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‘Kepe Wysly Youre Wrytyngys.’

MARGARET MAUTBY PASTON

‘The reason I write to you in haste is to have an answer from you in haste.’

MARGARET MAUTBY PASTON TO JOHN PASTON






Dramatis personae

The Pastons

Clement Paston, the peasant

Beatrice Goneld, Clement’s wife

Justice William Paston, son of Clement and Beatrice

Agnes Barry, William’s wife, an heiress

Children of William and Agnes:

John Paston

Edmund

Elizabeth (Eliza)

William

Clement

Margaret Mautby Paston, wife of John Paston, an heiress

Children of John and Margaret Paston:

Sir John (Elder) Paston

John (Jonty) Paston

Margery

Edmund

Anne

Walter

William (Willem)

Lady Anne Beaufort, daughter of Edmund Beaufort, 2nd Duke of Somerset; wife of William Paston

Richard Calle, the Paston bailiff

James Gloys, Paston family chaplain

John and Elizabeth Damme, friends and legal associates of the Pastons

Mistress Elizabeth Clere, Margaret Paston’s cousin

The Poynings family

Sir Robert Poynings, husband of Elizabeth Paston

Edward Poynings, son of Sir Robert and Elizabeth

Eleanor Poynings, wife of Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland; niece of Sir Robert

John Dane, the Poynings man of business

The Court

King Henry VI; House of Lancaster

Queen Margaret of Anjou, wife of Henry VI

King Edward IV; House of York

Queen Elizabeth (Woodville), wife of Edward IV

Anne Haute and the Haute family, cousins of Elizabeth Woodville

Sir Anthony Woodville, Lord Scales, brother of Queen Elizabeth

The de la Pole Dukes of Suffolk

The Mowbray Dukes of Norfolk

Sir John Fastolf, soldier, administrator and patron of the Paston family

Lady de la Pole who gave a home to Elizabeth Paston

Norfolk society: enemies and friends

Robert Toppes, Mayor of Norwich

John Hauteyn, a Carmelite friar with designs on Paston property

John Wyndham, a notorious Paston enemy

Lord Moleyns, an ambitious claimant of Paston land

William Yelverton, a Fastolf executor

Sir Thomas Howes, a Fastolf executor

William Worcester, Steward to Sir John Fastolf
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The Pastons

The Pastons were a family living in Norfolk in the Middle Ages. They wrote letters to each other, both the men and, even more importantly, the women, Margaret Paston being the most prolific of the letter-writers. How fortunate we are that so much of this correspondence, full of detail on family dispute, of love and tragedy, as well as the minutiae of everyday life, was kept intact and can be read today. They open a window for us into the life of a vibrant and ambitious family in the fifteenth century.








Chapter One
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Margaret Mautby Paston

St Bride’s, London: 21st November 1444

On the first day of February in the year 1444 the great spire of St Paul’s Cathedral was struck by a bolt of lightning and burnt to the ground.

‘Beware the wrath of God!’ thundered our priest from the pulpit in the Church of St Peter Hungate in Norwich. ‘Fall to your knees and repent.’

What cataclysm did this disaster foretell? It was much discussed in our household. Perhaps another dose of the pestilence to sweep through the realm, winnowing both rich and poor. Perhaps some diplomatic squabble to hinder the proposed marriage of our young King Henry VI to the illustrious lady Margaret of Anjou. No one gave any thought to the fact that it might be the death of Justice William Paston, man of many talents, both meritorious and dubious.

In November John Paston, the heir, and I, Margaret his wife, were summoned to London where Justice William lay sick in rented rooms close to the Inns of Court. John left me in a gloomy chamber smelling of damp and disuse and possibly mice, while he climbed the stairs to his father’s room. Since he had left the door ajar, distantly I heard the rumble of his voice, and then his mother’s in reply, sharp and reproachful. Mistress Agnes Paston was clearly in command in the sick-room. On John’s return only a handful of minutes later, I knew from his face what news he would bring.

‘He is dead,’ John Paston announced. His voice registered irritation rather than shock. Certainly no grief. ‘My father is dead. We arrived too late.’

‘We travelled as fast as we could,’ I said. ‘There is no blame can be placed at your door, whatever Mistress Agnes says.’

It had taken us five days of hard riding to cover the miles between Norwich and London, and I felt every one of them in my bones. John, as weary and travel-stained as I, beating dust from his garments, would not be mollified.

‘No, there is no blame. We nearly killed the horses to get here. I just wish he could have held on for one more hour. Or that my mother had sent for us sooner.’

‘I grieve with you,’ I replied, accepting that my husband was wont to blame anyone but himself even though on this occasion he was in the right. Nor would he speak his sorrow aloud, but I would. ‘Your father will be greatly missed for upholding the law so rigorously.’

‘There are even more who will not rejoice,’ John replied. ‘There will be few who will mourn with me.’

The house around us was still, that strange dry emptiness that death often brings in its train before the business of the day must take over. Ill health marked by pains and high fever had dogged Justice William through the whole of that summer; death had finally claimed him in its grip, his eyes closed for the last time by Mistress Agnes’s busy fingers.

John was regarding me in weary contemplation. I knew that I must look as dust-ridden and mud-splattered as he.

‘Now that my father is dead, Margaret, it will not be an easy life for us,’ he said as if I needed to be lectured on what must have been obvious to all. ‘Or not until I have learned to apply the legal strategies so expensively acquired at Peterhouse, to drive off the vermin that stalk us. I have neither the experience nor the reputation of my father.’

He might be young in years but, as I had learned during my short marriage, John Paston was old enough to know his own mind in all things legal. He was also now much empowered as head of the Paston family.

‘No, it will not be easy,’ I agreed, my thoughts scrambling, one over the other, as the impending changes to my life struck home. Justice William might have been ailing in recent months but he had cast a long shadow.

‘Success gives birth to enemies.’ John’s face was severe, all lines of humour and tolerance obliterated. Stepping across the room, I tightened my hands around his. John allowed himself to squeeze mine in return. ‘I know that you will stand with me in all times of duress. The Pastons know how to wed strong women.’ I felt his hands grip mine harder still so that my ring, symbol of that union, dug into my flesh. ‘It will mean that we must often live apart. Can you accept that?’

What choice did I have? I already knew that John Paston was unlikely to indulge his wife by keeping her company when his estates were being usurped by some wily local landowner.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘You are a brave woman, Margaret.’

‘I am. We will face these foes together.’

‘And remember. Whatever the future holds, even when I forget to tell you, my love is yours for all time.’

Such an unexpected accolade startled me, but not for long.

‘Do you not forget that you own my heart, as well as my considerable Mautby acres. I expect you to protect them just as well as your own.’

John laughed, kissed my whitened knuckles and then my lips.

‘Before I die I will write the name Paston across the length and breadth of Norfolk,’ he said.

Not that I doubted John’s steadfastness in this task. Self-deprecation was not a trait he possessed. Within the four years of our marriage I had learned to respect his iron strength. Land was wealth. Land was influence. Land was power. Land was status. And to be fair, even when John abandoned me for a dispute over some distant manor, or rights to gather crops, or ownership of plough horses, my mind ran along similar pathways. I was an heiress before my marriage, and I too would fight for what was mine.

Our enemies would not be allowed to have victory over us.

Fleetingly, I considered John’s inveterate ability to make enemies rather than friends, but it was not worth worrying about now. There were enough anxieties lurking in the shadows to keep me awake at night.
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Success gives birth to enemies, John had said in anticipation of conflict with our neighbours who despised us for Justice William’s successful harvesting of valuable manors. When we met to hear the reading of the will, we had no presentiment of a declaration of war within the Paston family itself.

‘I should have known,’ John remarked when the dust had settled a little. ‘Who understands better than a lawyer that a will can split a family down the middle with weapons drawn?’

We gathered in the chamber: Mistress Agnes, the grieving widow, together with John and I, with Master John Damme, the close family friend who would be one of the executors with my husband and Mistress Agnes. The rest of the Paston children were also present, standing in a neat line of age and thus of height: John’s sister Elizabeth, next to his brothers Edmund and William. Finally there was Mistress Agnes’s most recent child, Clement, irrelevant to such a gathering but present at his mother’s request, his hand held tight by Elizabeth. My own children were not with me but left safe in our house in the village of Paston.

‘I wish to know the content of my father’s will,’ John said after prayers had been said for the soul of the departed. ‘We must waste no time. My father’s enemies gather, like vultures, to pick off any manor that seems vulnerable.’

Mistress Agnes crossed to the window where a coffer stood; taking a key from the bunch at her belt she unlocked it, removed a document and handed it to Master Damme who read it aloud.

It was all clear enough and much as had been expected. Justice William had made provision for his widow and all five of his children, with the weight of the inheritance passing, of course, to John whose burden would be to keep it all intact.

To Agnes was apportioned the manor at Oxnead as her jointure, to provide her with an income as Justice William’s widow, as well as assorted properties that had been her dower. It was a substantial share, reflecting her own status as an heiress when she had wed Justice William. To John came the bulk of the properties not willed elsewhere, as well as the manor of Gresham which Justice William had purchased and which had provided my own jointure. John would get Oxnead on Agnes’s death. A cluster of small manors were named for Edmund, William and Clement, to maintain them and provide for their education until they reached their majority. Eliza would have two hundred pounds for her marriage provided that she wed in accordance with the advice of Mistress Agnes and Justice William’s executors. Her future husband must be of equal age, sufficient status and sound lineage and must supply a jointure of land with an income of not less than forty pounds a year.

John nodded. Justice William had been fair and even-handed but with close concern to keep the bulk of the Paston property in the hands of his heir. It was not over-generous to John, but of course he had my properties too. With two small sons of our own, the inheritance was essential to us for the future if we wished to make a mark in the world.

‘This is much as I had expected. There should be no difficulty in carrying out my father’s wishes.’ John strode up and down the chamber, assessing all he had heard, smiling at his brothers. It was only right that the young ones had money to complete their education. For myself, I was simply satisfied that I would retain Gresham as my own. All was as it should be.

John held out his hand for the will, intending to read through it again for the detail of all the Paston manors.

‘These are not your father’s wishes.’

Those fateful words, clear and unambiguous, were spoken by Mistress Agnes.

‘What are not my father’s wishes?’ John, distracted, was already reading.

‘He did not wish this distribution of his lands.’

Now John looked up. ‘But it is written here, in his will.’

Mistress Agnes did not falter. ‘Your father changed his mind. He decided that he had not done rightly by the younger children.’

I felt John tense as he came to a halt beside me, his fingers clenching to crease the edge of the document. Master Damme remained silent in the storm clouds that began to hover between mother and son. I placed my hand on John’s arm to remind him to keep his temper at bay.

‘Then why not write a new will?’ he asked, gently enough.

‘I accept that he should have done so. But when he felt death approaching, your father spoke to me about his concerns. It was then that he made an alteration in the distribution of his property.’

‘To whom did he make this alteration?’ John glanced towards Master Damme, who shook his head.

‘To me,’ Mistress Agnes replied.

‘Where is it?’

‘It is not written. He spoke it. He told me what he wanted.’

Once again John looked towards Master Damme for enlightenment. ‘This is most irregular.’

‘But not unknown.’

‘But will it stand in law?’ John demanded. And then, as the possible repercussions hit home: ‘What did he want? What changes did he wish to make to the will?’

Mistress Agnes was as phlegmatic as if listing a recipe for braised venison with thyme and bay leaf. ‘Your father wanted to give your brothers more security. He wanted the transfer of specifically named properties to William and Clement. To safeguard their futures, since they are still so young.’

‘So these manors will be stripped from my inheritance?’

A question posed with deadly calm. We already knew the answer to that.

‘Yes.’

‘My brothers are to benefit at the expense of beggaring the heir.’

‘You will not be beggared.’

‘Not far off!’

Mistress Agnes had not finished. ‘Your father also wanted to have Masses said in his name, thus he wished to leave a grant of land to the church.’

‘I don’t begrudge him the Masses. But for how many years?’

Even Mistress Agnes hesitated here.

‘In perpetuity.’

‘Before God! I must lose a manor that my father fought hard for, so that prayers might be said for his soul for ever. Which manors am I to lose, all in all?’

Mistress Agnes took a breath. ‘East Beckham …’

‘We have only just fought and won a difficult battle to gain East Beckham …!’

‘East Beckham and Sporle should be given over to William and Clement. Swainsthorpe should be granted to the church for the promise of Masses.’

I could see John struggling in his choice of words, and failing.

‘God’s Blood! Did you persuade him to do this, mother?’

‘I talked with him. It was his own decision.’

‘I do not accept that.’

The tension in the room had been replaced with a bright anger, but Mistress Agnes was not to be intimidated. ‘It was your father’s wish.’

‘And to my disadvantage.’

A silence fell, broken only by the scuffing of Clement’s shoes as he grew querulous so that I took him and lifted him into my arms. He had no idea of the wealth he had just been willed, and the conflict it would inevitably cause. His head rested against my shoulder and he fell asleep in the manner of all small children. John once more took to pacing the room.

‘Does this stand legally?’ he demanded of Master Damme.

‘It may well do so. If you are willing to accept it.’

‘Accept it?’ The anger burst out in a flare, like the lightning that had destroyed St Paul’s spire. ‘But where is the legal evidence? There is no will in writing, only a cosy chat, allegedly, between my mother and her dying husband. No, I will not accept it.’ He swung round to face Mistress Agnes again, snapping the document between them. ‘Those manors that you say my father wished to assign to my brothers and the church will remain with me. How could he even consider this decision which will do nothing but weaken me? Am I not the Paston heir, left to fight for our position in Norfolk and Suffolk? I am to face numerous enemies, without my father’s connections and reputation and experience in the legal field. Yet now you say he has robbed me of some of the most valuable lands of my inheritance. He has tied my hands behind my back in the coming battle. I do not believe for one moment that he would take such an ill-planned step. My father would consider it a foolishness.’

Mistress Agnes stiffened. ‘Do you accuse me of lying?’

‘I accuse you of being sparing with the truth. I accuse you of meddling in your own interests. If my father had wanted to redistribute the manors he would have had it written down, even if he were drawing his last breath. My father never trusted his wishes to mere words, whatever you say.’ John shook the will once more. ‘This is the will that will be put into effect. The written will. Not some travesty of a conversation between you and a dying man.’

Still she persisted. ‘You would deny your father’s last wishes. That is a shame on you, my son.’

‘Shame? There is no shame on me! These are his last wishes.’ Once again the document was shaken.

Mistress Agnes strode to the door, where she turned and looked back. ‘I will not allow you to thwart your father. I will fight you in the courts, if necessary.’

Her brisk footsteps echoed on the boards, and then clipped on the tiles of the hall.

With a shrug and a twist of his mouth, Master Damme followed her, perhaps with an intent to placate. I motioned to Eliza to take the young ones out, handing sleeping Clement over, which left me alone with John. We regarded each other for a long moment.

‘What are you going to do?’ I asked when he made no attempt to break the silence. ‘Can you stop your mother enforcing the legality of a spoken will?’

‘I’ll do my best! There is no evidence of my father’s change of mind other than her own words.’

His gaze left me and moved to the coffer. Mistress Agnes had left it unlocked. I could sense John’s anger waning. The legal brain was once more working.

‘I can read your thoughts,’ I said.

‘So I should imagine. Come here.’ And when he lifted the lid of the coffer, ‘Hold these.’

Delving into the depths, he began to extract and pile into my waiting arms scrolls and folded documents. Some were new, some dusty, some with broken seals. Others were newly written, the signature of Justice William still clear.

‘I’ll have these deeds of Paston properties safely in my own possession. If I leave them with my mother, who knows what she will do with them? They might just conveniently disappear.’

‘Are these all deeds?’ I asked, trying but failing to read all but the barest words as one document followed the next. Some I dropped on the floor.

‘I have no idea. I’ll read them later. Do be careful with them, Meg. They may stand between us and penury if I have to fight every step through the courts.’

John gathered up those I had dropped, walked to the door and opened it, gesturing for me to follow.

‘What will you do with them?’

‘Lock them in my own coffer,’ he growled.

‘Your mother will not like it.’

‘I do not like what my mother appears to be doing at my expense.’ All I could see was trouble ahead if Mistress Agnes and the heir were in direct confrontation. ‘The first thing is to get the award of probate. Then we shall see. But I tell you this, Meg. I’ll not allow any action, by my mother or anyone else, that will weaken my position of head of this family.’

We carried the documents to our own chamber where John proceeded to pack them into saddlebags for our return journey to the house we were using at Paston. Then he poured a cup of ale and drank it off as if he were a man suffering from drought in a desert.

‘Will you tell me something?’ I asked.

‘Of course.’

‘Do you truly fear that the men who were hostile to your father are waiting to attack, now that he is dead?’

‘Oh yes. They will leap on me, like a vixen after a lamb, and it is to our disadvantage that our estates are so widespread. I’ll be as generous as I can be to my brothers. I’ll even arrange a Mass for my father’s soul. What I will not do is allow the family to be so weakened that it sinks back into the ranks of the peasantry from which it came. My father and my grandfather would condemn me for it.’

‘But your mother …’

‘My mother holds a substantial amount of Paston land. She is in no position to carp.’

My anxiety must have shown on my face. John’s tone softened, as did the fire in his eye, and he came to put his arms around me.

‘Don’t fret over it. We will come about. You’ll see.’

I would pray for a little breathing space before the attacks began. I feared that Mistress Agnes would nourish resentment and anger against her son for the rest of her life. She was not a woman who found forgiveness easy.

It did not bode well.

‘But if my mother wishes to have Masses said in perpetuity for my father’s soul,’ John announced as a parting shot, ‘she can pay for them herself.’
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My husband John was twenty-three years old when his father died. I was of the same age, now a wife of some experience. I had just given birth to my second son.

Who was I before I was Mistress Margaret Paston? If I was an heiress in my own right, how was it that I came to wed John Paston, a man descended in so few years from a man who worked the land? A peasant, in effect.

I was Margaret Mautby, daughter and heiress of John Mautby of Mautby, a substantial manor in Norfolk. An only child of considerable value to a future husband. Because my father died when I was ten years, I had been living with my mother and stepfather at Geldeston in the south-east of Norfolk, where I had stepped within the avaricious gaze of the Pastons. My mother had carried no children to her new husband, so that on her death I would inherit her property too. Justice William, by chance or design, was a trustee for the Mautby estates. Who would know better than Justice William that I had the promise of a legacy worth a considerable sum to my name? Justice William had seen me as a juicy Norfolk plum, waiting to drop from the tree into his hand, the perfect bride for his eldest son and heir.

Did my mother value a Paston alliance? Could she have done better for me? It was not for me to know, as it was not for me to object to the proposed alliance. Later I suspected Justice William had used his persuasive tongue to paint his family prospects in glowing colours. Besides, Paston and Mautby lands marched side by side. No one would deny that the Pastons were a family destined for a reputation as lawyers and land-holders.

John and I first met in April of the year 1440, four years before Justice William’s death, although legal arrangements had been under discussion for some time between my trustees. Not that Justice William made that decision without first consulting his wife. I soon learned that if Mistress Agnes had rejected me, then the marriage would never have come about. It was arranged that I should visit Mistress Agnes at the manor of Oxnead, a handful of miles north of Norwich.

Escorted there by a servant, without my mother’s company as Mistress Paston had requested, I rode into the courtyard at Oxnead, impressed with the buildings ranged on three sides and the absence of weeds and detritus from the stables. A dovecote caught my eye, its inhabitants squabbling with a flash of their white wings. It all spoke of good husbandry and management. When I was shown into a parlour, the impression was the same. The furniture, although sparse, was highly polished. The rushes on the floor were satisfyingly fresh and fragrant. I would not object to a husband who would one day own this property.

There, against the backdrop of the Paston wealth, stood Mistress Agnes, slight and angular, as dry and sere as a stalk of rye that all but rustled, the keys of the property clasped to a silver chain at her waist. She might be clad as drably as a mouse, her hair hidden in a plain coif, but the quality of the woollen cloth of her high-necked gown was as good as any that Norwich could provide.

I curtsied, eyes lowered in demure greeting. I was to be assessed as a bride. If I was not liked, I would be sent home, heiress or no. I knew that I looked my best.

Without a word, Mistress Agnes raised her chin and looked me over, as if I might be a prime ewe at market. I looked back.

‘Mistress Mautby.’ Her voice had a harsh timbre and little welcome; her eyes, hard as agates, were inclined to the censorious. ‘I presume that your mother has told you of the reason for your visit.’

‘Yes, Mistress Paston.’ I kept my gaze steady. I knew my worth. Any local family would be fortunate to take me as a bride. ‘I am aware that you are considering me as a wife for your son.’

She gave no reply to that. Instead: ‘You look to me to be a sensible girl.’ She ran an eye over my clothing, chosen with discrimination for this visit. As demure as my initial approach but not lacking in an embroidered girdle. Norwich had clothed me in its best weave too, of a soft spring green. ‘I see a degree of time and money has been spent on your clothing, Mistress Mautby. There is no place for extravagance here.’

Would I be expected to dress as plainly as Mistress Agnes? There was no embroidery to see on her cuffs or at her neckline. It did not sit comfortably with my young ambitions.

‘Have you learned well the skills of housewifery?’ she asked.

‘I have, mistress. My education at my mother’s hands has been excellent.’

Her straight brows, also mouse-brown, rose.

‘Could you run a house such as this? Better for me to know now than later, if you are not a capable girl.’

‘I could.’ I was not intimidated. ‘My stepfather’s house at Geldeston, where I am presently domiciled, is more extensive.’ I was eighteen years old with a quiet confidence. ‘I know well the tasks necessary. I can do them myself, but I would have need of a good and reliable Steward, of course.’

‘The Steward in my household is appointed by me. He is perforce reliable. Any lack in household management will be your own.’ Mistress Agnes’s brows had now snapped together. ‘We will not know if you will prove to be fertile. It will be a matter for prayer. We need Paston heirs for the future, Mistress Mautby.’

‘Yes, Mistress Paston. I, too, would offer daily prayers to the Blessed Virgin.’

‘Your parents had only one daughter,’ she considered.

‘Then I must set myself to do better, mistress.’

She continued to regard me, giving no intimation of her thoughts. Would I pass muster?

Mistress Agnes nodded briskly.

‘I think it would be well for my son to meet with you.’

Thus I was dismissed and sent home. I presumed that I had been liked well enough to further the negotiation, and I would meet the heir. After the interview with his mother, I was unconvinced that I would find anything to like in him.
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I first met John Paston at my mother’s manor at Reedham, under the aegis of both my mother and his. I had made it my task to discover as much as I could about him. He was not unimpressive. Following legal studies at Trinity Hall, he had spent some months as Yeoman of the Royal Stables; thus he was a young man with an education and Court polish, although neither were obvious to my critical eye. His hair was dark and badly clipped into his neck, his figure sturdy, his face smooth and solemn, but not I thought without a promise of humour, probably when not in the company of his mother.

‘Good day, Mistress Margaret.’

‘Good day to you, Master John.’

He bowed, I curtsied.

When he smiled at me, I felt an instant urge to smile back. He led me into a little space with a window seat overlooking my mother’s walled garden, where he encouraged me to sit. I glanced across at my mother who nodded. Mistress Agnes made no response. They were not quite beyond earshot so circumspection would be wise. John sat beside me, a suitable space between us.

‘We are to be wed, it seems.’

‘If your mother approves.’

‘My father does.’

I slid a glance to his austere face. ‘Of course he does. And we both know why.’

His solemn expression immediately lit with appreciation. ‘My father always has an ear and eye to wealth and land for our family. But between the two of us, would it please you, Mistress Margaret?’

Would I like to be wed to this man? Could I live for the rest of my life with him? No romance. No throbbing of my heart. I had read a little of the romance of knights and ladies where the world was lost for love. But I liked him sufficiently and I liked the style of his living at Oxnead. Nor was that his only property. I could do much worse.

‘I think it would please me well.’

And here was Mistress Agnes, as sharp-eared as a bat, standing beside us.

‘It is settled. Surely there can be no complaints from either of you.’

But Master John Paston took my hand, addressing me. ‘Since you are willing, I think you will be a most acceptable wife, Mistress Margaret.’

Whereas I had an eye to Mistress Agnes. I knew just how to respond to this.

‘If you are half the man your father Justice William is, sir, you will be a most acceptable husband to me.’

Mistress Agnes’s face relaxed into what might have been a smile if she had allowed it. John kissed my cheek. Mistress Agnes promised me a gown of a good blue colour. My mother offered a fine pelt with which to trim it. It was settled, as simply as that, because I was worth one hundred and fifty pounds a year in landed property, my manners were good and I was not too uncomely. Nor, I presumed, did Mistress Agnes see me as an obstreperous daughter-in-law.

On that very night I travelled with them from Reedham to Paston, the new bride to be wed to the heir.
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I liked John from the very beginning, and he liked me. Sensible and pragmatic, it proved that neither of us was given to romantic extravagance, but neither of us would deny the warmth that had touched us both that day at Reedham. It seemed that we had, if nothing else, an affinity. I bore my first child in little more than two years after we exchanged vows, despite the fact that John returned to Cambridge to continue his studies at Peterhouse, before taking lodgings in London to become acquainted with the family business with his father.

John was not with us at Oxnead when I announced to Mistress Agnes that I was carrying a child, perhaps a future Paston heir. I cannot say that her expression softened, but she stepped forward and took me into a brief embrace. I think I trusted her less when she tried to appear friendly.

‘We must tell my son.’

‘I could wish your son was here with us.’ I refused not to feel neglected.

‘You must accept that his life will always be dictated by his affairs of business.’

‘I could enjoy it more if it were occasionally dictated by my existence.’

There was no answer that Mistress Agnes could make as I stalked from the room. How could she, since she too had frequently been slighted by Justice William in the interests of Paston ambitions. I took myself to the Steward’s room and commanded him to write to my dictation. The words flew from my lips.
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To my very honourable husband,

It pleases me to inform you that I am carrying your child. I offer prayers to the Blessed Virgin that it will be a son.

As a token of your pleasure and respect I would remind you of a grey-wool gown that you had promised to buy for me. I have no gown to wear this winter but my black and the green that I find very heavy except in the coldest of weather. You may have noticed that women who carry a child are no longer slender and thus I am in need of a girdle that will meet in the middle.

I send you a ring to remember me by, with the image of St Margaret, the particular saint of value to pregnant women. Since you have given me a remembrance that keeps me awake both day and night, I trust you will wear the ring and think of me.

Perhaps you could tell me what name you would like for your son if you do not manage to come home before the birth.

Yours M P
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It spurred John into a flying visit between Peterhouse and Oxnead. I carried a son, a noisy, restless child, and we called him John. We agreed it was a good name, and I forgave my husband his absence in wifely style.
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I remained in Norfolk, sometimes living with my mother, more often with Mistress Agnes, where I learned to tolerate her tongue and place my own handprint on the Paston household. It was not always easy to remain courteous when I did not have my husband to give me his authority. I was not always victorious. When my little son John wanted to invite into the house a sharp-nosed terrier from a litter in the stables, Mistress Agnes put down her well-shod foot.

‘Dogs belong outside. We will give no space to one in here with its fleas and scavenging.’

Son John had to be consoled with a sweet wafer, to his grandmother’s disgust. I admit to not fighting very hard for my son’s desire for the creature. There was enough to do in the household without a small dog to chase after.

But as the winter nights crept on, full of darkness, after we had eaten supper and drunk our cup of ale, Agnes acquired a habit of sitting near the fire, talking of old times, wasting good candles and firewood. My mother would never have sanctioned it. I could stand neither the repeated reminiscences nor the wastage. Unable to tolerate yet another telling of Justice William’s struggle with the law, I made a brisk movement towards the door.

‘We will go to bed,’ I announced. ‘We will all go to bed. To sleep. Are we not weary after a day’s work? We will rise and break our fast early and so make the most of the morning hours. To sit here in idle chatter is of no value to God nor man.’

After a week, I noticed that the candles were doused not long after my departure and new ones not lit. The fire had been banked down. A little battle but I had won and would win more.

Nor was it easy living apart from John, as I soon discovered. Three years after we were wed John fell ill of a severe fever, news reaching us at Oxnead from London, written in the precise hand of a physician. What could we do? Struck with terror for his health, Mistress Agnes and I wore out our knees in prayer. In extravagance born of true fear, Mistress Agnes promised a wax effigy to be offered at the shrine of the Blessed Virgin at Walsingham if John was spared.

‘And I will go on a pilgrimage there, to give thanks,’ I promised, ‘whatever the cost.’

Meanwhile I wrote to John to encourage him to eat and drink well to offset the fever. Or that is to say that I ordered our Steward to write it for me. I could read but my writing was not good.

And keep your feet dry, for wet feet are sure to exacerbate your symptoms. And finally because it came into my mind: I would rather that you were at home with me, far rather than the gift of a new gown, even though it were of scarlet.

I could not bear the thought of becoming a widow so soon after becoming a wife, so soon after finding a deep affection for him. And to remind him when he had recovered from the fever, as I prayed that he would:

Our son John fares well, Blessed be God.

Mistress Agnes was not called upon to go on pilgrimage and neither was I. My advice and Mistress Agnes’s offerings to the Blessed Virgin had their reward. John survived the fever and grew strong again. On his recovery, I was provided with evidence that he read my letters for I was in receipt of a package. It was a gown of rich scarlet. Mistress Agnes regarded it as a squandering of money. I loved it, close-fitting as it was. I would wear it as soon as the birth of our second child would allow it to be worn. I stroked the fine woollen cloth, enjoying the slide under my fingers.

‘You are a good daughter to me.’ Mistress Agnes allowed herself a moment of rare praise. ‘Far better than Eliza.’

I already knew that my sister-in-law Eliza had her own problems with her mother. The fact that she referred to her more often than not as Mistress Agnes rather than mother spoke volumes, but Eliza did not easily confide. It was not for me to become involved.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Our second child, another son, was born in the spring of 1444, at Geldeston where I had gone to stay with my mother. There I gave birth with the requisite pain and inconvenience but without much difficulty, and welcomed my husband John after I was churched. He looked windblown and tousled but full of energy. I had not seen him for a good two months. We were pleased to be reunited in the privacy of a wood-panelled parlour where a fire warmed the air with the spice of pine-cones.

‘What do you wish to call your son?’ I asked, after he had bent over the cradle and inspected the child who watched him with a placidity missing in our first offspring.

There had been no such question about his first-born. This child seemed to be a matter to engage my husband’s decision-making. Were there not enough family names which we would happily give to our son?

‘It will all depend, dear Margaret, on whom we invite to be the boy’s godfather.’

‘Is there a problem?’

‘There may be if we invite your powerful cousin Sir John Fastolf.’

I could see where the problem would lie. A godfather might expect the child to be similarly named, causing us a permanent complication for the future. Surely we would be foolish to land ourselves in this difficulty, when we could make other choices.

‘Could you not consider calling him William for your brother? Or even Edmund. Would not either of them be happy to stand as godfather?’

Sometimes my husband could be persuaded by a sideward step rather than a head-on attack. Not on this occasion.

‘No.’ He was adamant. ‘Sir John Fastolf will be his godfather. This child’s name must be John.’

And it was done. Elder John and Young John. Not to mention my husband John. I set myself to some careful explaining in the future when addressing my family. Sometimes men could be distressingly intractable.

Paston: December 1444

It did not take our adversaries long to sharpen their talons. Barely had the body of Justice William been brought home to Norwich, to be laid to rest in the Lady Chapel of the Cathedral as he had requested, than the carrion-eaters were gathering on the fences and hedges of the Paston estates. Justice William’s wealth and power were talked about wherever men gathered to drink ale. So was his lack of principle where his own interests came into question. Justice William could be harsh and manipulative. Justice William had pulled himself up by his boot-lacings from his lowly beginning as son of a plain husbandman, trampling on anyone who stood in his way to become a student of law at one of the London Inns of Court; Steward to the Bishop of Norwich; Justice of the Court of Common Pleas. Could those Paston boot-lacings be sliced through, now that Justice William was dead?

The enemies emerged from the woodwork like pernicious beetles.

Although probate was awarded to John for the written will, and we kept all the manors in spite of Mistress Agnes’s rantings, the disturbances began. Some would say in a minor fashion but it should have been our warning of worse to come.

It all began in Paston on a morning when I was considering how much I disliked living in this house. It was cold, its rooms poorly furnished, Mistress Agnes having taken all the better pieces to Oxnead, the paths and small courtyard prone to mud and deep puddles of brackish water so that I must invariably wear wooden pattens to protect my shoes between October and March. Nothing could protect me from the winter-whiff of decay. I caught John, swathed in a coat and hood and mounting his horse a mere hour after sunrise.

‘Escaping from your mother?’ I queried.

‘It tempts me,’ he grinned. ‘It will please me well when she returns to Oxnead. I’ll not give in and the sooner she accepts it the better.’ The raw humour vanished as fast as it had come.

‘Where are you going?’ I asked.

‘To have a few choice words with our rector, before his actions poison the whole village of Paston against us.’ His eye rested on me, considering. I tilted my chin. ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘Our parson might respond to a gentle female voice. My mother sets him to vituperative defiance, and I fear he will not listen to me with more than common courtesy.’

I remained unmoving. ‘Could you not have given me warning?’

John had the grace to look a trifle sheepish. ‘I have only just thought of it.’

‘I doubt I’ll make much impression.’

‘We can but try.’

Within a quarter of the hour, in cloak and hood, my hair quickly braided and contained by a plain linen coif, I was riding beside him. John pointed out the holes that had once contained markers beside the road, angling off to the right, markers that had been moved.

‘It did not take him long,’ John snarled.

‘Between one Hail Mary and the next, I’d say.’ We had discussed the affair over supper in recent days.

This would be the first personal challenge to John’s authority outside a court. I wondered how he would deal with it, since it came from a man of God. We were admitted into the rectory, into the parlour where the priest had a cup of ale and a platter of bread and meat before him, his feet on a footstool before a low fire, a book in his hand, his finger keeping the page. There was no hint of holy poverty in the room. The man’s collection of books was impressive. I thought the priest had a sullen air as he rose to his feet, although our visit cannot have been a surprise in the circumstances. John, unsmilingly, proffered a signed and sealed document that he took from the purse at his belt. He was all formality as he placed it on the table before the priest with a courteous little inclination of his head.

‘I have here, sir, an agreement, made between you and my late father Justice William Paston, that the road in the village of Paston should be diverted from its proximity with my father’s new manor house. I see that you have been busy, sir, in the short time since my father’s death. You have reneged on the agreement and removed the markers that positioned where the new road would run.’

The cleric’s reply came promptly, and not as John would like.

‘I have, Master Paston. The change was not acceptable to the villagers.’

‘And yet you agreed to it.’ John pointed at the document that the priest had not touched. ‘Is that not your signature? Is that not legally binding?’

We had known it would be a contentious issue, to allow the manor house more privacy at the expense of the convenience of the villagers, but the priest had agreed to the diversion of the road in exchange for a considerable donation to St Margaret’s Church.

‘It is indeed legal and binding, sir,’ I added in John’s support, pointing at the joint signatures and the seal when I caught a hint of a shrug of the priest’s shoulders. ‘Is it wise to break the law?’

‘Will you take me before the law for so paltry an affair?’ the priest asked. He ignored me, his regard fixed on John.

‘Can we not come to some arrangement?’ I suggested, trying for calm in the eye of the coming storm.

But John had had enough. ‘My father would not blink at litigation. Neither will I.’

The priest’s reply was inappropriately aggressive. ‘Then you had better do it fast, Master Paston, before I have a drainage ditch dug across the path of your proposed new road. Drainage is always a problem on that low-lying land, as the villagers will testify. It will be to their advantage for me to dig a ditch.’

There it was. A challenge to the new heir to the Paston title and lands. John stiffened.

‘I regret that there is so little Christian conscience in you, sir. You will be hearing from me.’

‘I advise you to say no more, Master Paston. Building a wall across the old road has raised a tempest amongst the villagers that will not die down, short of you demolishing the structure. The wall has blocked the path of the processional around the church, which we make for some of our services, a ceremony that is much loved.’

‘There was no difficulty with that wall when you first set your name to the agreement!’

‘Well, there is now. The villagers are angry.’

Before John could say more, I drew him to the door and, with a curt bow on either side, we left. John grimaced as we mounted and turned our horses in the direction of the manor and the disputed road.

‘Can we buy him off?’ I asked.

‘I doubt he will be willing.’

‘But can we afford to take this through the courts?’ As I knew from my own housekeeping, ready money had been tight in recent months, rents from my own manor of Gresham being slow to come in. Litigation could drain our strength like an ulcer. ‘Is a road worth it?’ I asked.

‘It’s not the road but the challenge to my authority.’ John applied his heels to the horse’s sides. I followed suit to keep up with him. ‘My father is hardly in his coffin. But I’ll not be beaten. I have something to show you when we get home.’

Since he seethed with anger all the way back, I rode in silence, knowing better than to try any soothing remedy. This challenge to his local power over something so trivial as a wall would set a dangerous precedent.

Once more at Paston, John marched ahead of me to the room he used for business dealings, unlocking the door which kept out any curious member of the household. Scrolls and documents littered the table but they did not interest my husband. Instead he made his way to a large travelling coffer that stood to the left of the fireplace. It was still covered with dust and was well locked with the addition of leather straps.

‘It arrived yesterday,’ he said. He flung off his cloak and hood, followed by hat and gloves which slid from the settle to the floor. ‘You were supervising the cheese-making in the dairy with my mother.’

‘So it was hidden from her.’

John slid a glance in my direction as I retrieved his garments and placed them out of the way. Crouching before the coffer, taking another key from his pouch, he released the complicated locks, unbuckled the straps, and flung back the lid so that it thumped against the wall. The dim light that the small windows allowed to enter the room flashed and glinted on the contents. I knelt beside him, astonished at what I could see in the shadows. Items of silver plate, gold chains and the hint of jewels. Hessian bags that chinked delicately when I poked at them.

‘What is this?’ I asked, lifting and weighing one of the bags in my palm.

‘All the valuables my father placed with the monks at Norwich Priory over the years for safekeeping. I’ll not let them fall into the hands of the Priory or my family. Or more specifically into the hands of my mother. We will need this.’ He took the bag from me and shook it. ‘One thousand pounds.’

I lifted an engraved silver cup. ‘I can see me using this for my ale at dinner.’ I tipped it with an elegant turn of my wrist.

‘I can see me selling it to raise money to spend on the coming litigation,’ he said.

‘And this?’ I lifted out a silver crucifix, all set with dark sapphires. ‘Do you sell this too?’

‘And that, too.’

‘Oh John, how miserly of you.’ I held it against my bosom where it glowed strangely against my gown of plain woollen cloth.

‘How careful of me, more like. Our money will drain away in the courts like spring floods into a storm-drain. The priest and the road may be the least of my worries.’

I kissed his cheek, reluctantly placing the crucifix back into the coffer. ‘How fortunate that your father saw fit to educate you in the law.’

‘Indeed.’

A sound beyond the door caused me to rapidly close the lid. Mistress Agnes entered. I doubt she would have noticed if the jewels had been spread over the floor. A document was in her hand, one that she proffered with fury. She was followed by John’s brother Edmund, younger by four years, tall and rangy but with a typical Paston’s dark hair and forceful nose.

‘Where have you been?’ Mistress Agnes’s questionable greeting. ‘I have been looking for you, John. Why are you never here when I need you? I have just this moment received this. It is disgraceful!’

Relations might be strained between them, but she knew where to come for aid. John took it, allowing his eye to move down the single page, exhaling loudly as he did so.

‘So it begins.’

‘So it does,’ Mistress Agnes almost hissed her disgust, her features tight with it. ‘Justice William would never allow it. I trust that you will fight for my claim, John. Oxnead belongs to me. This man – this creature – has no claim. He is a priest. He has no right to lay claim to any land, and certainly not my property.’

‘That’s not the worst part of it,’ Edmund added in his laconic fashion. ‘The man has been here, demanding to see our mother. He was refused entry at the gate. When he seemed reluctant to go away, I accosted him.’

There was a twinkle in Edmund’s eye.

‘What did you say to him?’ I asked.

‘I said that if he wanted anything from us, he must declare it before the royal courts in Westminster Hall. Then I told him to be on his way.’

John clapped him on the back. ‘Well done, brother. We’ll make a lawyer of you yet.’

‘I am already a lawyer, if you had but noticed. He said he would go to court.’

‘And you said?’

‘That we would refute all suggestions of illegality in our inheritance.’

The two brothers grinned at each other, while I took the document from John, smoothing it out. It was clear enough even though I had to struggle with some of the legal words. A man named John Hauteyn, a Carmelite friar, was claiming rightful possession of our manor of Oxnead. His family had owned it, he said, a hundred years ago, long before it fell into the hands of Justice William. He claimed the support of the powerful Duke of Suffolk in taking his land back again.

‘Hauteyn! A man of bad reputation! He cannot inherit property,’ Mistress Agnes repeated, as if to say it again would make it true.

John’s lips tightened as he retrieved the document. ‘That may be so, but Hauteyn has obtained a dispensation from the Pope, to renounce his position in the Carmelite order, which makes him free to claim the property. Did the family once own it, as he claims? I have no idea.’

‘He says that he will sue you through common law,’ I said, recalling the pertinent statement.

‘He cannot sue for something which is clearly mine.’ Mistress Agnes was beyond reasoning.

‘We have no choice, if he brings a case.’ John tried to soothe, bending his dark gaze on his mother.

Agnes walked out, as angry at both her sons as she was with the unknown friar. Edmund followed at a safe distance.

‘Who is this man? Do I know him?’ I asked.

‘He was the disreputable and malodorous priest we came across in Norwich market place last year, selling false relics to the gullible, no doubt for an exorbitant sum, until the Cathedral authorities shuffled him away.’

And I remembered. Phials of Virgin’s tears and little packets of saints’ bones, all counterfeit, held out in the man’s filthy hands to anyone fool enough to part with coin for water and pigs’ bones. A man without honour or integrity who would fleece the gullible townsfolk was now setting his sights on Paston property.

‘Can Hauteyn do this?’ I asked.

‘He can if he has the Duke of Suffolk’s favour. I think I will need more than a silver cup to get us out of this. What’s more, I fear that Hauteyn will be a minor irritant, a somnolent wasp, when we should be worrying about a swarm of them.’

He drew me into his arms, his chin resting on my coifed head as he looked out of the window at the Paston acres that would cause us so much heartache.

‘And now, my wife, it would be good policy for you to follow my mother and calm her down with a cup of ale – not a silver cup, mind – and some words of wisdom. She will listen to you rather than to me. And don’t mention the contents of the coffer. She has no idea that I have it. Persuade her if you can to talk to no one about Hauteyn’s claim.’

I patted his shoulder, knowing from experience that nothing I could say would make matters easier for John, and went to draw the poison from Agnes’s thoughts if I could.

‘I’m sorry to hear that the Duke of Suffolk would give his support to Hauteyn.’

John’s final words followed me.
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The Duke of Suffolk remained a thought to trouble me while I plied Mistress Agnes with a pottery cup of our better-quality beer and I discussed with her the less than vital question of what to do with the windfalls that littered the orchard. It was important for a family of our inferior rank to be in good company with the local magnates. William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, was one of the most powerful landowners in these eastern lands of England. What’s more he had emerged as one of the sixth King Henry’s chief ministers and Steward of the King’s household, which meant enormous influence at Court, given Henry’s frequent instability of mind. The Duke, with a loud voice in the King’s Council, had little time to spend in his lands around Norwich, but enough to dabble in the interests of those men who served him.

I had seen him once in Norwich, a large man, full of self-importance, surrounded by his retinue in de la Pole livery. Clad in a be-furred damask houppelande that reached to mid-calf, his head graced with a large chaperon in black velvet, he dominated the space around him as he discussed business with the Mayor. He did not deign to notice any of lesser rank. He would give no time for a Paston. When a beggar risked approaching his horse, arms outstretched, requesting alms, the mighty Duke loosed his foot from his stirrup to kick the man from his path. There was no charity or compassion in him. I did not like him.

‘Are we then a lost cause?’ I asked John when we met in our own private chamber as we knelt together for prayer at the end of the day before climbing into the large curtained bed inherited from Justice William. ‘Do we return to the rank of husbandmen as our lands are stripped away?’

‘We are if we are dependent on Suffolk’s goodwill,’ he grumbled as he removed his hose which, inconsequentially, I noticed had worn into holes at the heel. ‘The Duke has none for us. There are precious few for us to turn to.’

‘What about the Duke of Norfolk?’

John Mowbray, the Duke of Norfolk, also owned widespread holdings in our part of the world. In his young days, Justice William had served as Steward in his household. Would the Duke, in recognition of past services be prepared to use his aristocratic powers on our behalf?

‘No hope of help from there either. He might have vast estates hereabouts but he’s just not powerful enough at Court or even in local politics. Suffolk holds everything in a stranglehold. Besides, even the Duke of Norfolk can’t be trusted if he decides a Paston manor is ripe for his taking. Norfolk is nothing but a disreputable thug.’ Sitting up against his pillows, John glared at me, as if I were the problem. ‘What I need is a man who has access to the King, who owes nothing to Suffolk or Norfolk. I need to look elsewhere, and to do that I need to return to London.’

I sighed a little. Had I not foreseen it? He would definitely need new hose. ‘When do you leave us?’

‘In two days.’

It was already planned in John’s mind. There would be no arguing with him. But I tried, with a little female guile. ‘And I must not fret? With you away
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