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April 1502

I STOOD STOCK STILL under the alder trees, staring up into a tracery of branches budding with spring growth and dotted with the silhouettes of hunched ravens, their hooked beaks buried in chest feathers fluffed up for warmth. The clouds above the River Thames hung silver-grey, tinged with the blush of a hidden, sinking sun. Not a breath of wind stirred. It was an eerily still dusk that set off alarm bells in my head, while the noises of the city gradually subsided around the Tower of London.

My sigh alerted the girl beside me. ‘What is it, Mother Joan?’ she whispered. ‘There’s such a strange atmosphere.’ It was my youngest stepdaughter, fourteen years old and apparently as affected as I was by the sense of anomaly.

‘Yes, there is, Lizzie.’ My voice emerged soft and low to match hers. ‘When the ravens come in to roost they are normally vocal, reassuring each other as darkness falls, exchanging goodnight blessings before rest. But this evening they’re silent, as if awaiting some event.’

‘A sad event?’ The girl’s voice shook a little as she spoke.

‘I hope not.’ I put a consoling arm around her. I didn’t want her to be frightened but there was a reason why ravens were considered birds of ill omen. They could sense death. After all they mostly fed on carrion. It was part of their nature.

A sudden burst of sound sprayed down from the treetops as the roosting birds unanimously fluttered their wings and emitted a chaotic series of ‘kaarks’, like trumpeters tuning their instruments or a town crier loudly ringing his bell before making a public announcement. Perhaps it was an acknowledgement of some wind-borne message, for afterwards the big black birds fell silent once more and shuffled closer together, finally settling for sleep. Deep shadows began to creep up the White Tower and the sprawling fortress lapsed into its nightly routine. Footsteps died away on the cobbled lanes between the double curtain walls and torches began to flicker on the battlements, to light the guards as they stamped out their patrols.

I took Lizzie’s hand and we made our way through the arch that led from the tree-lined Green, heading for the Water Gate to cross the moat to our home on the Thames quayside. ‘A false alarm,’ I said reassuringly, but her frown and pursed lips indicated that she was not convinced.

The year was moving on. The excitement and pageantry surrounding the wedding of Arthur, Prince of Wales, to Princess Katherine of Aragon and the Christmas and New Year celebrations that followed were now a dim memory. The royal newlyweds had made the long journey from London to Ludlow Castle on the Welsh border, where Prince Arthur was learning the art of ruling by presiding over the Council of the Marches. Although I had been seconded to Katherine’s retinue during the wedding celebrations, I had not gone with them but gladly returned to my regular post as one of Queen Elizabeth’s ladies-in-waiting. Now, as Easter approached, King Henry had summoned his court to Greenwich Palace to celebrate with all the usual processions and lavish feasting that marked the end of Lent. Afterwards, leaving my husband, Sir Richard Guildford, King Henry’s Comptroller of the Household and Master of Ordnance, to join his fellow Privy Councillors at their traditional Easter meeting, I had taken a ferry upriver to our Tower of London home where I had been reunited with a delighted Lizzie, fretful and bored with the company of her governess. As the dusk gathered that evening we had made our way to the juvenile ravens’ roost in the trees on Tower Green.

When we returned to the house and entered the hall where the trestle was laid for supper, unexpectedly we found Sir Richard waiting for us, pacing the room impatiently. ‘You’ve stayed out very late, Joan,’ he complained. ‘I presume you’ve been with those damned birds.’

Chilled by the sharp wind blowing off the river I hurried to warm myself at the fire and it was Lizzie who responded. ‘They seem very restless, Father. Mother Joan says something untoward has disturbed them.’

‘Oh?’ My husband raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Is ravenish the latest of your many languages, Joan?’

Being accustomed to his ambivalence towards my raven obsession, I summoned a smile and dodged the question. ‘You’re supposed to be at the palace, sir. Was the Privy Council meeting cut short?’

With a grunt of irritation, he took his seat at the centre of the cloth-covered trestle, while a servant placed a dish of fragrant-smelling shellfish on the board. ‘No, it was cancelled,’ he said, removing his eating knife from its belt-scabbard and placing it on the cloth, ready to partake of the meal. ‘The king has given out that he is unwell but actually he is angry with the queen. They have fallen out over something.’

Lizzie and I removed our cloaks and handed them to a hovering maidservant. ‘Everything seemed as usual when I left the queen this morning. What is this something?’

‘I’m hungry. Let us give thanks and I’ll tell you.’ Richard threw his linen napkin over his shoulder.

When we had taken our places he swiftly muttered a grace and began cutting into a fresh manchet loaf, offering us portions from the end of his knife.

‘King Henry has been obliged to take action after his agents uncovered a fresh Yorkist plot against the throne,’ he began.

I nodded and frowned. ‘Yes, when we arrived at the Tower today I was extremely surprised to hear that Lord Courtenay has been confined here.’ Lord William Courtenay, heir to the Earl of Devon, was married to Queen Elizabeth’s younger sister, Catherine of York. ‘That must have upset Elizabeth.’

‘But that’s not all,’ Richard continued. ‘His properties have been searched and confiscated and his wife and children evicted.’ His appetite did not seem affected by this extreme penalty, as he ladled a hearty portion onto his trencher.

‘Then I fully understand why the queen is upset,’ I said, trying to control my anger at this development. ‘Her sister and her young children left homeless and penniless by order of her husband! That is surely a situation hard for her to bear?’

Silence fell between us as Richard lifted another meaty morsel to his mouth and wiped his fingers on the napkin. His voice acquired a tone of forbearing. ‘Actually, they are neither homeless nor penniless, because they are living just up the river at Baynard’s Castle – by the queen’s invitation. That is what has infuriated the king. He did not grant her use of the castle in order to aid the relatives of a suspected traitor.’

‘Surely he can’t expect the queen not to come to the aid of her sister? Especially when there are young children involved.’

‘You don’t appreciate how much stress he is under, Joan. He had thought his kingdom safe once Prince Arthur’s marriage secured England’s alliance with Spain. But now this new conspiracy shows that there is still a strong Yorkist element at large, plotting against him. Also he is worried about Arthur’s health.’

Lizzie had been quietly eating and listening to our conversation but now she ventured a question. ‘What is wrong with Prince Arthur?’

She and the prince were much of an age, which explained her interest, but I could see that Richard was suddenly wishing he hadn’t mentioned him. ‘Nothing serious, Lizzie; it’s just that King Henry thinks he is too thin and prone to agues.’

‘King Henry was the one who insisted the marriage go ahead, despite his son’s youth,’ I pointed out. Arthur had been just fifteen, his bride a year older. ‘And it was he who sent him off, back to the wind and wilds of the Welsh border. The queen told me they’d had word from Ludlow that Arthur was sick. She’s praying for the boy’s return to health but she made no mention of a quarrel with the king.’

Lizzie couldn’t hold back a smirk. ‘I can’t imagine George having been married at fifteen. He still thought girls were stupid and he wouldn’t have known what to do in bed!’

I smothered a smile. Her brother George had been married three years ago at the age of twenty. He was now a father and running his wife’s estates in Essex.

Richard didn’t find her remarks amusing. ‘What would you know about it?’ he snapped. ‘You’re too young to have any opinions on marriage.’

His daughter dropped her head, feigning contrition. But Richard was wrong; Lizzie was well informed about what to expect from marriage. I had seen to that. Not that I approved of girls being married before sixteen. I had managed to avoid it myself until my mid-twenties but even so I had suffered a traumatic childbirth. The thought of a girl barely out of childhood having a similar experience, or even dying from it, wrenched at my heart.

Richard continued to express his support for the king’s actions. ‘Henry is angry that the kingdom is obviously still at risk of treachery, even from those closest to the throne.’

My eyes grew wide and round. ‘Are you suggesting that the queen herself is under suspicion, Richard? Should she fear arrest also?’

Lizzie’s head jerked up in astonishment when I asked this and Richard’s face suffused. ‘Of course not! Do not even dare to suggest that, Joan – and Lizzie, you did not hear it! You misinterpret me. The royal marriage is on as firm a foundation as Westminster Abbey, where it was solemnised. Now I suggest we discuss the matter no further.’

Later, when we had retired, there was some urgent hammering on the door of our bedchamber and the voice of our long-serving steward, Martin. ‘Sir Richard – my lady! A royal messenger is here, demanding to speak with you.’

We both sat bolt upright, any thought of sleep vanishing.

‘I’ll go,’ said Richard, throwing back the covers. In the darkness I heard him swear as some part of his anatomy connected with a solid object.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed. ‘Not without me! There must be bad news. The ravens are never wrong.’

I just had time to wrap myself in my chamber robe before Richard wrenched the door open and a handheld lantern threw light into the room. ‘What’s this all about, Martin?’ he demanded.

‘He refused to say, sir.’ The steward sounded offended. ‘He has a sealed letter and insisted it be handed personally to you or Lady Guildford. I’m sorry I had to disturb you.’

‘You had no choice.’ Richard clapped the steward on the shoulder reassuringly and I followed them down the stairs, the stones cold on my bare feet.

A single torch, hurriedly lit and thrust into a bracket, revealed a liveried messenger pacing the hall, his letter pouch hanging open. ‘From Sir Richard Pole, sir,’ the man said, handing the missive over.

A large seal bore the three ostrich feathers of the Prince of Wales. Dread swept through me like a tidal surge. Any message delivered at this hour would not bear good news.

In tense silence, Richard frowned deeply over the letter and then handed it to me. ‘Prince Arthur has died,’ he said. ‘Two nights ago.’

I made the sign of the cross as my eyes scanned the page. The official announcement had clearly been written by a scribe, doubtless one of several copies, which fast couriers must have galloped to deliver to members of the Privy Council. Before he signed this one, the prince’s chamberlain, Sir Richard Pole, had added a personal note.

The exact cause of death is not yet clear. The princess has also been ill but is now expected to recover. You will need to arrange a mourning fusillade from the Tower to alert London. And if she is not with her, my wife suggests that Lady Guildford should rush to Queen Elizabeth’s side, to give support in her grief.

Sir Richard Pole’s wife was Queen Elizabeth’s cousin, Margaret of Clarence, the only surviving child of King Edward the Fourth’s treasonous brother George and now serving as chief lady-in-waiting to the Princess of Wales. Lady Pole knew very well of my intimate friendship with the queen, who may very likely, even at this late hour, be on her knees at Greenwich, praying for her precious eldest son’s return to health. If I hurried I could break the terrible news to her; surely much better than being woken from sleep to receive a soulless message written by a scribe.

‘I must go to her immediately, Richard,’ I said, passing the letter back. ‘Martin, please send for a ferryboat to take me to Greenwich.’
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THE RIVER THAMES WAS an ever-changeable waterway. In daylight it bustled with activity, rippling around bend after bend like a sinuous length of brown silk, bearing craft of every description. Busy ferryboats bustled from bank to bank, dodging sturdy sail-driven wherries laden with fresh produce from upstream farms, their crews skilfully using wind and tide to tack around the galley barges of the rich and powerful being rowed to Greenwich.

At night however the river fell quiet. Occasionally, light flickered over the water’s surface from a lantern on a passing ferryboat but in the small hours these were rare and the soft splash of the blades was broken only by the occasional thud, as an unseen obstacle glanced off the side of the ferry. I spent the journey listening to the creak of the oars and wondering how I should break the disastrous news to an already emotionally distressed queen.

As I had predicted she was not sleeping in her velvet-hung bedstead but praying in her private oratory off the bedchamber. Pushing the door open I heard the softly whispered stream of her prayers and smelled the fragrance of beeswax from the altar. Her fur-lined chamber robe fell in soft piles around her kneeling figure and her red-gold hair, already streaked with silver, strayed down her back and reflected the candlelight like dying embers.

‘Forgive me, your grace,’ I murmured. ‘May I speak with you?’

She turned, her brow creased in a fierce frown, but it cleared a little when she saw it was me and rose stiffly, gathering the folds of her robe around her. ‘Lady Guildford – Joan – what are you doing here?’ Then her cheeks, which had flushed with irritation at the interruption, suddenly drained of colour and she reached to steady herself on my outstretched arm. I felt her nails dig into my skin and suppressed a cry of pain as she read my face. ‘Oh no, you bring bad news!’

I gave a nod and a sigh. ‘Come, sit, your grace.’ A carved bench was set against the wall of the small sanctuary and I led her to it. She sat and I knelt before her, taking her trembling hands in mine. ‘I am so sorry to have to tell you that your beloved son, the Prince of Wales, has died in Ludlow.’

Her pale face grew sheet-white. ‘Oh dear God, I knew it would happen. I prayed and prayed but the Lord has turned his back.’ Her eyes latched onto mine and an unspoken flood of utter despair swirled between us. ‘Oh, my beautiful son, Joan! My stainless firstborn prince!’

I nodded solemnly. ‘Yes, he was beautiful and a prince of great promise. Heaven has received a treasure.’

‘Who will tell the king?’ moaned Elizabeth, her voice cracking. ‘His prized son and heir is dead. These dreadful tidings could break his heart.’

‘The letter from Sir Richard Pole is addressed to the members of his Privy Council, your grace,’ I told her gently. ‘Most of them are still here at Greenwich and they will have decided who should break the news when the king awakes.’

By now tears were pouring down her cheeks. ‘My lord will need me when he hears. God has ignored my prayers and our dynasty is threadbare.’

I had taken the precaution of bringing a supply of linen kerchiefs from the Tower and rummaged in my belt-purse for one, shaking my head as I handed it to her. ‘Do not say so, your grace! You have three more healthy children.’

The queen sat back, making full use of the kerchief, which seemed to rally her forces. ‘You are right, Joan. I need to arm myself with just such encouraging words if I am to comfort the king. Princess Margaret is here in my household but you can fetch Prince Henry and Princess Mary here from Eltham Palace and we will all mourn together. Henry must see that there is still a future for the Tudor throne.’ There was a long pause and I was struggling to summon more words of consolation when Elizabeth suddenly sat up straight. ‘Besides, we can have more children. I am not too old. Another child would ease my lord’s despair.’

My heart skipped a beat. I had served the queen on and off for sixteen years and followed every detail of her valiant efforts to provide England with the dynasty she knew was essential to establish peace and unity in what had been a war-ridden realm. Between the six babes she had borne successfully there had been several heart-breaking miscarriages and the misery of Princess Elizabeth’s death at the age of three. Then more recently, after she had birthed a third son, Edmund, suffering intense leg pain and other post-natal problems, barely a year later came the agony of the little boy’s demise. Lately also her monthly bleeds had been erratic and profuse and in February, as her thirty-sixth birthday approached, she had confided to me that she hoped God would spare her from conceiving further children so that she might continue to serve the kingdom in other ways and look to Arthur and Katherine to provide the next generation of Tudors. So this change of heart was certainly courageous. However, although I did not say so, I could not believe it was wise.

With a deep breath the queen pressed the kerchief back into my hands and stood up. ‘I know you will find the right words to tell Harry and Mary of their brother’s death, Joan,’ she said. ‘Take them to the chapel to pray for Arthur’s soul and then, when they are strong enough, please bring them here to Greenwich to comfort me and the king.’

Someone had woken the queen’s chief lady-in-waiting, Lady Stafford, who now appeared in the queen’s chamber and I was able to make my departure for Eltham. I was directed to a smaller vessel for this journey, one that could navigate the River Quaggy, a tributary much shallower than the Thames. There was a hooded shelter in the stern but it had an open front and although the sun was beginning to rise, the spring air was still cold and I huddled under the furs provided. Had it been warmer I might have managed to doze during the long pull the rowers had against the current but as it was I spent the time shivering and pondering how I might break the sad tidings to the two royal children.

I assumed it would be the princess who would be most distressed by Prince Arthur’s death. When only four, Princess Mary had greatly mourned the passing of her baby brother Edmund, whereas Prince Harry had shown only limited sorrow. However, when I found the two children together, breaking their fast, and told them as gently as I could of their brother Arthur’s passing, it was the ten-year-old prince who immediately broke down.

‘It cannot be! I saw him married!’ he moaned, tears pouring down his cheeks. ‘I escorted his bride down the aisle at St Paul’s only a few months ago! He was fine then, well and happy; how can he be dead?’

‘The cause is not yet known,’ I said, hesitating to put a comforting arm around him as I might have done in the past. Approaching his eleventh birthday, he was becoming very aware of his status and I feared that familiarity of that kind, if offered, might invite rejection. ‘I suggest we go to the chapel now. He will need your prayers to speed his soul to heaven.’

‘It will be too late!’ the prince declared, angrily swiping unwanted tears from his cheeks with the palms of his hands. ‘Anyway, Arthur will not need help to get to heaven. His soul was spotless and now he has left me to rule England alone.’

I was surprised that he had so swiftly analysed his own radically altered position. Six-year-old Mary stamped her foot. ‘Stop weeping, Harry! Mother Guildford is right, we should go the chapel and you can’t go red-eyed.’

‘Mother Guildford’ was the name the princesses had given me, when I became their governess. My son had been nine when he came with me to Eltham Palace to serve as one of Prince Harry’s pages and because Hal called me ‘lady mother’, the royal children used a similar form of address.

Now the prince turned his moist and frowning gaze on me, as if he had only just registered who it was. ‘Hal should come to the chapel, too, Mother Guildford. Arthur liked him when they met at court. He is still in my chamber.’

I nodded. ‘I will fetch him for you.’ Without comment I handed him another of my clean kerchiefs, which he tucked up the sleeve of his chemise.

When the two royal children were settled before the altar with one of the chaplains I went to the prince’s bedchamber and found Hal helping a chamberlain strip the bedclothes. At one time the two young Henrys had shared the four-poster but a wheeled truckle pulled from beneath it showed me that although Hal might still be held in high favour, he now slept nearer the floor.

The shutters were open, illuminating his surprise at seeing me. ‘I thought you were Prince Harry, lady mother,’ he said, abandoning his task to bend his knee and rise to brush his lips on my cheek. ‘Where is he?’

‘Be calm, Hal,’ I said, returning his kiss. ‘Your friend has received some bad news and is in the royal chapel seeking solace. He requires your presence there.’

‘What bad news?’ he asked in alarm. ‘Is someone ill?’

‘I will tell you as we walk but you will need a jacket and shoes, my son.’ I gestured at his shirt and hose, the only garb he wore as he worked.

He hauled on his tawny livery and cast wildly about for his shoes. I had to catch his arm and point to a pair, stowed neatly under a chair. ‘There they are. What I have to tell you has affected the prince greatly. It will be your task to comfort him, not appear before him distraught and dishevelled.’ Although older than the prince, Hal was still only twelve and death to boys of their age was surely a grim subject. I crossed to a table where a set of bone combs lay before a mirror. ‘Here, let me tidy your hair. Then we must go.’

As we walked down the cloister I revealed the demise of Prince Arthur and Hal was predictably shocked. ‘This is terrible news, Mother! We hardly knew Arthur well but Harry worshipped his brother from afar. He must be very distressed.’

‘Yes, he is. It will be up to you to keep him calm. Think of some words of comfort but not so maudlin as to make him cry again. He won’t want to appear red-eyed before the servants.’

Hal gave me a long-suffering look, as if I was stating the obvious. ‘I know how to turn his mind from grim reality. That is why he likes me.’

‘His court jester, Hal?’ I suggested with a faint smile.

He frowned and shook his head. ‘No, but I have learned that wit and good humour are essential qualities in a courtier!’
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THE QUEEN RETURNED FROM the king’s apartments pale and shivering, her hands tearing ineffectively at her headdress. ‘You must remove this!’ she cried desperately. ‘The frontlet is too tight and the hood too heavy. My head is bursting!’

I hastened to unpin the heavy lappet hood and swept it away, while one of the maids of honour tackled the offending jewelled frontlet. It had left a red line along the edge of Elizabeth’s forehead and I made a mental note to chastise whoever had tied it.

When their solemn prayers were completed several small ferryboats had brought the young prince and princess and a number of their attendants to Greenwich Palace. There I left them in their apartments and hurried to the queen’s chamber. If all was well it had been my intention to summon the children but one look at their desperate mother told me this was not the right time.

We stripped off her robe and kirtle and drew back the bedcovers and when she was safely propped up on the pillows, I poured a good measure of apple spirit and held it to her lips. She took several gulps and for a moment her sobbing ceased and she drew a deep breath. ‘Oh, that is what I needed, Joan. You always know the right treatment.’

‘Prince Harry and Princess Mary are here but I think you should rest before seeing them. You have had no sleep and a terrible shock.’

Elizabeth closed her eyes with a slight nod of the head. ‘Yes, you are right. Thank you for bringing them. I would not want to upset them by fainting.’

‘Did you manage to bring any comfort to the king, your grace? He will be grieving terribly, I am sure. Prince Arthur was his pride and joy – and yours, too, of course.’

Deep lines creased her brow and her next remarks troubled me. ‘It is true that Henry treasured his firstborn but when I look back I’m not sure that I ever really got to know Arthur. I provided the realm with the necessary heir but I never came to feel motherly towards him. Not like the younger children.’ Her voice grew hoarse. ‘You saw him taken from me as a tiny baby, Joan, and left with strange nurses and then Henry sent him away to Ludlow as soon as he was in hosen.’ Her face crumpled and she cried out loud, ‘Dear God, what did we do to him? Poor boy – he must have thought his mother did not love him, but I did – I did!’

She began to sob once more, loudly and inconsolably, hands tearing at her hair, tears flowing like the Thames at floodtide. Then her whole body began to shake. She made a violent turn and collapsed into the pillows, beating them with her fists so hard that the seams split and feathers began to fly. I managed to grab one hand and held it, expecting the storm to subside. But I although the hands soon grew quiet, the sobs did not diminish. Eventually, I crept from the chamber and instructed her usher to go and beg the Lord Chamberlain to tell the king that his wife was prostrate with grief and badly needed him.

Even if his attendants managed to convey the message to him I was far from certain that King Henry would be in a fit state to answer such a summons, and so I was caught unawares when he suddenly appeared at the door of the bedchamber, the sound of his arrival obscured by the dreadful moaning still emanating from his overwrought queen, lying face down among the tear-stained pillows.

Some backwards jerks of the king’s hand signalled me from the room and although I caught his curt instruction to ‘Leave us until I call!’, I lingered on the threshold just long enough to witness him throw himself onto the bed beside his wife, crooning, ‘I am here, Bessie. Calm yourself, my dearest.’

I had never heard words of such earnest intimacy uttered by the king to his queen and I craved to hear more but discretion and the presence of a small group of ladies hovering in the anteroom obliged me to move through the doorway and the dreadful sound of sustained sobbing faded behind the carved oak panels.

With no inkling as to how long the king would stay, I decided to visit the royal children again and try to explain the absence of their parents. I found Prince Harry in his schoolroom with Hal and several other young members of his household busy pursuing a variety of pastimes: reading, plucking at stringed instruments, writing poetry and playing chess. The prince’s tutor was wandering among them, peering over shoulders, offering advice on rhythm and rhyme and keeping an eye on the chess battle between the prince and Hal.

With tactful diplomacy I attempted to brief the tutor about the absence of the king and queen but our murmured conversation evidently did not take place far enough from the prince’s sharp ears, for while Hal was considering his next move, Prince Harry turned in our direction, his eyes wide and his brow creased.

‘I think it may be some time before my royal father truly believes that his best-loved son is no longer with us, Mother Guildford.’ His words cut like flint. It was the moment I became aware that Prince Harry was acutely conscious of being something of an also-ran in the king’s eyes. ‘I am half minded to go back to Eltham, because now that Easter is past we could be out on the chase and my favourite hunting steed is in the stables there.’

Hal completed his move and looked up. ‘But it’s raining, Harry. Even in Eltham Park we’d have dull hunting in the rain. It spoils the scent.’

Scarcely waiting for the chess piece to be placed, the prince had swooped on his opponent’s rook with his knight. ‘Checkmate, Hal!’ he crowed. ‘You were too busy ear-wigging! Anyway, these April showers are of no consequence.’ He leapt to his feet, sending the chessmen sprawling. ‘But let’s just have a game of bowls in the privy garden. Who’ll take us on?’

The tutor and I exchanged glances. ‘At least we’ll know where they are when the king calls,’ he muttered, as we watched the other attendants abandon their books and instruments and follow the chess victor from the room. Judging by their cheerful quips, they were well used to the sudden whims of their young leader, and tipping the rolled brim of his cap, Hal shot me a sly wink in passing. He took pride in his skill at chess. I wondered how often he contrived to lose a game at such a carefully chosen moment.

Leaving them to their sport, I wended my way to Princess Mary’s apartment, which offered blurred views of the Thames through rain-spattered windows. Her seamstress-attendant watched as, with unsteady stitches, her charge attempted to follow a pattern inked on a strip of linen. Although she persevered, embroidery was not really Mary’s metier and I could see that she had already pricked her finger, for a streak of blood was smeared on the fabric. ‘Mother Guildford,’ she said, a look of relief replacing the frown on her pretty face as she lowered her handiwork. ‘How is our mother? Has she sent for us?’

I hated to disappoint her. ‘She is still with the king,’ I told her. ‘But they know you are here. I’m sure it won’t be long before they summon you.’

‘I suppose Margaret is already there?’ With a jealous sniff, Mary tossed her handiwork onto the floor and leapt to her feet. ‘It’s not fair! I can’t just sit here waiting. What is Harry doing?’

‘The prince has gone to the privy garden to play bowls with his friends. It is drizzling with rain but if you put on your cloak you could go and watch them. I’m sure they won’t mind.’

Nodding, she asked the attendant to fetch her cloak, then turned back to me. ‘Is Charlie Brandon playing?’

I cast my mind back to Prince Harry’s companions. ‘Yes, I believe he is. Why, do you ask?’

Mary flounced past me to wait impatiently by the door for the maid to return with the cloak. ‘He always stares at me. I don’t like it.’

I heard the seamstress murmur as she passed me, ‘She secretly does like it, m’lady.’ I gave a barely visible nod of acknowledgement, resolving to have a word with young Brandon.

Back at the queen’s antechamber I noticed that Princess Margaret had put in an appearance and was receiving the condolences of her fellow maids of honour. She looked surprisingly calm and had even acquired a veil of royal mourning blue to cover her thick brown hair, although I thought it incongruous with her gown of bright green wool and hoped she would soon be provided with more sober apparel.

As soon as she saw me she ducked away from her friends and I curtsied as she approached. ‘I am so very sorry for your loss, Princess,’ I said. ‘Your brother’s death must have come as a terrible shock to you.’

‘Thank you, Mother Guildford; yes, it did.’ She blinked away impromptu tears. ‘I promised myself I wouldn’t cry but I keep remembering the dance Arthur and I did at his wedding banquet. It was only while we were practising for it that I truly got to know him. He was so earnest and amusing and he did so love to dance.’

This confidence made me smile sympathetically. ‘I’m so glad that at least you had that opportunity. I recall the dance vividly. You performed it beautifully together.’

She managed to return my smile. ‘Yes, I think we did. Thank you. At least I have that to remember him by. How are my little brother and sister? I hear you went to break the news to them. That was good of you.’

‘Prince Harry was extremely upset, Princess Mary less so – but then she barely knew her older brother. She’s in the privy garden now watching the prince playing a game of bowls with his companions.’

‘If I know Mary, she’s probably persuaded the boys to let her join in.’

‘You may be right. But tell me, apart from the terrible news of Arthur’s death, are you happy here at court now?’

It was more than a year since Margaret had left Eltham Palace to live in her mother’s household and in that time it seemed to me that she had matured considerably. On first arrival at court, aged only eleven, she had appeared silent and withdrawn, awkward among a group of lively teenage maids of honour, and it had been my fear that she might never grow used to being one of a crowd.

After a few seconds’ thought, she gave an emphatic nod. ‘Yes, I am, Mother Guildford. I have become friends with quite a few girls and some of them even say they’d like to come to Scotland with me, when I go to marry King James.’

‘How lovely! So are you more resigned to that prospect now?’ When I was her governess, Margaret had admitted that she wished with all her heart that she did not have to marry the Scottish king, who was a complete stranger and three times her age. The union had been negotiated to seal a peace treaty between Scotland and England.

Margaret’s eyes rolled expressively. ‘My mother and grandmother are trying to delay the marriage but the king thinks the treaty may collapse if it does not take place next year.’

I did a quick mental calculation. ‘Before you are fourteen?’ I tried to keep my instinctive disapproval hidden but evidently failed.

A cloud crossed the girl’s face. ‘My grandmother was married at twelve. She adored her first husband and has said she wishes to be buried with him.’

It was not a time to remind her that My Lady the King’s Mother had given birth at thirteen and barely survived the experience.

‘I haven’t seen my mother yet,’ the princess went on to complain. ‘I wasn’t here when she came back from seeing the king the first time. The ladies say she was very distressed?’

‘Yes, she was. That is why we sent for him again. But she was also very concerned that you and Prince Harry and Princess Mary should learn of your brother’s death before it was publicly announced.’

Margaret shrugged and tears sprang once more to her eyes. ‘Lady Stafford told me in the end. But why should I not go in now? I might be of comfort to them both, Mother Guildford.’

It was hard to deny her. ‘The king has asked for privacy. I am sure it will not be for long,’ was all I could say.




4

Greenwich Palace

[image: Chapter ornament]

April 1502

WHEN THE KING LEFT he swept through the anteroom without stopping to speak to anyone, even his daughter. Perhaps he did not notice her but the chamberlain approached me to whisper that the queen had specifically asked for Lady Guildford to return. As I was swiftly ushered in I tried to avoid the affronted gazes of the other attendants, particularly that of Princess Margaret.

The queen was standing in her chamber robe at the end of the rumpled bed and raised a shaking hand to acknowledge my arrival. Her famous beauty had completely vanished behind the mask of her misery. ‘I feel so guilty, Joan,’ she said, her voice hoarse and cracked. ‘I gave way to an ugly display of selfish despair, for which I fear God may never forgive me.’

It was clear that she was still fighting tears and the urge to console such abject misery was irresistible. I wrapped my arms around her like a mother enveloping her crying child. At first her body went rigid, as if she intended to reject me, but gradually I felt her relax. The chamber was furnished with a daybed and she allowed me to steer her gently towards it. When she sat, I dropped to my knees at her side.

To use her given name without reference to her rank went against protocol but formal address in such circumstances seemed insensitive, when I wished above all to give reassurance. ‘You have lost three living children, Elizabeth, and several that never lived outside the womb. It is no sin to grieve.’

A low moan escaped her. ‘Half my children, Joan! I have lost half my precious children – and two of them boys. I have failed in my duty as queen and the Tudor throne is quaking!’

Shocked, I asked, ‘Did the king say that?’

She responded with a vehement shake of the head. ‘No, no! He kept saying it is God’s will. But I told him that we could – we must – have another child and I shall visit every shrine between here and Arthur’s grave to pray for it to be a son.’

I bowed my head over my clasped hands, so tightly joined that my knuckles turned white. ‘No, Elizabeth! I beg you not to do that. Remember how ill you were after Edmund’s birth. God has blessed you with a fine son in Prince Henry and he is healthy and strong. I’m certain he will make a magnificent king in good time.’

‘But a dynasty needs more than one son, Joan. The monarchs of Europe will not consider England safe under Tudor rule if it has only one heir. The king will never feel secure on such an unstable throne.’

‘You have two healthy girls. Why should they or their children not inherit, as Princess Katherine’s mother did? Queen Isabella of Castile has proved a strong and mighty ruler. You must not endanger your health by embarking on another pregnancy – I beg you, my dear Elizabeth!’

All of a sudden the woman I had thought my friend became my queen. Her body stiffened and her expression became angry, her voice icy. ‘When, Lady Guildford, did I give you permission to address me as “my dear Elizabeth”? You have the honour of being a lady-in-waiting to your queen. It is your duty to serve me without question. Do not dare to tell me what I must and must not do!’

Inwardly, I berated myself. With the best of intentions, I had overstepped the mark. ‘Forgive me, your grace,’ I said, trying to retreat awkwardly on my knees. ‘If I have offended you it was entirely out of concern for your health.’

She pushed me away with unexpected vigour so that I sprawled sideways. ‘I have physicians to advise me on my health. A queen’s attendants are required merely to fulfil her wishes. I have promised my lord that I will bear him another son and that has brought him much comfort. I will not renege on that promise and you will not beg me to do so ever again!’ She stood up and walked stiffly to the mirrored space where she was dressed and coiffed, often twice daily. ‘Now you may help me recover my countenance and demeanour and escort me to visit my children. Then you may return to London and order another batch from the apothecary of that very effective potion that soothes my headaches. You have neglected to keep me supplied. After that you are dismissed from my service.’

I gave an audible gasp of shock, unable to believe what I heard, but I managed to scramble to my feet and an ominous silence persisted between us as I smoothed an unguent onto the queen’s ravaged cheeks, helped her into a clean kirtle and sober-coloured gown and pinned a royal blue bereavement veil over a white linen coif, remembering where it had been stored since the death of Prince Edmund. I could find no mourning jewellery in her coffer so I threaded a black ribbon through the ring of her gold cross and tied it around her neck. Then I escorted this ice-cold Mother Superior figure to the royal children’s quarters, relieved to find that Prince Harry and Princess Mary had returned from the game of bowls and been joined by Princess Margaret. The servants and the prince’s companions were dismissed while the queen commiserated privately with her three remaining offspring and so I was able to have some quiet minutes with Hal. I did not mention the queen’s abrupt and out-of-character dismissal to him because I could not truly believe it myself.

For the first time in my court career, I had not been offered transport on a royal barge but fortunately mine was a familiar face to the royal oarsmen, one of whom agreed to row me to the public dock, where I hired a ferry to take me back to the Tower Quay.

When or even whether the queen would restore me to favour I could not be certain. However, the following day I did as she had requested and made a visit to her appointed apothecary, who had premises in the Blackfriars enclosure on the other side of the city. Instead of hiring a ferry, I chose to make the long walk there from the Tower through streets already hung with black banners and pondered sadly on the circumstances of my dismissal. I found myself harbouring a simmering sense of injustice. Apart from occasional absences for family reasons, I had served Elizabeth and her children for sixteen years and until now she had consistently shown me friendship and favour. I hoped in my heart that her sudden change of attitude was due to her anguish at her son’s death and that when she recalled the history between us she would reconsider.

But days went by with no recall. To discuss the funeral arrangements for Prince Arthur the king called a meeting of the core members of the Privy Council at Greenwich Palace and Richard returned to the Tower with unexpected news. ‘Arthur is to be buried in Worcester Cathedral,’ he revealed. ‘There has been constant rainfall in the Welsh March and the state of the roads is judged too hazardous for a royal funeral cortège to travel all the way to Westminster.’

‘Does that mean the king and queen will not attend?’ I asked in surprise.

‘Yes. As the cause of death is not clear there is a need for haste and the king has decided that it would be appropriate for the Prince of Wales to be interred in the Welsh March, where he spent most of his life.’

‘So he will not attend his precious son’s funeral?’ I could not hide my disapproval. ‘It is as if he is angry with him for dying!’

‘That’s a bit harsh, Joan.’ Richard’s brow furrowed. ‘Henry is very distressed but he is also deeply concerned about this new threat from the Yorkist conspiracy. Don’t forget that there are prisoners here in the Tower and the king wishes the trial to be soon.’

I took a deep draught from my wine cup. ‘There is also a York princess who has been evicted from her home and three Courtenay children who are without the protection of their father.’

Richard’s face suffused. ‘Which they hardly need when their aunt shelters them in regal comfort at Baynard’s Castle,’ he protested. ‘By the way, Lady Stafford asked me when you were returning to the queen’s service.’

‘I hope you told her to ask the queen that question.’

My husband gave me a stern look. ‘Have you written to the queen? She won’t invite you back just for the sight of your face, you know, Joan. You’ll have to do some serious apologising.’

As Comptroller of the King’s Household, he was understandably eager to remain in favour with the royal couple but I had not chosen to tell him precisely why Elizabeth had suddenly turned on me. I considered her offer of comforting the king by trying for another child to be private between them and not something that should be discussed by the members of the Council. ‘I’m not sure I want to go back just yet, Richard. Would it trouble you if I went to Frensham for a while?’ Situated close to the Guildford estates in Kent, Frensham was the manor he had given me as a wedding present.

A rare look of concern flickered across his face. ‘Why, are you ailing, Joan?’

‘No, I’m just tired and in need of some country air. I can take Lizzie with me. She is bored here and what with the royal wedding and serving the queen and the poor Princess of Wales, I haven’t been near Frensham since last summer. I need to check with the reeve and see how the spring sowing is proceeding. And Hetty has been tutoring her younger sister in the art of being a lady’s maid. If the queen does want me back I could bring her up to London with me when I return.’

As my personal maid for several years, Hetty had enjoyed travelling around the royal palaces and castles with me but now she was married and back in Kent and I had been searching for a replacement. If the little sister turned out to be anything like her she would be a great asset.

Richard gave a heavy sigh of resignation. ‘Well, perhaps it might be a good opportunity for you to pay a visit to Frensham. You could also check on things at Halden. But I still wish you to write to the queen.’

I tossed my head. ‘I will; just not yet.’

Meanwhile, I would spend some time relaxing in the calm security of my own manor and perhaps she would find solace in her surviving children and realise that there was no need to risk her life providing the Tudor dynasty with a spare heir.
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AT SUNSET, WHEN I returned from fulfilling Richard’s errands at Halden Hall, I was grateful to find my new maid waiting for me with a supper of cold meats and wine.

‘Thank you, Mildy, this is thoughtful of you. I hadn’t meant to be away so long but there was more to do at Halden than I expected. And I must admit that I’m hungry.’ I lifted a cut of roasted cony onto some bread and watched her pour wine into a cup. She was sixteen and as bright and capable as her sister Hetty had been when she’d joined us at the same age. ‘Has Lizzie had supper?’

‘Yes, madam. She went out to visit her hawk. I think she was doing some training with it today.’ Lizzie and I had ridden down to Frensham Manor two days ago, escorted by a couple of Richard’s men at arms. ‘A courier brought that for you this afternoon,’ she added, indicating a letter lying off the cloth on the bare polished end of the long hall table. ‘Is that not Sir Richard’s coat of arms?’

I reached out for it, turning it over in my hands. It felt more bulky than the usual one-page note from my husband, who was not a prolific letter-writer, and I must have looked concerned for Mildy added, ‘I hope it’s not bad news, m’lady.’

Resolutely I put the packet down again. ‘Well, whatever it is, it can wait until I have supped. I’m impressed that you recognised the seal though. Well done.’

Her cheeks flushed. ‘Hetty made sure to show me the plaque in the church. It’s a pretty design.’

I swallowed my mouthful and smiled. ‘I think so too. And did she tell you the heraldic description?’ At the shake of her head I added, ‘It is Or, a saltire between four martlets sable. In other words – a gold shield with four black martlets between the arms of a black saltire cross.’

‘I love the little martlets,’ Mildy said. ‘Every year they make nests under the eaves of our home and I watch the fledglings tumble about in the sky while they learn to use their wings. Then within minutes, it seems, they’re expert fliers. It’s amazing.’

‘Isn’t it? If I’m here long enough I must take you to see the ravens, which nest in the woods at Halden. They’re very amusing when they fledge.’

‘Are you not staying long then?’ There was disappointment in her voice.

‘That depends on what is in the letter. I’ll know when I’ve read it. But when I leave, sooner or later, would you like to come with me, Mildy? I may return to serve the queen and I will need a good personal maid. Would you like to travel with me around the royal palaces like Hetty did?’ As I asked this I crossed my fingers under the table because I had no idea what might be in the letter, even supposing it was from the queen.

However, I was pleased at the way her face lit up. ‘Oh yes, m’lady. That is what Hetty trained me for.’

Satisfied, I turned my full attention to satisfying my hunger. When I had eaten my fill she gathered the dishes and without my having to ask, poured me a second cup of wine before leaving the room. Whatever happened I certainly didn’t want to lose Mildy!

Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself to tackle the letter. I broke the Guildford seal and unfolded Richard’s note, setting aside a second sealed missive concealed within his. My husband’s message was brief and written by a scribe:

I thought I should send this letter on immediately. Let me know what it says and whether it changes your immediate plans. The queen’s chamberlain has informed the Constable that she will be visiting the Tower for several days at the end of the month.

His scrawled cypher below it was in stark contrast to the precise calligraphy on the other letter, which was addressed in her own clear hand and displayed the queen’s personal seal on the back. My heart skipped a beat. This was a truly private communication, for my eyes only.

I hesitated, waiting for my heartbeat to slow and staring at the precise lettering of the address, remembering how Elizabeth had taken such pride in teaching her precocious son Henry to write when he was only three, and how he had been so eager to gain her approval of his early success. Would I be as delighted by the contents of this letter, I wondered, or would it be the knife-slash that severed the ties between me and the queen once and for all?

Taking a deep breath I gingerly broke the seal.

To Lady Joan Guildford, greetings.

How should I excuse my extraordinary action in dismissing you, except by claiming a temporary loss of mind caused by the death of my dearly beloved son? I have faith that in the circumstances you will forgive me and once more lend me your company and invaluable service as my wisest adviser and friend. In short, I cannot do without you, dear Joan, and thank you earnestly for remembering to arrange for the apothecary to send me the remedies I so urgently needed, despite my regrettable action in sending you away. I will be staying at the Tower of London at the end of April and pray that you will be available to assist me in the burdensome task I must undertake there. For reasons of security I will not divulge any details but assure you that I would be deeply grateful for your help and advice at that time.

I await your reply in anxious anticipation of a favourable response.

Elizabeth, your sorely beset queen

For a few minutes I mused over the letter. Then I read it again. Elizabeth was beset by a ‘burdensome task’. Of course I would go to her.

I knew I must send my answer straight away because Richard’s courier would be staying at Halden Hall and would have been told to wait for my reply. There was a writing table in the corner of my chamber. I took paper from the shelf, drew up a stool and opened the inkpot, hoping Mildy had filled it. She had and had also placed a set of sharpened quills alongside. I was appreciating the girl’s unexpected skills more and more. She definitely had a future as my personal maid.

I did some rapid calendar calculations and worked out that I could stay at least another week at Frensham before I would need to return to London. I wrote to Richard with this plan, suggesting that he arrange for Lizzie to go and stay with Pippa, her recently married sister who now lived in Surrey and was expecting a baby. I could deliver her there on my way.

My letter to Elizabeth took more time to compose. I expressed my heartfelt gratitude that she still considered me a friend but added that I needed to stay a little longer at Frensham. However I promised to be at the Tower in time for her arrival.
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RICHARD GREETED MY RETURN to the Tower with relief. ‘I thank God you’re here, Joan. The queen arrives in three days and King Henry hinted to me that she is in particular need of you.’

I had been later getting to the Tower than I had anticipated because I’d been delayed in Surrey. The arrangement for Lizzie to go to Pippa had been agreed but when we got there we found her crippled with morning sickness. There was a good selection of herbs in her garden and so I stayed a couple of nights to make her a concoction of mint and balm in order to soothe the horrible condition. It was something my midwife had showed me when I was carrying Hal. I also taught Lizzie how to make more doses when mine ran out.

‘Have you any inkling as to why the queen might be so much in need of me?’ I asked Richard. ‘She called it a burdensome task.’

He shook his head. ‘No, I haven’t spoken to her in person and I have no idea why she is coming. I thought the king would come alone. All I know is that arrangements are underway for the trial of the Yorkist conspirators to take place at the Guildhall early next week and the Constable of the Tower has been told to prepare for King Henry to visit the prisoners. There was no mention of the queen accompanying him.’

‘Perhaps she wishes to visit











































AUTHOR’S NOTES

[image: Chapter ornament]

Even before I started writing about her, I became more and more aware from my research that Joan Vaux was worth more than just one book. Certainly, after The Lady of the Ravens was published, it became clear from the reviews that numerous readers found her story and her character interesting and were eager to discover what happened to her next. However, because I realise that some readers are apt to read the ‘Extras’ at the end of a book before diving into the story itself, I hesitate to reveal too much of Joan’s life after The Lady of the Ravens. All I can say to them is that I hope you might already have enjoyed reading some of the ups and downs of her varied career during the early Tudor years and are keen for more!

Because there was so much more to Joan than her career in royal service and although, as the title suggests, she continues to serve several queens, I very much wanted to take her on into her second marriage, which historians treat as merely a footnote in her life, even though it lasted longer and probably made her happier than the first. History is vague about exactly when it started and even about the year of her second husband’s death, except that ironically, despite him being considerably younger than her, it was at least three and perhaps five years earlier than Joan’s, which was not until 1538, at the age of seventy-five. A grand life for anyone at this time in history!

So even for some thirteen years after this book ends, I imagine her living as a happy Lady of the Manor; while at the Royal Court, her former charge, King Henry the Eighth is causing mayhem, seeking divorce from Queen Katherine of Aragon and both marrying and beheading his second queen, Anne Boleyn, while dismissing the Catholic Church and dissolving the monasteries, to none of which I’m certain Joan would have given her approval! So much has already been written and discussed about that part of England’s history that I decided not to add my pennyworth and to leave Joan happy at Acton Court, in her handsome, red-brick manor house, much of which still stands today and, coincidentally, happens to be only a few miles down the road from my home and thus forms part of the inspiration for this book.

If you have already done so, thanks for reading it, and if you liked it, please spread the word. And stay with me, as I have more fascinating fifteenth-century lives in sight!

Best wishes,

Joanna
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