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A Letter for Eliza

“Nothing ever happens in London,” sighed Eliza.

She put down her needlework and looked out of the window at the wet, wind-shaken garden, where yellow leaves were swirling.

“You’re missing your cousin, aren’t you?” her governess, Mistress Perks, said. She frowned at Eliza’s crossed threads. “Unpick that and do it again.”

Eliza began pulling out stitches. She thought of Warwickshire, where her cousin Lucy lived, and where Eliza and her family had been visiting only a few months ago, in the summer. Eliza lived in a town house in Westminster, next to the House of Lords, but Lucy’s home was a big country house that had its own deer park.

“I loved seeing the hunters ride out,” Eliza said. “And having dancing lessons with Lucy. Oh, and meeting the Lady Elizabeth!”

To their great excitement, the girls had been presented to King James’s daughter, Princess Elizabeth, who lived at Coombe Abbey, near Coventry. The princess was only nine years old, like Eliza and Lucy, yet she lived with her own household, far away from her parents and family.

Thinking about this now, Eliza asked, “Why do the royal children not live with the King and Queen?”

“Because of their rank,” said Mistress Perks, “and for their safety – and the safety of the realm.”

The safety of the realm. That sounded important. Eliza was about to ask more, but from somewhere in the house she heard a door opening, and voices – one of them her father’s. A moment later her father came into the room. He was holding a letter, and Eliza immediately recognised the deer’s head on its wax seal and knew it was from his cousin – Lucy’s father.

Mistress Perks and Eliza both rose and curtseyed.

“Forgive this interruption, Mistress Perks,” Eliza’s father said, with a smile, “but I have a letter for Eliza, and I know she will be eager to see it.”

From inside his own letter he drew another, and handed it to his daughter. It was a single folded sheet of paper, sealed with a blob of wax and marked, ‘For Eliza Fenton. Most secret.’

“Oh!” exclaimed Eliza. “From Lucy!”

Her father left, and Eliza looked beseechingly at her governess. She longed to be alone to open the letter, but could not leave the room without permission.

Mistress Perks gave in. “You may go to your chamber now, Eliza.”

Eliza hurried upstairs. In the small chilly bedchamber she broke the seal and opened the piece of paper.

It was blank.

Eliza smiled. She went to the fireplace and blew on the embers of last night’s fire until little flames sprang up and began to give off heat. She held the letter above the fire. Would it be hot enough? Yes! Reddish-yellow marks appeared on the paper. As the heat increased she began to see words. It was another of Lucy’s secret letters, written in orange juice, and dated 26th October 1605.

‘Sweet cousin,’ wrote Lucy, ‘Our enemies are everywhere. Burn this after reading it.’ Lucy always said that. Sometimes the two of them wrote in secret code, but they liked invisible ink better. ‘My father is to attend the State Opening of Parliament in London on the fifth of November,’ Lucy continued, ‘and the good news is that he will bring me with him, to your house. Mother has gone to Leicester to see Aunt Warren, who has been ill. I did fear someone had poisoned my aunt, but Mother says no, it is only her bad knee.’ The next words were paler as the orange juice ran out: ‘…must watch for danger at every…trust no one…’ And then there was a faint signature: ‘Lucy Fenton’.

All Eliza’s boredom vanished in a moment. The fifth of November was less than a week away. Perhaps Lucy and her father had already left Warwickshire. They could be here any day.

Lucy will share my room, Eliza thought. It will be such fun!
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Black Cat and Coal Dust

“Sir Stephen Chelwall and his wife were caught with two priests hidden in their house,” whispered Lucy, as the girls lay in bed on the evening of Lucy’s arrival. “The priests were in a secret space under the floorboards.”

Eliza’s eyes widened. “How do you know?”

“I heard Father and Mother talking.”

Eliza felt scared, yet excited. Her family was careful never to speak of such things. Her father was a courtier – always ready at any time to attend upon the King – and both her parents regularly went to church and called themselves Protestants. But now that she was older Eliza understood that they, like Lucy’s parents, were Catholics at heart. And that was dangerous. It was not against the law to be a Catholic, but hearing Catholic mass was forbidden, and there were heavy fines for hiding priests.

“The priests will be executed,” whispered Lucy. They both knew this would be done in the most horrible way.

“We must not talk about it,” said Eliza, with a shudder.

And they said no more. They blew out the candle and went to sleep.

But next morning, as soon as their lessons with Mistress Perks were over, they began their favourite game of spies – just as they had when Eliza visited Lucy’s home. Lucy had confided in Eliza that it was her ambition to be a spy. “Ladies are excellent at watching and reporting,” she said. “My mother says so.”

They could not go out. The wind flung great drops of rain against the windows and the cobbles outside were shining wet. Instead, Lucy took out a little notebook from the pocket under her gown and passed it to Eliza. “We must make a list of all the people in the house,” she said. “Anyone could be an enemy.”

Eliza wrote down all the names, from her parents, her governess and the maids and manservant, down to the kitchen folk:

‘Mistress Rowley, cook.

Walter Bennett, handyman.

Anne and Bessy, kitchen maids.

Mouser, cat.’

“I don’t think any of those are enemies,” she said, “though Mistress Rowley says Mouser is not living up to his name and keeps disappearing.”

Eliza saw a spark of interest brighten her cousin’s face.

“I wonder where he goes?” said Lucy. And she wrote down:

‘Mouser – suspect.’

“Can we meet him?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Eliza. “And if we go now, Mistress Rowley might give us sweetmeats. I can smell baking.”

They hurried downstairs, taking their notes with them. The kitchen was a busy place, the fire hot, the table laden with pastry and stuffings and chopped meat, the maidservants scurrying around – all in honour of the visitors.

Mistress Rowley, her face rosy from the fire, curtseyed as she brushed floury hands on her apron.

“What a clever pair you are, with all your reading and writing!” she said, glancing at the notebook in Lucy’s hand. “But I expect you’d like a cinnamon bun each – same as any other little girls?”

“Yes, please!”

She handed them one each, and the girls were quiet as they enjoyed the warm, crumbly buns.

The black cat, Mouser, sidled into the kitchen.

“Now, where have you been, Mouser?” demanded Mistress Rowley. “Look at the cobwebs on his whiskers! He’s been on the prowl somewhere.”
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The girls knelt to stroke him.

“He’s all dirty!” exclaimed Eliza, giggling. “My hand is black!”

“So is mine.”

Lucy got up and moved towards the corner that Mouser had emerged from – but Mistress Rowley stood in her way.

“No you don’t, young mistress – not in your silk gown and pretty slippers! That doorway leads to the storeroom and the coal hole.”

Lucy stepped back, and Eliza saw her examining her hands.

“Coal dust,” said Lucy.

“At least we have a coal store now, and don’t have to rent it,” Mistress Rowley said, turning back to her pastry-making. “There’s Mistress Bright across the way complaining that she’s lost hers since Master Whynniard let the big cellar to some gentleman or other. Though why any gentleman would need a cellar that size all to himself, goodness knows. Goes all the way under the House of Lords, that one does. There’s a door in our storeroom that used to connect to it. Well, now, young mistresses, I have work to do.”

She shooed them out.

Eliza and Lucy were not much interested in who rented the big cellar or where the entrances were – though back upstairs they made notes, as any good spy would. But then Eliza looked out of the window and said, “It’s stopped raining. We can go out this afternoon.”
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