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Chapter 1 – October 1322
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I JERKED UPRIGHT IN bed, my heart galloping like a wild horse. A dream. Remembrance of terror, of being chased in darkness and despair, knowing my oppressor was catching up. I blinked away the shreds of the nightmare. The candle marked by the hours had burned down and out, and pre-dawn shadows filled the chamber, unknown crepuscular shapes against a deeper darkness. I slept in so many different beds, in so many different chambers the length and breadth of England, it often took me a moment or two to remember where I was. This morning I awoke in the priory at Tynemouth, and it was no surprise that I should dream about being chased, for the Scots were closing in.

It would be hours yet before the sun rose over this barren headland on the rocky coast of Northumberland. I lay down, huddling into my blankets, the air beyond chill, listening to the sonorous breathing of one of the two demoiselles who shared my chamber. Most likely it was Theophania. The sound was not irritating but a rather comforting rumble coming from deep within my dear old nurse’s chest, and I hoped it would lull me back to sleep. The nightmare was still lurking in the back of my mind, echoes of a terror that was real.

It was not the first time I had found myself in this kind of predicament, abandoned and in danger. I had a sense of myself as a valuable object carelessly left lying in the open for anyone to carry off. Was any queen before me so utterly disregarded?

I was convinced the war with Scotland was unwinnable, yet mine was not a popular view and when I spoke of it to the King he responded with anger. The first Edward had conquered Wales, and his people believed he would have served Scotland the same way if death hadn’t stopped him in his stride. His son was expected to carry on that great work, no matter that he didn’t have the makings of a warrior. Robert Bruce was known to have said, ‘I fear old Edward’s bones more than his living heir.’

As I lay in bed waiting for the first light of dawn to reveal the room’s furnishings, I thought about the King’s campaign, surely the sorriest operation to date. The last year had seen nought but war. First, there was a rebellion of the marcher lords led by the Mortimers, and then Lancaster’s dealings with the Scots had prompted the King to put him to death and lead an army against Robert Bruce who called himself King of Scots. Twelve thousand men marched into Scotland, only to find that Bruce, a clever fighter, had laid waste the entire area. The English encountered deserted farms, crops burned, the rotting carcasses of animals, poisoned wells. Nothing was found to sustain a family let alone an entire army, save one lone cow in Lothian that was the subject of many a bitter jest. The Scots organised no resistance; there was no need. Hunger and disease did their work for them. Only eight thousand men marched back across the border, and the rest were left sleeping under the sod of that godforsaken land.

Then a wild and vengeful horde of Scots poured across the border following King Edward all the way to within a few miles of where he was staying at Rievaulx Abbey in North Yorkshire. He would have fallen into their hands but that the brave Sir Andrew Harclay threw the decimated and demoralised army between the Scots and the King at Byland in what was surely a courageous and suicidal manoeuvre, allowing the King to escape to York. To do so, he had to abandon all his baggage, his state papers and treasure, and the Great Seal of England, all of which fell into the Scots’ hands, and his wife – I, Isabella of the royal house of Capet. I felt my cheeks flush with shame at the thought of it.

Throughout the campaign, I had stayed at Tynemouth Priory near Newcastle. Having a fair knowledge of the geography of the island kingdom, my adopted land, I knew that I was now isolated and beyond all hope of help. The Scots had turned north, cutting me off from York and the west. Only the knowledge that I was at Tynemouth could have diverted them. It was the Feast of St. Frideswide, and my situation was desperate.

The bells began to toll, calling the monks to prime, the dawn office. They would pad out of their cells in their sandals and dusty black robes, clear their minds of whatever had troubled their sleep in readiness for prayer, shuffle through the cloisters, and blink at the sky to see what manner of weather the Lord had seen fit to send this October morning.

A glimmer of dawn showed beyond the chamber’s small window. I clapped my hands. “Arise, my ladies. Let us see what this day brings.”

...........

Having heard mass, I said a private prayer to Our Lady for the health and safety of my husband and children, and for myself, I asked for deliverance from the hands of the Scots. I was breaking fast with my ladies on herring and fresh bread when a messenger arrived, dust-covered and fatigued. He handed me a letter upon which I recognised the seal of the King. I held it unopened until he had gulped a cup of wine.

“Have you seen aught of the Scots?”

“I took the coast road at Seaham, your Grace. Last night they were at Hexham. I know because I met some fugitives fleeing Newcastle, so I rode through the night. They may be at Newcastle already.” He spoke the last as if to alert me to the danger I was in, but I was fully aware that I had not much time. My ladies were quiet, but I saw their shared looks of horror.

“Surely you are mistaken, Sir,” Alice Leygrave, my husband’s former nurse, said with some asperity. “The Scots wouldn’t dare cross the Tyne with an army nearby.”

“I’m afraid it’s you who are mistaken,” I said. “They would risk much to take me. I would make a valuable hostage.” And the English army was a beast with no teeth or claws. No head, either.

I recalled how the first Edward had shut the sister and mistress of Bruce in wooden cages hung from the walls of Berwick and Roxburgh. For three years they hung there, exposed to the elements and the abuse of the townsfolk. It was a terrible way to treat noble women who, after all, played little part in their husbands’ activities and had no voice in their decision making.

With unsteady fingers I opened the letter, hoping that somehow, having been saved himself, my husband had found a way to rescue me. The seal broke and fell in pieces. The letter was brief, probably dashed off in haste. I read that he was well and safe in York where he intended to raise more troops. He was sending the Sully brothers, my own knights, to aid me.

I refolded the letter along its creases. What could one do with such a man – sending the Sully brothers from York to rescue me when the Scots were so close? Earlier he had written that he was placing me under the protection of Thomas Grey, the Constable of Norham Castle who had orders to raise men along the eastern march to come to my aid should the Scots approach. But there was no sign of Grey, and the Sullys would certainly arrive too late. If the Scots were at Hexham yestereve, I reasoned, they would be at Tynemouth within two days at the latest. I had no one to rely on but myself and my small household.

A shockingly cold shiver ran down my spine. I kept the letter in my closed fist instead of giving it to my ladies to read as I sometimes did. No need to make them any more fearful than they already were. I said only, “The King has arrived safely in York. He is sending the Sully brothers to help us.”

Before they could question me, an usher said from the door, “Madam, Robert Airmyn wishes to see you.”

“Let him come in.”

I had loaned the knights of my household to the King for the Scottish campaign. To guard my person I had only my squires, mere youths, who had earnestly informed me that I should fall into the hands of the heathenish Scots over their dead bodies. Robert was the young squire, still in his teens, who had assumed leadership of the rest.

A lanky lad with fair hair, a knot of anxiety sat between his bright blue eyes. He saw himself as the queen’s protector, a heavy responsibility for one with a tender beard and pimples on his chin.

“Well, Robert? If the Scots come this way, will the walls keep them out?”

“I am sorry, your Grace, but we’re told they are nearing Newcastle. We cannot repair the fortifications in time. There is too much to do, and we don’t have sufficient materials at hand. Nor do we have the resources to withstand a siege.”

I had seen as much for myself. Dating back to the seventh century, Tynemouth Priory perched on a rocky headland overlooking the Tyne estuary and the turbulent North Sea. On the seaward side, an old church had long ago been converted into a castle and a curtain wall was built to enclose both buildings as a defence against Norse invaders. But the winds and seas of Northumberland were unforgiving. Seven hundred years later the fortifications were crumbling, and it was vulnerable to attack from the sea. The priory, resting place of three ancient kings, had been maintained but the castle couldn’t have kept out a rabble of determined urchins.

I received the news calmly, knowing if I panicked, it would give my ladies leave to panic, and there were one or two among them prone to hysteria. “That’s what I thought. It was good of you to make an attempt and I’m quite sure you all did your best.”

In calmness, I thought quickly. The only road open to us was to the south, but when the Scots discovered I was no longer at Tynemouth they would quickly overtake me.

“We have no choice, Robert. We must take to the sea and sail down the coast. Can we get boats?”

The knot in his brow cleared. “There are plenty of fishing boats in the estuary. With your permission, I’ll round up a few of the better ones.”

“Do you need money?”

“No, Madam.” He was already at the door. “They’ll do it for love of the Queen or answer to me,” he said stoutly.

“They are young,” I said when he had gone, “but I couldn’t ask for more stalwart bodyguards.” I would reward them well when this was all over. Unlike the King who often forgot, I never failed to reward those who gave me good service.

A wail rose from Alice’s daughter Cecilia, the youngest of my demoiselles. “Madam, I’m afraid of the sea!”

“Then you’d better get over it, or wait here for the Scots,” I snapped.

Theophania came bustling back in carrying my fur cloak. “Here, my lamb, I saw you shivering. Let me help you with this.” She draped it over my shoulders, and I smiled my thanks. Dear Theophania. I hadn’t the heart to tell her that I was no longer her ‘lamb’ but a woman grown, queen of a great country, and in no need of her cosseting. Besides, sometimes it felt good to be cosseted.

...............

My household travelled with me. I could see no point in all my people and all my goods taking to the boats, so we decided that since the Scots’ only interest was in capturing me, it was safe enough to send most along the coast road to South Shields. We would meet wherever I fetched up, possibly Scarborough, and thence to York to be reunited with my husband. My ladies, some of the squires and a dozen servants I couldn’t do without, would go with me, along with the barest essentials.

By the time we were ready to go, it was raining hard. The thought of a voyage in a fishing boat, never appealing, became terrifying. They wouldn’t even have canopies to protect the passengers from the elements.

Those going by road departed. The fishing boats were beached below the cliff and their crews were waiting. My companions and I crept down the footpath, while the monks above prayed for our safety. It was steep in some places and made slippery by the rain. My ladies and I held onto the arms of the men, who were not hampered by skirts. I clung to the arm of young Robert and was saved from a fall when loose stones rolled beneath my foot. Far out, the sea was grey with whitecaps, and above the misty horizon the clouds were turbid and almost the colour of plums. Below, surf pounded the black rocks of the headlands and sent spray high into the air. Gulls flew from the cliffs to test the air, screamed against bloated clouds and returned to their nests. I was wearing a furred cloak, oiled on the outside to keep the rain from seeping through, sturdy boots and one of my plainest gowns. By the time our party reached the shingle, my boots and hems were full of mud.

I was surprised how substantial the boats were, but they were deckless, with only a walkway running down the length, and a single mast and, Jesu, how they stank! A combination of rotten fish and seawater stung the nostrils.

“I mun warn ye,” one of the fishermen said. “There be a storm out to sea. Sit ye down and hold tight.”

“Storm or no, there is no help for it. We have to leave.” I sounded much calmer than I felt. Putting out to sea in such a craft was almost too much for my courage.

The fishermen who had come down to aid in the escape lifted the ladies into the boats before pushing them off the shingle. Once the boats were free in the water, the rest of the party scrambled aboard as best they could, and the sail was run up. We made ourselves moderately comfortable by sitting on the walkway, which was slightly elevated, our feet in sloshing water perfumed by decaying fish bits and other debris best not identified. We were dreadfully uncomfortable and miserable, only heartened by the fact that we had escaped the Scots. I didn’t complain and would brook no complaints from others.

But other dangers awaited us, other than a storm at sea. No sooner had the boats cleared the estuary than a fisherman shouted, “Hostiles a-port!”

Mist obscured the line between sea and sky, and out of that haze there appeared first one, then another, and altogether a dozen ships of the type called cogs, merchantmen which could be turned into fighting ships when the need arose.

“Who are they?” I asked, twisting in my seat to see.

“Flemings,” one of the fishermen replied, and spat over the side.

They were allies of the Scots, and likely on the lookout for me. I hadn’t foreseen it, but what else could I have done? I shivered in my cloak, from chill and fear.

The fishing boats ran before them and the Flemings, crowned with sail, gave chase, closing in fast.

“Can we outrun them?” Robert asked.

“Not a chance, youngling.” The owner of the boat grinned. “But mebbe the storm’ll help.”

A note of desperation in his voice, Robert said: “The Queen must not fall into their hands.”

As we watched, the rearmost ships disappeared. It wasn’t that the Flemings were falling behind, only that the fishing boats were farther out to sea and it was getting rougher and the weather fouler, bringing down a curtain comprised of rain and sea spray. To make matters worse, the light was fading. It was more like dusk than noon.

The last of the Flemish ships disappeared from view but so had the other two boats and the coast of England. The storm was upon us now. I asked one of the crew how he knew in which direction they were heading. He tapped the side of his nose. “This can smell the green fields of England.”

We sat huddled, drenched and wretched, while the spray battered our exposed faces and the water in the bottom of the boat crept up our ankles. I posed a riddle, which was a favourite pastime of my ladies and me as we sat with our sewing. “I can run but not walk. Wherever I go, a thought follows behind. What am I?” But the few answers that came were ill-considered.

Robert and the other squires were bailing for all they were worth. That intrepid young man didn’t pause as he sought to divert us from our misery with a song. The boat pointed its bow at the roiling sky and then fell with a sickening thud into a trough between the towering swells. My ladies screamed. Then it lurched hard to one side, and we all fell off the bench, sprawling in water made even more revolting by the vomit of some of the passengers.

“Hold tight now,” one of the crew bellowed, but there was nothing to hold on to, except each other.

Another of the crew appeared in front of me. “Come, Queen. Let me tie ye to’t mast.”

“I can’t. I can’t stand up!” The frail craft heaved and plunged so severely that getting to my feet and moving past the others was a terrifying and perilous undertaking. And besides, Theophania was hugging the mast as if it were her dearest love.

“There be nought to fear. I’ll help ye,” he insisted, thrusting toward me a rough, callused hand.

“No! Leave me alone!” I cried, very close to panic. Then I screamed and lurched forward, anchoring myself with one arm around the seaman’s sturdy legs. I just managed to grab a handful of cloak before it was torn from my grasp. Adeliza, the wife of my cofferer, John Fleet, was retching over the side of the boat when a great wave struck. I heard one short, sharp shriek as she plunged over the side and was instantly swallowed by the voracious sea. There was nothing to be done. She was beyond saving. The swiftness of her death was shocking. One moment she was there with us and the next she was gone. My ladies screamed and wept. I stared into the sea, imagining Adeliza being dragged by Poseidon’s green and weedy hand many fathoms below to her solitary grave in the unknown abyss, among the weeds, and ageless rocks; curious fish nudging her.

A cold numbing terror had me in its grip. The fisherman had to prize my arm off his legs. In silence, he moved away, as if nothing had happened, or as if what had happened was not a notable occurrence. My ladies wept and moaned, crossed themselves and murmured snatches of prayer for the soul of the one we had lost.

––––––––
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Chapter 2 – November 1322

THE ROAD TO YORK WAS a quagmire due to almost incessant rain. It was still raining, a cold, depressing drizzle, when my harrowing journey finally came to an end. I entered the great hall of the castle into a crash of sound and a wall of heat from the huge central hearth and the many candles and torches. The warmth brought out the smells of stale food, stale wine, stale rushes, tallow wax and unclean bodies.

My gaze drifted along the tables, laden with cups, pitchers and the debris of food. Here were the barons and knights who had marched into Scotland on their great destriers as their proud banners whipped in the wind and their harnesses gleamed and their sturdy hearts beat a warlike rhythm, only to scuttle back again without spilling a drop of heathenish blood. Now they feasted, shouted and quarrelled across the tables. A few women among them shrieked with laughter. Here was a group throwing dice, there another surrounding two who were arm wrestling. A man old enough to know better was face down in a pool of wine. In a corner, another was voiding his bladder, too lazy to go out into the rain or find the nearest privy. It was a common enough scene at Edward’s court, but now it sickened me. I had been in the gravest peril and Adeliza Fleet was dead, and these men were carousing.

The noise subsided somewhat as the King dashed down from the dais with a happy smile on his handsome face. A fine figure of a man was Edward the Second, as tall and straight as a lance, and very strong. Given his proclivities and defects, his face ought to have been etched with the marks of a troubled spirit, but it was as free of care as any child’s, showing no sign of dissolution or weakness. He had golden hair that reached to his shoulders, softly waving, and a neatly trimmed beard of a slightly darker hue. His father had had a drooping eyelid, as had his grandfather, but this flaw had not been passed on to Edward. My younger self had been captivated when she first set eyes on her bridegroom. My mature self knew what lay beyond that handsome façade.

I did not return his smile but gazed at him with cold eyes.

“Oh, what terrible times you have endured, my dear lady,” he said. “We give thanks to God and his blessed saints for your safe delivery from danger.”

He meant it, too. I was safe; therefore he had nothing for which to reproach himself. “Alas, not all have returned safely. Poor Adeliza Fleet lies at the bottom of the sea.”

I had already informed him by letter, but his face clouded with sadness. “An ill fate, indeed. We shall be sure to recompense her family.” The emotion passed in the blink of an eye. “Come, let us refresh you. Here is good Gascon wine, and the remains of our supper.”

The noise, the revelry, resumed. I sat beside him at the high table and accepted wine in his own cup, though truly all I wanted was to retire to my chamber and rest. Appropriating another cup, he raised it high and invited the assembly to drink to my safe homecoming. I longed to ask him how it was that I was so often left in danger, to fend for myself. Why did he have such scant care for me – his Queen and the mother of his children? I wasn’t sure I would be able to forgive him for this latest occasion. I barely tasted my wine, while resentment swelled in my belly like some kind of poison. That would have to wait until later. I would not quarrel with him publicly.

On his other side was Hugh Despenser the Younger, who had the misfortune to own orange hair and eyes of a muddy green that reminded me of a stagnant pond. He wasn’t nearly so beautiful as the departed Gaveston with his soulful eyes and dark lashes that swept down so becomingly on honeyed cheeks.

My first memory of England was of stepping ashore under the towering white cliffs of Dover. A chilly day in February – it was raining, of course, a miserable drizzle – yet cheering crowds had braved the weather to greet us. During the years of our betrothal, while our fathers vacillated and squabbled, I had received not so much as a note or a gift from my betrothed. Even when Edward succeeded to the throne, he showed little interest in marrying me until my father forced him to move matters along. When he crossed the Narrow Sea to claim me, and we finally came face-to-face, so comely did I find him that I had reason to hope we might have a felicitous union. Young as I was, I didn’t look too closely at what lay beyond the handsome face.

I was twelve years old, and not in the least ignorant, having three brothers who described my betrothed’s proclivities in the crudest terms. Even forewarned, even knowing what he was, I was shocked and embarrassed when, regardless of his dignity and his new wife and the crowd of watchers, he dashed up to Piers Gaveston, embraced and kissed him repeatedly in a display of affection that was far more effusive than any I had received from him. I hadn’t expected them to be so open about it. My two uncles and my French attendants were watching the scene with open displeasure.

The King loved Gaveston most unwisely.

When the Lords Ordainer struck off his beautiful head, I was the one who comforted my grieving husband. For some years we enjoyed a degree of marital harmony, aided by the births of our children, as well as my patience. I had no idea I had such a great store of that particular virtue until I called upon it when dealing with my husband. At that time my attempts to make peace between the King and his barons earned me the sobriquet Isabella the Peacemaker. But there was a void in Edward’s life, and one man was clever enough to see it and exploit it.

Gaveston was proof of the truth of the old adage: Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t. I had another rival, one far more capable and dangerous than the first, one to whom I could never become reconciled: Sir Hugh Despenser, with his pale and lean cheeks that gave him a perpetually hungry look. Despenser had stepped into Gaveston’s shoes and filled them to overflowing. He was greedier, cleverer and far more ruthless. He openly boasted that he intended to become the richest man in the country and Edward indulged him shamelessly. I suspected that his sexual preferences were not innate but an assumed expedient.

The previous year, after the rebellion of Roger Mortimer and the marcher barons, Despenser had been sent into exile. In a campaign that demonstrated how capable he could be when he put himself to it, Edward defeated and executed his nemesis, the Earl of Lancaster, forced the Mortimers to give themselves up, and invited Despenser to return. Neither one had learned anything from the lesson. But there was no one left strong enough to stand against them

The elder Despenser, the Earl of Winchester, was standing behind his son’s chair with the treasurer, Walter Stapledon, Bishop of Exeter, a man of excessive weight, who was detested as much for his extortions as for his readiness to do the bidding of the Despensers. Father and son craved power. Compared to them Gaveston was only a silly boy who needed attention and adoration. Yet even I had to admit that they were both brilliant administrators, able in the law and finance. The elder had made himself useful as a diplomat, too. There seemed no end to their abilities. They had a foot in every department of government, and under their guidance government ran smoothly and efficiently. They had reorganised the Exchequer, reformed the Chancery and the Wardrobe and improved trade by setting up new markets, so English merchants didn’t have to buy wool and cloth abroad. There, see how even-handed I can be?

Seated beside my husband, with courtiers swarming around, the noise level rising again as minstrels played a lively air in the gallery above, I was forced to listen to a great deal of whining and self-exonerating drivel concerning the campaign in Scotland.

“Not my fault. Bruce had laid waste to the country. Bruce, the pretended king! What kind of king would do that to his kingdom?”

My father would have done it, I thought. Edward’s father would have done it.

People said openly he was not the man his father was. Worse, they asked how he could be the son of the martial Edward when he was so spectacularly lacking in all the attributes of a warrior. On my journey to York, I had heard the word coward used to describe the King. I didn’t believe he was a coward, only inept in war. I had heard the word changeling, too. That, I rejected with all my being.

“And then dysentery ravaged the army. It even carried off Adam, my sweet boy.” He wept a little for Adam, his natural son from before his marriage. Despenser consoled him with a bracing arm around his shoulders. Down the hall, there was a cheer as a muscled arm crashed to the table.

“And so you returned to Yorkshire, pursued by the Scots,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Did it not occur to you that I would be cut off, isolated, at Tynemouth?”

Despenser’s narrowed eyes warned me that this was close to criticism. But Edward wasn’t entirely bereft of sensibility. “Ah, how could I know the devils would dare to come so far south? And when I knew it, did I not take immediate steps to see to your safety? Did I not write to the Constable of Norham ordering him to raise men to go to your aid?”

His first letter, informing me of these precautions, had been written from Sutton-on-the-Forest. Only when he had reached safety himself did he give thought to my safety.

“Your letters to me were somewhat sharp in tone,” he said sulkily.

“I might almost say reproachful,” Despenser added.

It took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to respond to that. To think that the odious favourite read my private letters to the King! I ignored the remark. My usual method of dealing with him was with distant courtesy. Addressing my husband, I kept my tone gentle. “I am sorry if they upset you. I was desperate. And of course, I didn’t fully understand what harrowing adventures you had been through.”

Accepting the apology with a small nod, Edward said, “I wanted to fight at Byland, but my advisers were against it. They said I must not hazard my person in battle. Isn’t that so, Hugh?”

“Your Gracious Highness’s life is too precious to your people.” Glib. Unctuous. A man who knew how to say the right things to the right people. The people who mattered. Unlike poor Gaveston.

“Will there be another truce?” I asked. “Or another campaign?”

The King glanced at Despenser who had the answer. “His Highness will want to consult with his advisers before determining the next step.”

The elder Despenser, more accommodating and a shade less odious than his son, said, “We must have another truce. A long one, to give us time to marshal our resources.”

“We cannot afford another campaign,” Walter Stapleton added. “The old King’s wars were ruinously expensive. Economic recovery is still a long way off. We may not see it in our lifetime.”

While they were debating, I leant close to the King and whispered, “Pray come to me tonight, dear lord. I need...comfort.”

...............

I was twenty-seven at the time and had been Queen for fifteen of those years. I was the great-granddaughter of St. Louis, the daughter of Philip the Fourth of France and Jeanne, Queen of Navarre in her own right, the sister of Kings Louis and Philip, already called to God, and the reigning King Charles the Fourth. I was the mother of the future King of England, and popular with the church, lords and commons.

Of my father, a petitioner had said: He is neither man nor beast, but a statue. Philip the Fourth was famous for his beauty and for his self-containment, his cold eyes and his icy demeanour toward those upon whom his displeasure had fallen. These were his bequests to me. When I was angry, I did not lose my temper as some did, for I believed as my father had, that one must control oneself if one wished to control the situation. So I was very calm and cold when the King entered, alone, all smiles, dressed in a furred robe and ready for a bout of bed sport, which, oddly enough, he gave every evidence of enjoying. But I crossed my arms and regarded him with my father’s icy blue eyes.

It was not the first time I had found myself abandoned at Tynemouth. The first was when the Lords Ordainer were in the ascendant. It was Gaveston they were after, the hated favourite. They had sworn to kill him. The King and Gaveston were at Tynemouth Priory and with the Ordainers closing in they decided to flee by boat. As I was in the early stages of my first pregnancy, they determined that I should not accompany them. I begged Edward on my knees not to abandon me, but to no avail. His priority was Gaveston.

I had nothing to fear from the Ordainers, who approved of me, except that I would have suffered the humiliation of being captured like a piece of abandoned baggage and used as a hostage. If I had fallen into their hands, they would have been able to impose their will on the King, which was contrary to God’s holy ordinance. So after Edward and his favourite had gone, I too fled and succeeded in avoiding the advancing army.

Then there was another time three years ago, still sharp in my mind and much more harrowing because my children were with me. The King and his army had laid siege to Berwick, the great fortress on the border that allowed the Scots a gateway through which they could pass at will. I was staying near York when the Black Douglas slipped across the border with ten thousand men and penetrated as far as Yorkshire. Before anyone knew it, the Scots were mere hours away. My bewildered children and I were hustled into a carriage and conveyed to York and from there by boat to Nottingham. Meanwhile, the Archbishop of York and the Bishop of Ely, with a hodge-podge army comprised of their retinues, the sheriffs and burgesses of the city, even the monks and canons and every man who could hold a weapon, marched forth to confront the invader. Inevitably they were defeated, and many of the clergy lost their lives.

Hearing of the danger I had so narrowly escaped, the King abandoned the siege and hurried south, and the Scots marched north through Lancaster’s lands unopposed, burning the harvest as they went.

It was inconceivable to me, and even more so to all those who had fought alongside the old King, the Hammer of the Scots, as he was known, that the kingdom was so poorly defended in these days. Without detection a Scots army had penetrated so far south as to endanger the Queen and royal children; and then marched north again without any opposition being mounted against them, except for a heroic but doomed effort by the church. The result was that Edward was forced to make a two-year truce with Bruce, the terms of which favoured the Scots.

I was humiliated and furious, yet when my husband and I were reunited I beheld a man of broken spirit, a man far more humiliated than I, a man who finally recognised his inability to fill his great father’s shoes. Even when the first Edward was alive, his son was made painfully aware that he failed to live up to his expectations. Suppressing my feelings, I forgave Edward his inadequacies, as I had many times before, and did my wifely duty by supporting and encouraging him and trying to set him on the right path.

But I had had enough.

“Why are you so careless of my person?” I demanded while he was still anticipating bed sport. “Have I not been a good wife, always supportive, devoted to your causes? Why do you value me so little?” I reminded myself as I spoke that I had worked hard to bring about peace between him and his barons, as well as acting as an unofficial intermediary between England and France, meantime producing four healthy children. I might have added that although I sprang from the hereditary enemy, I was more popular in England than he.

At first, he looked baffled, then hurt. “I have always cherished you! Always, above all others! How can you speak to me so?”

Such words only served to increase my disgust, but the worst of it was that he believed them. He truly believed I had no reason to reproach him as a husband.

“Why did you run away at Byland? Why didn’t you fight, as a king should? You are required to defend your kingdom.”

“You can’t blame me for saving myself. It was a foregone conclusion that the battle would be lost. What would have happened if I’d fallen into Bruce’s hands? Or been killed on the field? Either one would have been a disaster for the kingdom.”

“Do you realise that your action is seen as cowardice in some quarters?”

He took a step back away from me. Though I had not raised my voice above conversational level, my chill disdain shocked him. He wasn’t accustomed to it. “It was a decision I took with the recommendation of my advisers. I had a duty to my people to preserve myself.”

“You have a duty to me also. But you have never loved me as you ought. Always you have loved others better.” That was what hurt, I suddenly realised. At his worst, he was weak, unstable, vicious and infantile. I ought not to desire the love of such a man, yet I did. And the reason was that not having his love was a failure on my part, and I couldn’t brook failure.

“I like not your manner toward me, Madam.” He drew himself up indignantly. I had touched upon the unmentionable. “You would be wise not to berate me further.”

“No one has better care for your good than I, Sire, as I think I have proved. Did I not stand with you and fully support you during Lancaster’s rebellion.”

Chief of the Ordainers and a most disloyal baron, he had all but ruled England, only to prove himself ruthless, unscrupulous and rather inert. He had also been in treasonous correspondence with Robert Bruce. After his execution, the Ordinances of 1311, that hateful brainchild of the barons, sanctioned by parliament to limit the King’s powers, were finally repealed. The truth was, I sympathised with many of the Ordainers’ ideals, most especially their attempts to get rid of the favourites, but I could not espouse a cause that encroached on the rights and privileges of the monarchy.

“Am I supposed to thank you for supporting me against that wretched traitor?”

“He ought not to have been executed. He was my cousin, yours also. He was of royal blood. Many speak against it. Did Despenser advise you to have him put to death?”

“The decision was mine! He was instrumental in bringing about my brother Piers’ death.” He was becoming flushed and angry. That was a wound that still ached nine years later. “He deserved to die for that alone.”

“So it was revenge, not policy? Instead of destroying him, you have made him a martyr. You will have heard that his tomb at Pontefract has become something of a shrine and people are claiming miracles have been worked there.”

“Oh, God’s soul! People are so credulous!”

“They are saying that the dead have been restored to life and cripples made to walk again. They compare him to Thomas Becket and Simon de Montfort. He is regarded as both a hero and a martyr.”

“Becket and Montfort? It would be helpful if we were given a sign when we’re in the presence of such paragons! A halo would do. Faint, of course, visible only to the most perceptive. God’s Breath, we’ll hear of him being nominated for sainthood next. The man was a murderer, a traitor, a backstabber and a conniver, who spent his last years trying to usurp my royal authority!”

In St. Paul’s Cathedral, a plaque had appeared on a pillar bearing a likeness of the earl and commemorating the Ordinances that he had striven to enforce. Londoners had flocked to see it in surprising numbers. When he learned of it, the King had it taken down, but he would find it impossible to stop people venerating the tomb.

As frequently happened, he failed to see the real significance of these events.

“The danger here is that a man who opposed you is becoming more popular in death than ever he was in life. The veneration is not so much for Lancaster but what he stood for: the Ordnances, resistance to the King.”

I went to him and placed a hand on his arm. “Sire, you have now come into your own. For the first time in many years, you are ruling in truth. Now is not the time for vengeance but to show how you can rule with justice, wisdom and courage.”

“What do you mean? Am I not doing that?” he asked plaintively.

God strike me if I am ever so blind! I thought. I led him to a fireside chair. Attendants having bowed themselves out, I poured him a cup of wine and sat beside him. I began by speaking of the Scots war. A long truce was certainly needed, I said, but it wasn’t enough. The war must end. There must be peace. Robert Bruce was going from strength to strength. Scottish depredations in the north were causing untold misery, and nothing could be done to stop them. He scowled throughout my recital but didn’t disagree with me. It didn’t matter. All I could do was to keep hammering away, knowing Despenser was hammering in the opposite direction, and hope that my opinion would be the one to prevail.

I then went on to discuss the recent rash of executions. It wasn’t enough to kill a man like Lancaster; they had exacted a pitiless vengeance on his followers. Scores of them were executed. Many more were thrown in gaol or forced to flee the realm. Huge fines were levied. People began to speak of a rule of terror, a bloodbath. Nor were women spared: Lancaster’s estranged wife and her mother, the Dowager Countess of Lincoln were imprisoned under harsh conditions. This was not what I envisaged for my husband’s reign. He was not by nature a cruel man. It was all Despenser’s doing. He was taking advantage of the King’s ascendancy to make a clean sweep of his enemies so they couldn’t assemble against him as they had against Gaveston.

Edward had hardly interrupted my monologue but sat with his eyes cast down and his mouth set in its sulky lines. I had to handle him with care, for he couldn’t bear criticism – a legacy from a father he could never please. Now he lifted his head and glared at me. “What I think is this: You listen too much to your brother, who has no love for me. He is pleased to interfere in the private business of husband and wife.”

That was too much. Provoked because he had not addressed the important issues I had raised, I said, “It is Hugh Despenser who has thrust himself between us, not the King of France!”

He rose slowly, with great dignity. “We will not listen to a word against Hugh. He is the mainstay of our kingdom. Bid you goodnight, Madam.”

With that he went out, leaving me sitting alone by the fire. If I had made any ground at all, I had lost it by those last words. Gaveston I had learned to tolerate; he was never a threat to my queenship. Hugh Despenser was a threat to all, especially to the King, who shared the blame for his increasing brutality.

I could not remember a time when he had not been around, on the fringes of the court, not a particularly notable man. Along with Edward, Gaveston and over two hundred and sixty other young men, he had been knighted by the old King. He would have remained a landless knight but for his fortuitous marriage to Eleanor de Clare, the old King’s granddaughter and the even more fortuitous death of her brother, the Earl of Gloucester, which left Eleanor and her sisters co-heiresses to vast estates. Despenser had got the Glamorgan estates, but that wasn’t sufficient for him. Being quicker, cleverer and less scrupulous than his brothers-in-law, he was after the lot and would have it, I was sure, by one means or another. Thus began his insatiable lust for land and more land, power and more power.

Edward made him chamberlain, which was one of the most influential and lucrative posts in the Crown’s gift. He automatically became a member of the council, conferred with the King on a daily basis, and oversaw the running of the palaces. Furthermore, he had absolute control over who saw the King and made a handsome profit in bribes and other perquisites.

Before long he had secured the appointments of Robert Baldock as Keeper of the Privy Seal and Walter Stapledon, Bishop of Exeter, as Treasurer. They were both his creatures and assured his influence in every aspect of government.

––––––––
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Chapter 3 – January 1323

UPON RETURNING TO THE capital, the King was pleased to grant my request to stay for a while at the Tower of London, where our eldest son had his own household. It would be such a relief to be away from the oppressive and odious rule of the Hugh Despensers, and from Edward too, who had been cold and distant after our quarrel in York.

London was even bigger than Paris; otherwise, they were much the same: muddy, filthy streets, dilapidated houses squashed together, a bawdy, brawling, opinionated populace. The city was so overcrowded that vendors’ stalls or small businesses such as cobblers or basket weavers were stuffed into any spare bit of ground between buildings and businesses were piled on top of one another. Houses were cantilevered to make more living space on the upper floors, which created a tunnel-like effect and cast the street below in perpetual gloom.

Crossing the causeway into the fortress built by William the Conqueror to defend the city in the event of an attack, I heard the muffled cough of a lion and the high screech of a monkey. As well as the Royal Menagerie, the Tower was home to the Great Wardrobe, the Treasury, the largest of the mints and an armoury. Within the Byward Tower, the chief officers were waiting to greet me.

If my marriage had produced nothing else, it had given me four children who I delighted in, most particularly my eldest son, a boy any parent would be proud of. Young Edward was tall and fair, like his father, studious but not serious, neither too forward nor too shy. In the eyes of his doting mother, he was all I could have wished. Bowing with grace and perfect courtesy, he then ran into my arms and gave me a boyishly exuberant hug. He was ten-years-old and his head, I noted, no longer fitted snugly under my chin as it had when I last saw him.

Leading me by the hand, he took me to greet his new friends among the Tower denizens. A certain hoary guard was teaching him how to use the longbow. There followed a demonstration, during which he managed to hit a straw-stuffed target with two out of three arrows at fifty paces. His face glowing with pride as all applauded, he said, “Now watch this.”

The hoary guard stepped forward and split one of Young Edward’s arrows in two. For the sake of my son and his boundless enthusiasm, I endured a rather lengthy discussion, in which some of the spectators joined, on the virtues of the longbow, what materials gave it the proper combination of strength and flexibility and how best to fletch an arrow.

Upon being presented to his pets and his new horse, a stallion with Arab bloodlines, I had to agree that my husband was right for once: our son was at home in this all-male world. He was happy.

Lessons filled his days, mornings in the schoolroom learning mathematics, history, geography, astronomy and Latin; afternoons spent in more interesting and, to his mind, useful activities, like putting his new horse through its paces, with knightly exercises afterwards. Evenings, after supper, he was at his leisure.

I spent a pleasant month with my son following a well-established routine. After mass and breakfast, I sat with whichever members of my council were on hand to discuss the business of my household and vast land holdings. I would be told about arrears, boundary and labour disputes, crop yields, market fluctuations, new purchases, appeals for donations from religious houses and a hundred other issues, large and small. I also had to deal with requests for patronage and replace office holders who had either died or been elevated or otherwise removed. Afterwards, I dictated letters arising out of the council’s business that day, then dined with my son in the great hall before going back to my correspondence, sometimes keeping two clerks busy at the same time. Some of my personal letters I preferred to write in my own hand. I was a copious letter writer, the reason I kept five messengers in my household.

Then it was time to receive the petitioners. People of every stripe, rich and poor, young and old, spiritual and secular, each with a hand out, each wanting something and feeling deserving of it. Not all went away satisfied after an audience. Some expected miracles and some more than their just desserts.

After the petitioners and before supper there was generally an hour or more to spare, in which I might visit a local hospital or religious house, or ride out to view the surrounding country, or simply sit with my ladies to sew and gossip. After supper I, too, was at leisure to enjoy my favourite pastimes: game playing, reading and more gossiping with my attendants.

One afternoon at the Tower, after I had finished my duties, I went to watch Edward at sword practice. Although he had now progressed to a metal sword, it was extremely dull and smaller and lighter than the usual. His opponent was a boy of similar age and height, and when he stepped forward, Edward cried, “Bruce, you heathen Scot, I’m going to pierce your heart!” At that, the other boy let out a howl, threw down his sword and tried to run away, only to be thrust back by the laughing spectators.

At supper the Prince’s manners were impeccable. He offered me the choicest portions of the meats, wiped his mouth with his napkin and not his sleeve and although he always had plenty to say, he never spoke with his mouth full. A clever tumbler kept the company entertained throughout. Afterwards, he and I played a game of chess and spoke of the Scots’ war. Young Edward had been weaned on tales of his grandfather’s exploits against the Welsh and the Scots. I asked him if he would continue the war if he were the king.

“If I were king,” he said fiercely, “I would hold on to every bit of territory that was mine. I would never give up.”

“Yes, you must always fight for what is yours,” I allowed. “But Scotland never belonged to the English Crown until your grandfather claimed it. It has always been independent. I am beginning to think we cannot win the war, and it is such a waste of resources, of men and money. Your grandfather bankrupted the Crown to pay for his wars. Did you know that? It was not a good legacy to pass on to his son.”

“Money doesn’t come into it. It’s about honour and glory. We can’t let the Scots win. We can’t let them beat us, can we?”

“There doesn’t have to be a winner or loser. If we both withdrew under the terms of an honourable peace...”

“If we do not wage war to a successful conclusion, we will be seen as losers. We will be shamed!” He moved a gaming piece and then looked back at me. “You know I’m right.”

“Perhaps,” I said, smiling at his fervour.

I didn’t let him win the game, and as always he took his defeat with good grace.

After two more games, the first yawn came. I escorted him to his chamber. After a good night kiss, I left him in the care of his squires and sent one of my ladies for a warm cloak. Crossing the inner ward in the icy, black night, I ascended the White Tower to St. John’s chapel and knelt before the altar and a statue of Our Lady. I prayed for guidance in my troubled marriage. With a heart full of love, I also thanked the Holy Trinity and the saints for the fruits of that marriage: my four beautiful, healthy children.

In my chambers later, I was told that Gerald d’Alspaye, sub-lieutenant of the Tower, wished to see me. One of the chaplains was reading the story of Tristan and Iseult with my attendants gathered around him. I led d’Alspaye aside so that his words would not interrupt the story.

He said little, merely held a scrap of folded parchment out to me. “From Lord Mortimer of Wigmore, Madam.”

Mortimer! How dare he try to communicate with me? He was a condemned traitor. He and his uncle, Mortimer of Chirk, had taken part in a rebellion against Edward and the Despensers. Most of their comrades had been executed. The lucky ones had fled abroad. Because of Mortimer’s past service to the Crown, I had fought the Despensers for his life and won, persuading Edward to commute the death sentences of both men. Still, he ought not to presume, just because I had saved his life. And yet I was possessed of a rather shameful innate curiosity, which I made little effort to curb, and reached out to take the note.

To my surprise, it proved to be a courteously couched request that I use my influence with the King to alleviate the conditions of his wife’s detention. I was touched and relieved that he made no appeal on his own behalf.

“In what state is Lord Mortimer being held, sir?”

D’Alspaye was a very athletic-looking man, and young. I wondered if Mortimer had managed to suborn him.

“Madam, his lordship is being held in the Lanthorn Tower, in a small high cell with one narrow window. He has a cot and is provided with the essentials: food and water, the services of a barber and laundress, a confessor. But outdoor exercise is denied him, along with visitors and correspondence.”

To his credit d’Alspaye reeled all this off without inflexion, as if reciting a list of necessary supplies. I dismissed him and wandered over to one of the windows. The royal palace, built and embellished by that incorrigible builder, the third Henry, occupied the southeastern part of the Tower, overlooking the river on one side and the inner ward on the other. From my vantage, the pale ragstone walls and many of the fat towers emerged out of the darkness, lit by flickering torches placed at strategic intervals, as well as torch and candle light illuminating some of the windows. I couldn’t see the Lanthorn Tower, which was adjacent to the palace. Mortimer was held in harsh conditions for a man of noble blood, and I wondered if I had done him a kindness. I had given him little thought over the last months, but now I wondered if such a man would prefer death to perpetual imprisonment. What did he do with his days, kept so straitly? How did he occupy his time? I imagined him lying on his rough cot, hands folded under his head, indulging in some mental exercise to stop himself going mad. Did he, perhaps, consider various plans for escape? Or did he live in the past, among the memories of his wife and children?

I remembered him as a very energetic man, tough, proud and quick to take offence at any perceived infringements of his rights or honour, typical of the strain bred on the marches. He was also cultured and educated.

I had not given d’Alspaye an answer. I would have to think about it. But even as I stood there, looking out into the night, the chaplain’s voice droning in the background, I was already rehearsing what I might say to Edward.

Mortimer had been a good servant to the crown throughout the reign, serving successfully in Ireland against Bruce’s brother and supporting Edward in his trials with the Ordainers. As one of the most powerful and influential of the fiercely independent marcher barons, he had led
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