In one room, a stout middle-aged woman dozed beside a large wood fire and, in an adjoining chamber, Hawise, the maid-servant, brushed her mistress’s long silky tresses, as she prepared her for bed. Like all the family rooms in the house, the chamber was finely decorated. Carved oak panels and exotic tapestries covered the old stone walls; scarlet silk drapes hung down around the four-poster bed and heavy velvet curtains shut out the approaching nightfall.

Hawise brushed Penelope’s hair in firm sweeping strokes until it shone like burnished gold. Her young mistress was deep in thought. ‘There’s a strange stillness in the air,’ Penelope said at last. She shook her head. ‘Poor Papa. I wonder if his spirit will come back here?’

Hawise paused in her work, brush suspended in air. ‘Oh, my lady,’ she cried in hushed tones, ‘don’t say such dreadful things. That’s blasphemy!’

Penelope smiled. ‘They say we never really die, so why can’t we see those we love when we have passed on?’

Looking furtively from side to side, the servant made the sign of the cross. ‘Hush, my lady,’ she begged. ‘Someone might hear you. Your papa is at peace. Let him rest.’ Hawise quickly changed the subject. ‘I hear that your Grandfather Knollys will be here tomorrow.’ Hawise was constantly foraging throughout the house for scraps of gossip she could relay to her mistress. ‘They say he will decide on what’s to happen to your brother Robert.’

Penelope nodded and sighed. ‘Poor Robert – the new Earl of Essex and only eleven years old. Now Papa is gone, I suppose all our lives will be very different.’ She reached back and gripped Hawise’s hand. The servant squeezed Penelope’s hand in response.

A noise from the next room warned them that the woman was waking up. Hawise put a finger to her lips. ‘Mother’s waking,’ she whispered. The girls fell silent. Both knew it was wrong for them to be so familiar with each other. After all, Hawise was just a servant and must keep her place.

Anne Dallon, the woman in the next room, had suckled both girls at the same time, one on each breast. She had become pregnant during her mistress’s progress as lady-in-waiting to the queen. When the young lords had drunk their fill at any great celebration or feast in the noble houses of England, mistress and maid stood the same risk in those long dark corridors, fabulous gardens and isolated chambers. The young Lady Lettice Knollys was also with child after that first visit to Lord Leicester’s estate, and although her husband, Walter Devereux, had no doubts about the parentage of his first child, a few tongues did wag. No high-born lady suckled her young, so it fell upon the full-breasted Anne Dallon to care for the baby girl alongside her own. And as Lady Lettice continued to live a wild and high-spirited life, it was left to the servant to bring the girls up together.

Despite the differences in their rank, time had only drawn the girls closer. Lady Penelope Devereux shared everything with her serving maid, Hawise, and could not imagine life without her by her side.

‘We look almost like sisters,’ said Hawise, casually tilting her head to one side. ‘But your hair is fair, almost red, and mine is brown.’

‘True,’ agreed Penelope, ‘in the shadow our faces are much alike.’ Hawise brought a hand-mirror to her mistress and, standing behind, she rested her chin on Penelope’s shoulder so that the mirror reflected both their youthful faces. Indeed, they had the same long aristocratic nose, the wide brow, the narrow chin, the elongated eyes – Penelope’s were black and Hawise’s were hazel. Fascinated, they stared at their faces for several minutes.

‘Perhaps it was the milk,’ suggested Hawise.

‘Nonsense,’ said Penelope wisely, ‘that would not have made any difference.’

Hawise shrugged her shoulders and frowned in puzzlement as she remembered something. ‘The soldiers at the gate made strange talk today,’ she said slowly. ‘They were laughing and one said that the cuckoo had been here twice and was likely to come again this spring.’

Penelope pursed her lips. ‘What twaddle!’ she snapped. ‘You should learn not to eavesdrop. Hand me my robe,’ she added, reaching out her hand.

The next morning Penelope’s grandfather, Sir Francis Knollys, arrived at Chartley Hall with his advisers. He was old and stern, and dressed in sombre colours. His white hair was sparse and thin on top, revealing a broad and noble brow. But his forehead was wrinkled with worry lines from a lifetime of loyal service to his queen. He had come today to do his best for his newly widowed daughter and her children. He had little sympathy for Lettice; her licentious ways had hardly been a secret at court. But there were the children . . .

Lettice sat before her father now, a black veil covering her face as she wept for her dead husband. ‘Crocodile tears,’ grunted Sir Francis. ‘We all know you are not sorry to be rid of the poor fellow. You cuckolded him often enough.’

He was saying these words when Penelope entered the room. Immediately his tone changed. ‘Ah, Lady Penelope, quite grown-up, I see.’ He bowed his head as she dropped a polite curtsy. ‘Sad eyes,’ he remarked as he scrutinised her. ‘Soon be looking for a suitor.’

A nurse then brought in Penelope’s younger brother. Immediately all attention was focused on the new Earl of Essex. Almost ten, Robert Devereux was tall for his age, and handsome, with a mop of chestnut curls. He hugged and kissed his grandfather with a genuine display of charm and affection, and then stood boldly upright beside the table while the advisers shuffled their papers and discussed his future with his grandfather.

From her place beside her mother, Penelope watched the scene and was slowly possessed by a strange feeling. Something told her she would soon be leaving this lovely home. The thought filled her with melancholy. Glancing sideways, she surveyed her mother’s beautiful face under the veil. It looked sullen rather than sad. The Countess was already dressed in her travelling cloak, waiting to be taken on the long journey to Wales to receive the body of her late husband now on its long way home across the stormy Irish Sea. He was to be buried in Camarthen, the place of his birth.

The air was tense among the gentlemen; there was much discussion. Eventually they rose and Grandfather Knollys gave instructions for Robert to ride back with him to London.

After everyone had gone their separate ways, Penelope and Hawise met in the gallery. ‘I’ve never seen Mother so disturbed,’ Penelope confided. ‘Robert is to be a ward of Lord Cecil, the Chancellor. Mother cannot abide Mildred, Lady Cecil.’

‘Does that mean he will not come home to Chartley any more?’ enquired Hawise, wide-eyed with concern for young Robert.

‘When he comes of age he can return; then he will turn Mother out.’

This seemed to please Hawise. A small grin appeared on her pink lips and dimples in her cheeks. ‘Sometimes, I’m very glad that I am low-born. I may not be free; I’ll always be a servant. But at least I’ll be able to choose my own husband. That’s more than you will.’

Penelope’s face flushed with annoyance. ‘What are you saying, Hawise?’ she demanded. ‘You know I shall choose my own man! I’ve always said I would.’

Hawise shook her head, sad to shatter Penelope’s childhood dream. ‘They are already looking for a husband for you,’ she said. ‘He must be wealthy because your father left nothing but debts. They say your brother Robert is the poorest earl in England.’

Penelope stamped her foot as two red spots of temper appeared on her cheeks. Her black eyes flashed. ‘How dare you, Hawise! I’ll do as I please. Get on with your work!’ she ordered.

Penelope spent the rest of the afternoon in her willow tree, thinking about all the changes in her life happening now because of her father’s sudden death. She thought of poor Robert in the care of the dreadful, pious Lady Cecil, and she wondered if she would be sent away too. Perhaps she would have to go north to live with Catherine Hastings, Lord Leicester’s sister, who had been in charge of her younger siblings, Dorothy and Walter, since last year.

The swaying leaves of the green willow and the gentle ripples on the silver pool soon calmed her, and later she heard that she was to stay at Chartley for the time being at least. Penelope was overjoyed not to have to leave her beloved home in Staffordshire, and hoped that she would never have to.



Penelope spent much of the autumn while her mother was away riding her pony around the grounds, appreciating more than ever the natural beauty around her. When Hawise could escape from her duties, she would join her mistress, walking beside the pony as they ambled about.

‘My mother says that the queen hates her Ladyship, your mother,’ declared Hawise one morning as they wandered through the woods. The pony’s hoofs thudded rhythmically on the carpet of leaves that covered the ground.

‘Don’t be so silly, Hawise,’ scoffed Penelope. ‘My mother is the queen’s cousin. My mother’s grandmother was Mary Boleyn, sister of Anne Boleyn, the queen’s mother.’

‘It’s because she stole Lord Leicester from her,’ Hawise insisted.

‘Your mother is an old scandalmonger,’ retorted Penelope.

‘The queen might cut off your mother’s head,’ returned Hawise.

‘Don’t be so absurd!’ Penelope was quite cross, but nonetheless stared apprehensively towards the house. It was a familiar view that she loved dearly; the large manor looked so small from such a distance, the river a strip of silver ribbon, the lake a small silk handkerchief. She noticed then a large procession coming along the tree-lined drive. ‘It’s Mother!’ she exclaimed. ‘Mother’s come home!’ She pushed the pony into a trot. ‘Come on, Hawise, I must greet her in the house.’

The two girls hurried quickly down the hill – Lady Penelope sitting elegantly sidesaddle on her pony, and the pretty maid-servant tripping along beside her. Penelope was surprised to feel so happy that her mother was returning from Wales at last, but then she did love her, despite their frequent clashes.

As they drew nearer, they noticed another group of riders approaching the house from the west gate. ‘Who can they be?’ said Hawise, stopping to stare at them.

‘Hurry!’ Penelope urged. ‘If Mother catches you, she’ll have you whipped.’

Behind the house they parted. Hawise went in through the back door, but Penelope slipped in through a window, crouching low as she passed her mother’s room, but pausing momentarily to peek in.

The Countess, already stripped of her travelling gown, stood poised, her hand freeing the lovely red-gold hair that rippled down to her waist. For a second Penelope admired that white silk robe that contrasted with those black passionate eyes, so like her own. Unaware of her daughter’s presence, Lettice was looking towards the far door as if expecting someone to enter.

And then, indeed, the door flew open as Lord Leicester burst in, dusty from riding and still wearing his long muddy leather boots. Without a sound their bodies met as they clasped each other tightly. Leicester picked her up and bore her down onto the bed, holding her in a hot embrace, and ripping the beautiful silk robe in his haste. Penelope watched in horror and, as a dry sob escaped from her throat, she turned and fled down to her chamber where she threw herself on the floor, weeping hysterically. She cried so hard that neither Hawise nor Anne Dallon could quieten her for many hours.

Later that day orders came for Penelope to join her mother in the great hall for supper. Hawise helped her into a yellow satin bodice and skirt, with a tight waist and embroidered sleeves. Her hair was coiled around her head and covered with a jewelled caul and a court bonnet. ‘You look beautiful,’ declared Hawise. ‘Just like a queen.’

‘I don’t feel it,’ complained Penelope. ‘I shall not be civil to him.’

‘To Lord Leicester? Why ever not? He is handsome and brave and, besides your mother is in love with him,’ scolded the maid.

‘I shall not!’ Penelope repeated stubbornly.

The meal was unbearable for the young girl. Her mother was very merry and chattered like a monkey; Lord Leicester and his men were all noisy and drunk. A young man was seated next to Penelope. He had gentle manners and thoughtful brown eyes. Valiantly, he tried to engage her in conversation, but she simply put out her tongue and looked away. Lord Leicester watched her for a while with keen grey eyes. Despite the drink, he was very alert. Reaching across the table, he put his hand under her chin and he stared directly into her black eyes. He did not like what he saw – hatred, rebellion and rage – and he let her go without a word.

After the meal the ladies retired, leaving the men to continue their celebrating. Penelope sat with her mother before the crackling fire. The Countess worked at her embroidery frame with nimble fingers, occasionally looking up at her sulky daughter. ‘I did not like your behaviour at the table, Penelope,’ she said sharply. ‘My Lord Leicester brought his guest especially as company for you.’

Penelope sniffed and looked away. ‘He need not have bothered,’ she retorted aggressively.

Her mother paled and her lips tightened. But she was too angry to say more.

‘Have I your permission to retire, Mother? I’ve got a headache.’ Penelope excused herself.

‘Yes, you had better retire,’ replied the Countess in acid tones. ‘And in future you will eat in your chamber until you learn to behave.’

Penelope thrust out her chin defiantly and narrowed her dark eyes as she caught her mother’s stare. ‘It is you who should learn to behave, Mother,’ she said icily. ‘My father scarce cold in his grave and already you are bedded with another.’

A slim hand shot out and dealt her a stinging blow on the face. ‘Get out of my sight, you vixen! How dare you speak to me like that?’ The Countess rose from her seat and took a threatening step towards Penelope, who quickly ran from the room, blinded by frustrating tears, tasting the blood that trickled from the cut caused by the rings on her mother’s hand. From the shadows in the corridor, Hawise appeared to comfort her, and back in her room, Anne Dallon gently bathed the wound. ‘You should not provoke your mother,’ the servant said. ‘You know she has a quick temper.’

‘I hate her!’ cried Penelope, wincing from the pain of her cut mouth. ‘I hope she gets punished.’

Anne muttered a furtive prayer. She knew her mistress played with fire and had done so for many years. ‘Now, my lady, calm yourself,’ she coaxed. ‘The ways of the great ones are not for children to question.’

Penelope turned, her head held high, her fine figure upright. ‘You may be correct,’ she said in a low trembling voice. ‘But I am no longer a child; my mother has seen to that.’



In the south wing, Lettice lay in the arms of her lover, her slim white body pressed close to his. She was feeling contrite. ‘I struck Penelope,’ she wept. ‘I could not stand that look, the condemnation in her eyes.’

‘You must send her away, madam.’ Lord Leicester stroked her loose golden hair and nuzzled her ear as he spoke. ‘She is wilful and headstrong,’ he advised. ‘She will need a tight rein.’

Lettice shook her head fiercely. ‘I cannot bear to part with her. I don’t mind being parted from Dorothy and Walter,’ she said, ‘but that child, in spite of her attitude, I am afraid to lose sight of.’ She paused. ‘Penelope was our love child,’ she added in a whisper.

Leicester laughed. ‘It is often the case,’ he joked.

The Countess raised herself on one elbow and looked at him quizzically. ‘Surely, my lord, you don’t commit yourself after all this time?’ she asked with a smile.

He did not answer. Lettice’s eyes flickered as she moved her soft body closer and stared with amusement quite unashamedly down at her lover. Leicester’s strong arms surrounded her and pulled her to him as their lips met.

In the morning, from her perch on the window-seat, Penelope watched Lord Leicester leave. She felt nothing but hate as she watched him mount his impatient black stallion and ride away, clattering down the drive followed by his men. Beside him rode the slim youth, the guest whom Penelope had treated so ill. She did not know who he was and did not care, although she did reluctantly agree with Hawise that he sat well in the saddle.

Lettice had at last made her decision – or rather Lord Leicester had made it for her. All his life he had ruled her. She had never been able to resist him. When she was sixteen Robert Dudley had stolen her virginity, but he had had a wife then, so there had been no talk of marriage. To avoid the disgrace Lettice had been married to Walter Devereux, then Lord Hereford, later the Earl of Essex. That had been fifteen years ago but still Robert possessed her. Each day she risked royal anger and she knew the Queen hated her. But now she was a widow and Leicester’s wife had died long ago. Lettice looked in the mirror and smiled at herself, pleased by her youthful features. ‘Well, merry London, here I come once more,’ she murmured. For a moment a line of worry creased her smooth high brow. ‘I must get Penelope settled. I cannot risk taking her with me.’

For several days Penelope was confined to her rooms. Her meals were served by Anne, and Hawise was kept constantly busy and not allowed to talk to her. Penelope was used to these bouts of punishment, so she was not unduly worried, but she was aware of a feverish amount of activity going on in the house. That morning boxes and bales were being loaded into wagons, and a party of armed men waited at the gatehouse. Finally, Anne came in and told Penelope to prepare to travel to town with her mother.

‘I don’t want to go,’ the girl grumbled.

‘Now, my lady,’ warned the flustered Anne, ‘this time you must obey.’

‘What’s going on?’ demanded Penelope.

‘Your mother is going to live in London to attend Her Majesty. You must travel with her,’ Anne informed her.

‘Taking me to Court? I don’t believe it.’ She challenged the harassed servant.

Anne did not reply but went on silently packing her clothes.

Well, thought Penelope, it would be nice to see the capital, and to gaze on the splendour of the Royal Court. Perhaps she would not mind going with her mother at all. She quickly dressed and skipped down to join the company in the hall. The Countess was bustling about and giving orders to the servants. She avoided her daughter’s anxious gaze.

When all the arrangements had been made and everything was ready to go, Penelope knew something was wrong. ‘Where’s Hawise?’ she demanded.

No one answered, and it was too late to back out now. The huge wagon was stuck in the mud outside the gate and all hands had gone to retrieve it. Then they were all ready – the men on their restless mounts; the Countess, dressed magnificently in deep purple, on her frisky white mare; and the army of servants in the wagon. Unceremoniously Penelope was tucked up beside a groom. ‘It’s too dangerous for you to ride alone,’ declared her mother. But Penelope did not care. Her eyes were red with weeping, and her body exhausted from sobbing because Hawise was not to ride with them. ‘I’m sorry, Penelope,’ her mother had said firmly, ‘but she must stay here with her own mother. It’s time you grew up.’

With a last sad look at her lovely willow tree, and beloved Chartley, Penelope rode out into the world of strangers, feeling completely alone.
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The Plot

Days of delight fled by. On warm summer days, the lovers would sit beside the silver stream that ran bubbling and dancing through the estate and into the green woodlands. Dreamily, Penelope would sit beside her beloved Mountjoy while he fished, both silent, preoccupied. When it rained, she would join him in the huge library while he sorted and dusted the precious books that he had collected during his student days. For years they had been stored away but now they found a home in the deep bookshelves that Lord Leicester had never filled.

Charles also had a large collection of lead soldiers, which, in moments of leisure he would sometimes arrange and organise in mock battles. He was a self-sufficient man and in his quiet, calm way he was never bored. Gradually he built up their home, always returning from London with some treasure or another; perhaps a piece of ancient silver or rare glass, or a painting by one of the Italian Masters, whose work he loved. He loved a bargain and always planned his money carefully so as to afford these luxuries.

With her belly heavily swollen with a new life once more, Penelope was content with this quiet existence. She gathered roses from the garden and filled the house with huge jars of them so that their sweet scent pervaded the air. Then when the flowers faded she began to make pot-pourri with the dried petals from a French recipe her mother had sent her. She had seldom known such contentment as that which she experienced while awaiting the birth of Mountjoy’s heir.

Snow glistened in the parklands and a robin hopped on the sill when the first cry of their son announced his birth.

Charles held the baby very close. ‘I thank you, darling, with all my heart,’ he told his exhausted love. ‘This child is mine, I know that he is really mine!’ he cried.

Penelope smiled weakly but tears crept into her eyes as she thought of his first frail little son now sent away to a grim school in the north. ‘Nevertheless, this child is still a bastard,’ she murmured.

But Charles hardly seemed to hear her. ‘I’ll call him Mountjoy Blount. Two noble names will stand him in good stead.’

This child would be well-loved and wanted, but Penelope still worried that he was not legitimate. When Lord Mountjoy announced to the world that he was the father of a natural son and heir to succeed to his ancient estates, the news did not cause much gossip, nor did the fact that Lady Rich was now openly acknowledged as Mountjoy’s woman – after all, this had been known for quite some time. Both Charles and Penelope had, however, expected some sort of comment from the palace, but Her Majesty preserved a stony and somewhat alarming silence.

Elizabeth was busily engaged in squabbling with Essex over the loss of the ships of his fleet in the bad storm of the autumn. He had been driven back to port, forced to lie at Plymouth for a refit, while the noble young men, having become disenchanted with the voyage, began to desert him and to return to town. The first inkling Penelope had of the return of Lord Rich was a letter to Charles from Essex. In a postscript Essex wrote: ‘I have been forced to put my brother-in-law ashore, his health was so poorly. I did not want to feel responsible for his death.’

When she read this, Penelope laughed heartily but she checked herself when she saw the look of dismay on Charles’ handsome face. ‘I’m sorry I laughed,’ she said, holding back another giggle, ‘but the idea of that absurd little man roughing it aboard a battleship is just too funny for words.’

But Charles was now frowning as he read the date. ‘The letter was forwarded in September, yet there is no sign of Lord Rich in town,’ he said soberly.

‘No, my dear. He will stay holed-up in some warm inn with his pills and potions. He won’t be travelling anywhere until the spring comes,’ she informed him with a note of contempt in her voice.

Charles nodded but as he continued to peruse the letter, his brow creased with more anxiety.

‘Charles, my love, don’t look so distressed,’ Penelope pleaded, placing her arms about him. ‘I’ll never leave you, whatever he threatens.’

‘It’s the scandal that worries me,’ he muttered.

‘Nonsense!’ she exclaimed. ‘What can they do to us?’

‘Those dogs at court are growling and chewing all the time now that Essex’s back is turned. I am worried that the blow, when it comes, will fall in our direction.’

‘Don’t be so morbid,’ she cried impatiently. ‘If trouble comes, I’ll face it. I’ll not sit on my arse and wait for it.’

Charles was shocked at the coarseness of her words. ‘Behave yourself, madam,’ he ordered quietly with a frown.

But Penelope began to laugh her high, clear, infectious laugh that no one could resist. Soon Charles was laughing with her as he relaxed again, happy in the knowledge that his love for Penelope Rich was worth any scandal it might bring upon him now.

Later that month Penelope received a long letter from her mother informing her that she had forcibly detached the girls from the dreadful Miss Thorpe and had them to stay with her at Drayton Bassett for Christmas. The boys had spent their school vacation with her and she had no intention of returning her granddaughters to Leighs just yet; they were all, she wrote, having such a good time.

‘Just like Mother,’ sighed Penelope, but she was glad that her children were safe with their grandmother at her estate with the horses and dogs and all the country affairs she indulged in. They would all be enjoying themselves there. Lettice also mentioned in her letter that Catherine Hastings was travelling north to take young Charles under her wing. Ever since her beloved Walter Devereux had died in battle, Catherine’s kind heart had been looking for someone else to mother.

‘Well, at least my mother’s taken the worry of the children from my mind,’ Penelope remarked to Charles, ‘but, my God, what an explosion there is going to be when Lord Rich eventually returns to Leighs!’

Placidly, she settled down with her new baby and her lover. Now that she knew her children were being looked after, the world outside mattered less than ever. But as she had predicted, in the warmth of spring, Lord Rich arrived at Leighs, to be met with tales of woe from Miss Thorpe about the departure of his girls. Immediately, he dispatched servants to Drayton Bassett to force Lettice to return them. Then he dashed off to London to complain to Essex at the behaviour of his sister. He could rouse little interest there – Essex had plenty of his own troubles and did not want to hear. So Robert Rich petitioned his old crony, Robert Cecil, who was now the Queen’s secretary. But even then he was treated with cold disdain. Outraged, he tried to appeal to the queen, but on discovering that all such doors were firmly closed to him, he resorted to the civil law.

The long legal epistles arrived for Penelope at Wanstead when Charles was away from home, having just been made Commander-in-Chief of the new army Essex was gathering.

Infuriated by the legal documents presented to her by Lord Rich’s emissaries, Penelope flung them on the floor and stamped on them, shouting loudly that her wretched husband had to divorce her. She had no intention of going home.

After much fuss and a lot of arguments, some sort of compromise was reached when the girls were returned to Leighs and Essex diplomatically persuaded Lord Shrewsbury to take that infernal nuisance, his brother-in-law, away to France on an embassy with him. Robert Rich, feeling the importance of his assignment, went in the autumn leaving Penelope in peace to have her second child by Mountjoy. Becoming pregnant every other year was her life-long habit. She was happy to be so prolific and grew even more beautiful in the clean, fresh air of Wanstead and the sunshine of her love.

Essex, after his successful venture to the islands, was even more popular than ever and once more the right hand of the ageing queen, but he was still restless and uneasy, dallying with the maids at court under the nose of his jealous patron. So it was that when Ireland rebelled against oppression, he rode off once more with banners flying and trumpets blaring, to conquer that unhappy country.

From the balcony of Essex House, Penelope watched her brother’s new army ride away, magnificent in golden armour. She waved as her gallant brother rode away, followed by his close friends Sir Christopher Blount and Lord Southampton. Even from her position high up on the balcony, she could see that Essex’s face was thin and pale as if he were under heavy stress.

Charles was there, too, but as head of his command, he was to stay in England and escort the army onto the ships in Wales. He looked fine and handsome, and Penelope was very proud of him as he rode by. But her worried thoughts returned to her brother. Was it not that God-forsaken land that had defeated their brave father? Mist and bog-land, a furious, untamed population. Could they be the downfall of a second Earl of Essex, too?

The next day, she returned to Wanstead with her sister-in-law, Frances, and her silly cousin, Elizabeth Vernon, who had now secretly married Lord Southampton but was afraid to stay in town in case the Queen discovered that she was pregnant. Elizabeth had been married on Essex’s insistence, for Southampton had been a most unwilling bridegroom. The dark Devereux cousin had mooned over him for so long, that theirs had become a marriage of obligation.

Penelope was not particularly fond of Elizabeth. Her meekness and subservience to men irritated her, as did her little lisp and mild, doe-like expressions. She made her feelings known to the sweet Frances. ‘I’m fed up with Elizabeth and her dear Henry. She’s so weak!’

‘Oh, Penelope, don’t be unkind,’ begged Frances. ‘Elizabeth is young, and so much in love.’

‘God knows how he ever managed to get her pregnant,’ Penelope declared bitchily. ‘I always thought his inclinations were in the opposite direction.’

Frances’s lips twitched primly as Penelope referred to the widely known homosexual activities of young Southampton, but she passed no comment.

Elizabeth came hurriedly towards them one morning, her cheeks flushed. Her curls had escaped from her snood and dangled haphazardly about her face. ‘I’m very worried,’ she cried. ‘My mother has written to say that there is bad news from Ireland. Our men are starved and harassed. I do hope my Henry is safe.’

‘Knowing your Henry, he will not court danger,’ mocked Penelope harshly.

‘It’s a God-forsaken island and the folk are very wild,’ commented Frances.

‘Did not my own dear father give his life and his wealth to help conquer that damned bog?’ returned Penelope.

The three women looked sadly at each other, each concerned for her kith and kin. While their children played happily in Wanstead’s great garden, they sat in a group sewing, two of them awaiting childbirth.

Penelope was the first to be delivered in June of another bonny son. Lord Mountjoy rode up from London to congratulate her.

‘I’ve run out of names,’ she jested. ‘Now you must find one.’

‘St John,’ he said, proudly, holding his son aloft, ‘the patron saint of the noble Blounts who rode with them to the crusades and protected them at Floddenfield.’ Thus as military-minded as ever, Mountjoy named his second son.

‘How fares my brother Essex?’ she enquired once the excitement had died down.

Charles’ expression of joy turned to one of gravity. ‘Not so good,’ he said simply, and then was silent as though not wishing to think of bad matters in this moment of happiness.

But Penelope pressed him. ‘Charles, seriously. I am concerned for him. He is facing much trouble, not only in battle, but also from the court. I’d prefer you to stay in town. He has many enemies and is very much in need of a loyal friend.’

‘Yes, Christopher Blount has been recalled and Southampton demoted,’ agreed Mountjoy. ‘I fear all is not well out there. I shall return to court and protect your brother as best I can.’

So once more the loyal, patriotic Mountjoy returned to help keep back the jackals who were out to destroy Essex, and to make sure that the Queen was not detached from her support of his venture in that unhappy country.

When he had gone, Penelope was seized with boredom. Suddenly she could not bear the constant sitting and sewing; or the tedious chattering of Frances and Elizabeth. For a while she thought of visiting her mother at Drayton Bassett, but when she realised that Lettice’s husband, Charles’s younger brother, had returned from the war, she knew that she would only quarrel with her mother. No, there would be no peace at Drayton Bassett. So she changed her mind, and then suddenly decided to visit her daughters at Leighs.

‘Is it wise?’ asked Frances. ‘I think it would be better to stay away.’

‘Lord Rich is either in France or Shrewsbury,’ replied Penelope. ‘He’s definitely not at Leighs. And it would be nice to see my girls; I might even bring them back to Wanstead,’ she added thoughtfully.

‘I will take good care of the babies, Penelope,’ offered Frances, ‘if you still think it’s a good idea.’ She knew it was useless to argue with her sister-in-law once she had made up her mind about something.

Two days later, Penelope travelled in a comfortable carriage to Leighs, taking with her her own servants and plenty of presents for her daughters in the hope of winning their goodwill. But the atmosphere at the family home had not improved. It was still gloomy, frigid and religious. Numerous long-frocked parsons seemed to haunt the stone corridors – many of them, according to the icy Miss Thorpe, refugees from religious persecution on the continent who were just passing through.

Penelope’s girls had grown considerably since she had last seen them. Lettice was tall, willowy and rather disdainful; Isabella was a true flaxen-haired beauty; and podgy, little Essex giggled incessantly and did not know her mother.

Undaunted, Penelope was determined to stay and get to know her family once more. And she returned to her duties as the lady of the manor. She visited the farmer tenants; went to church in the village; and to the school at Felsted where
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