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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to cover myself. I held the sheet so it fell in front of my naked lower half, but it really was no use.

      “Put it down, Magdalen!” my mother snapped.

      “It’s Maude …” I mumbled.

      “Modesty went out of the window when your skirt was taken off!” She snatched the cloth out of my hand and I was made to stand entirely unclothed in the middle of my chamber. Had my hair been down, it would at least have covered my chest, but I never let my hair down: it was wild, curly, unsightly. I crossed my arms over my chest then reluctantly drew my eyes to the women fussing around my nether region. Was I allowed no dignity?

      “This isn’t working.” My mother sat back on her thick red skirts. I saw a drop of sweat roll down her brow. I felt her anger.

      “My lady.” Agnes, my mother’s lady’s maid, took her to a chair. “You really shouldn’t be doing this, not in your condition.” Only a few months until full term, my mother had her seventh child cooking away under her gold-embroidered bodice. No doubt it would prove to be her sixth boy. God smiled upon her. I looked down at the progress they had made between my legs. God certainly did not smile upon me.

      My wedding was in five days. To Lord Edward Beckett. A very handsome man. With very nice blue eyes, broad shoulders, and a shockingly large estate. He was my delight. And soon I would be his, and I would please him with lots and lots of baby boys, just like my mother. My family was famous for producing strong, healthy men. I looked forward to carrying on this Godly tradition. We just needed to get over this nonsense.

      It had been labelled a lot of things by many different physicians. A large scar. A growth. A mark of death. A mark of lustfulness. A mark from a bad birth. A witch’s mark. It was speculated that perhaps my mother had seen something that frightened her during her pregnancy, cursing me with this blemish. Or perhaps she had touched her belly too roughly during an eclipse of the sun — but she doesn’t remember doing that. Nor does anyone remember an eclipse. A very bold wiseman even suggested my mother had had relations with a Moor. I doubted that one: my mother was a devoted, goodly wife. Personally, I had not decided on what it was. I only knew how I felt about it. I hated it. It looked like someone had rubbed mud up the inside of my thigh, thick, dark mud, with hairs in it. They had rubbed it up the inside of my thigh and all around my lower belly, even under my private hairs.

      We were trying to cover my mark up with a paste. And if it worked, we would cover it every single time Edward was to lie with me. It was an uncomfortable process, and I could feel the paste dripping down the inside of my leg like I had pissed myself.

      “You’re so pale everywhere else, Magdalen. Why has the Devil afflicted you in such a way?” Why couldn’t you be a boy? That’s what she was thinking. I could see it in her furrowed brow.

      “I don’t know, Mother.” I was a Godly woman. I was still a virgin. I prayed each night. I went to mass. I knew for certain I would be a good wife. I was everything a woman should be. It was true, I didn’t have blonde hair like my mother or the Virgin Mother. But I had lots of other virtues exactly like my mother Mary and the Mother Mary.

      “Magdalen gets her pale facial complexion from you, my lady,” simpered Agnes. My mother could bathe in her lady’s maid’s flattery. “How do you make yourself look so beautiful and white?”

      “I’m hardly as pale as I used to be,” cooed my mother. Agnes slapped another layer of the paste on the upper part of my inner thigh. “My colour comes naturally, but I know several ladies at court who go to great lengths to reach this true, Godly paleness.” She gestured to her skin.

      “Do tell, my lady.”

      Zounds. Let this be over.

      “Well, I know for a fact that the Queen herself, her sister, Lady Boleyn, and the insufferable Lady Agard all swallow gravel and ashes to spoil their stomachs, just so they can achieve that real ghostliness in the cheeks. I’ve never had to do such a thing, of course. God blessed me.”

      “It’s familial, obviously. Your family is blessed.” Agnes self-consciously patted her splotchy cheeks. My mother turned to me, and her smile faded.

      “You can hardly tell that Magdalen is pale with all her freckles. It’s a waste.”

      My cat, Jimmy, twisted his way between my legs, eager to lick at the droplets of beeswax, cow’s milk and hog’s lard that was dropping onto the floor.

      “Ooo!” said Agnes. “Feeding time!”

      “Quiet!” I snapped, scooping him up. I’d had enough. “Mother, it’s no use. He will see my affliction no matter what we do.” I pushed past the maid, flung Jimmy onto my bed and grabbed my sheet. Mother sighed bitterly. I was such a waste of her time. She had six, soon seven boys to worry about and fuss over. I was a burden. I could see it in her eyes. I nearly always knew what my mother was thinking, as if there were a ghostly unbroken umbilical cord between us. I could tell her mood just by listening to her footfalls. I knew how angry she was by the height of her eyebrows.

      “Show me one more time.” She sighed. Extremely reluctantly, I pulled back the cloth and rotated my leg outwards. The dark skin of my affliction was impossible to hide.

      “It doesn’t matter if you can cover this.” I gestured to the part of the mark that crept up my inner leg. “You cannot cover that.” I crudely pointed to my purse. “You’ll cake the hair in white gunk! He’ll think I have a disease! He’ll wonder at what whorehouse I work.”

      “Oh, Magdalen! You distress me and your unborn brother.” She got up, balancing herself against the wooden panelling. “Clean her up. Clothe her. We will have to think of something else.”

      She left the room. I envisaged good word being sent to her of what a devoted and dutiful wife I was. Of the babies I was birthing as Lady Beckett. I would have more boys than she. That would show her. All of England will know me as the wife that birthed eight boys.

      I got dressed immediately, back into my billowing dark red gown and tight cream bodice. I insisted Agnes top up my face powder and rouge my lips. Just cover me up. I shushed her every time she began to speak and I did not feel guilty about it.

      “Do you want me to clean your leg, Magdalen?”

      “It’s Lady Magdalen, you obnoxious woman.” I tugged my skirts from her weedy little grasp. “Leave.” She thought herself better than me. She thought my mark meant I was less than a servant. She took a long moment to appraise me, but then she left. No one had any respect for me in this house but at least she did as I said.

      I sat on my bed; I could feel the mattress vibrating with Jimmy’s deep purr. Reluctantly, I navigated my hand up my thick skirts and began picking off the paste. I hoped none of it had actually gone up me. I caught my own gaze in the glass and saw my thick, dark eyebrows squint in apprehension. Ew. I flicked a bit of congealed beeswax at the cat. He opened one eye. I peeled another piece off, flicked it at his whiskers again. A paw flung out from under his black body and caught it. We entertained one another until I was clean again.

      I walked down towards the drawing rooms, running my hand against the walls, enjoying the feeling of the cold stone being interrupted by intervals of soft, threaded tapestries. Mother would reprimand me for touching them, but I was Lady Beckett, pregnant with eight boys, so Mother could fuck herself. I descended the stairs slowly. Taking each corner gracefully, as I would when I was presented at the wedding. Servants bustled past me, working triple time to prepare for my nuptials. I ignored their curtseying and greetings of “Lady Magdalen”.

      I tried to focus my gaze on one point, even as I turned. Lady Beckett. I glanced towards the east wing corridor. I had always felt sorry for those rooms. Shirburn Castle was too big for a family always at Court. I was pleased that it would soon be packed to the brim with actual courtiers; the great oak wardrobes were at this very moment being aired for the gowns and bodices embroidered with pearls and jewels. And there would be jewels glittering everywhere and — I took a deep breath. Could I smell swan?

      I took my seat in the drawing room, by the window. We had guests already. My brothers’ wives, of course. My nephews. A few of the wives’ parents and siblings were somewhere else in the castle, lording it over our servants, no doubt. But it was just my immediate family in this drawing room. I felt the pompous energy even as I entered. Six personalities scrambling on top of one another, desperate to be the loudest, desperate to be heard. Every single one of my brothers had strong opinions and a loud mouth. None of them had been blessed with an ounce of humility. Not one.

      My mother sat in her chair by the empty fireplace, rocking back and forward, holding her belly, smiling at her loud, unpleasant offspring. No one acknowledged my entry.

      They were discussing the increase in prices of wool.

      “Lady Mother.” John, the third oldest. Long beard. Beady eyes. He came and bent by her. “We mustn’t argue about these things in front of you. Especially when you are so far along.” I watched him as he whispered a prayer under his breath and laid a hand on my mother’s stomach. She stroked his hair fondly. “And we mustn’t bother Magdalen with these things. Big political and economic matters are not for your ears — they are messy and complicated.”

      He was trying to get me to talk back.

      “There’s nothing complicated about half the town going cold this winter.”

      It worked. All six of them were expert Maude antagonisers.

      “If business is strong, everyone benefits. If we do well, the people do well.” Stanley — third youngest, seriously deluded.

      “Our gold trickles down, Maude. You wouldn’t understand. Wealth works in complicated ways. Besides, you shall not be complaining when this high wool price fetches you new dresses.” That was Oswyn, and he wasn’t exactly wrong about the dresses.

      My father entered. He had a detestable way of entering a room when he was at home. (I doubt he swanned around like that at Court — or maybe he did. I don’t know. I’d never been to Court. Not yet.) He used both hands to open the doors, always with enough force so that the wood banged against the stone. The servants were eternally cleaning up the crumbles of wall and splinters of door he left in his wake. His facial expression was stern as he stood still in the frame of the doorway but it softened upon seeing his wife and the shape of his unborn boy. He took the other seat by the unlit hearth and beckoned for wine.

      “How are you feeling tonight? Are you prepared for the feast?” My father took a large swig of wine and some of the droplets hung from his brown wiry beard.

      “I am fine, my lord,” replied my mother fondly, still rubbing her tummy. Maybe that’s why I got my mark, from too much tummy rubbing. She should be careful.

      “And you, daughter? Are you prepared?”

      Seven pairs of men’s eyes turned to me. I could see Harry glaring at me from behind a book he was “reading” and young Thomas was licking his lips as he peered at me. For God’s sake, I’m pretty sure I saw my mother’s stomach jolt, as if the unborn boy turned to look at me too.

      “I have no doubt Lord Beckett will be pleased with me, Father,” I managed. I could almost hear their unspoken thoughts. They washed over me in a cold wave of suspicion and shame. All seven heads turned to my mother. It was eerie to watch. All moving as one.

      “Our final challenge is yet to be overcome,” she said, her voice constricted.

      I looked into my lap as they all exclaimed.

      “Take her to someone!”

      “This will not do!”

      “It could ruin everything.”

      I said nothing. It was not my place to say anything. My woman’s problem was a man’s issue.

      “If only you had bigger breasts, he might not be so focused on down there.” That comment rung out louder than the rest. I looked up to stare at Thomas. He was thirteen years old. No one reprimanded him. My own boys will never talk to me like that. I will be their mother and their matriarch. Their own corporeal Mother Mary.

      Jimmy tucked himself under my skirts and wrapped his tail around my ankles. I tried to think only of his softness, how he could wrap himself around my shape.

      “We will think of something,” my mother whispered.

      “Damnit!” My father banged his fist on the small table in front of him. There was a clattering and a splashing as goblets and wine tumbled. Servants sprang to action. “You better think of a bloody good idea by tomorrow eve! This could ruin everything.”

      “It might not,” I said.

      “What?” he snapped. I wished I had put more paint on my face and I should have known to wear my pearled headpiece today. I was naked without it.

      “I could explain to my husband that it is a malady of the skin, nothing to be concerned about. That it has been with me since birth. Perhaps a blessing from Christ. I have read that saints are often blessed with a mark of Godliness. I know that —”

      “Do not speak of what you don’t know!” Father waved away the servants buzzing around him, clearing up his mess.

      “I do know. You are speaking about me.” But no one listened. Every brother had decided it was time to have his voice heard, and I got lost under the racket. I stared out of the open window and watched a bumblebee disappearing in and out of the flutes of the hollyhocks, but I could feel my family’s anger and disgust in my bones. I reached for a poem in my mind that would most suit this horrid day and found an appropriately dramatic and sombre one by the King’s own poet, Wyatt. I recited it in my head, drowning out the noise of my kin.

      
        
        
        And I, alas, by chance am thus assign’d

        Daily to mourn, till death do it relent.

        But since that thus it is by destiny,

        What can I more but have a woeful heart;

        My pen in plaint, my voice in careful cry,

        My mind in woe, my body full of smart;

        And I myself, myself always to hate,

        Till dreadful death do ease my doleful state.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      My wedding gown had been chosen by my eldest brother, who had brought it back from France. He was friends with my betrothed and assured me it would please him greatly. It was a French design, obviously, with the cuffs of my sleeves turned back to display a lining decorated with pearls. I wore the matching French hood, which had a creamy band and gold lining. It covered enough of my hair. The gown itself was black, which I found disappointing, though I hadn’t said anything.

      “Are you nervous?” asked my mother as we prepared to leave my room to join my nuptial feast. We had just applied a light layer of the paste to my mark and would thicken it later. We had not made any discernible improvements to the concoction, but we intended to make sure that my husband be heavily plied with the finest of wines, in the hopes of keeping him distracted.

      “I have been nervous for three weeks straight,” I mumbled. It had been the banns that had made the nerves so consistent. Every bloody Sunday having to endure the Father asking the congregation if anyone knew of any reason why this marriage should not occur. Every bloody Sunday I envisioned someone standing up. Pointing a long accusatory finger. Witch! they would yell.

      “Well, no one said anything in the banns, did they?” said my mother. She had a knack for knowing what was on my mind, as I did with her. “Now we just have to get through tonight, let him plant his seed in your belly and you will be safe.”

      She dusted off her hands. Like she was dusting off me.

      “I’m sorry, Mother.” My mark had burdened her just as much as it had tormented me. Maybe more so.

      “Just get today over with.” I could hear the strain in her voice. If my whole family was one person, my father would be the head, of course, my mother the stomach, my brothers the hands and feet, and I would be my mark. Crawling up the side of my family’s person. Shaming each of them. Causing each of them unease.

      I took a deep breath and inhaled the smell of the feast coming up from the kitchen, and the perfume from the banisters, adorned with flowers. I turned into the hallway to see the revellers in the entrance hall beneath me. They cheered as they saw me, and the cheers got louder as I descended towards them.

      “Graceful, Magdalen. Slow your steps.” Mother could speak without opening her mouth.

      I slowed down. I let myself sink into this moment. My moment. These cheers were for me. I smiled. This was my day. Maude was getting her powers.

      

      Shirburn Castle was on a lot of land. We walked through the very green fields and the sheep, some black-faced, some white-faced, all looking up as we proceeded through. My family, the Shaftsberrys, had sheep. Lots of them. And they made Papa and the boys very rich. I did not fully understand where my husband’s money came from — no one had cared to explain it properly. I assumed it was old money, which I thought sounded better than sheep.

      Everyone around me was singing dirty songs, and trumpets played and my family danced and clapped despite the fact that every single one of them had his or her mind on my inner thighs. I stayed composed and walked slowly through the fields. My mother always by my side.

      The old Church of St Peter’s lay at a crossroads ahead, its tall tower rising over the thick copse of trees that surrounded the base of the old stone building. The church’s bells soothed my soul. Ringing in my new life. My rebirth.

      Edward would be in there. In that building. Waiting for me. He would be my freedom. I didn’t want to be the wrong stitch in the pristine tapestry that was my family. I wanted a fresh start. We walked into the shade of the church’s trees. The important people walked into the church first, then the servants and the village people filed in at the back; they all wished me well as I passed.

      I waited with my father and mother. I pushed down my curls. I wished Jimmy had been allowed to be here.

      “It’s time,” my father said roughly, leading me forwards.

      I don’t remember being declared husband and wife. But I remember Edward’s vows. He had said them evenly, without eye contact. I also remember when I said, “I promise to be bonny and buxom in bed and in board,” because people laughed, and I wondered whether it was because I was anything but buxom. I remember feeling hot in the church. I remember worrying about sweating too much. I remember the sound of my dress against the stone as I stepped slowly and deliberately down the aisle. I remember trying to walk without my thighs touching one another. But I don’t remember the part when we became husband and wife. I don’t remember the moment when I was relieved of my family. When I was detached from them and re-attached to this man. There was too much noise. There were too many people. I knew too many of their names but didn’t know their faces. And how, how could I think about what was happening right now, when the nighttime would inevitably come and my legs split open and my curse revealed? And even if the best were to happen, even if he did not object, then he had to … you know. Enter me. Like the way that piece of white gunk had got stuck up there, but presumably way worse. That was what I was thinking about as I became Lady Beckett. Beeswax up my purse. That’s what this concoction had been: whisked egg white and beeswax. It did not feel good. But it covered the mark, more or less.

      It was tradition to walk from the church back to the feast, but I don’t remember much of that either. Just my stupid, wide steps, like a cow, or a lame sheep, trying not to rub off the mixture.

      I felt better after a cup or two of wine. The table-clothes were pristine white and I sat in the centre of the long top table, in the big chair, which had armrests. Sitting next to my husband. Lord Edward Beckett. I was number one at this feast. Nombre Uno, Numero Un. Numerus Unos. I was a little drunk. I suppose my husband was actually number one, in retrospect. But I was number two at the very least. Numerus Duos. Not too shabby. And after tonight, I would have a little boy in my belly. I would be bearer of the heir. Then I would be number one. I would be the vessel. I would be able to speak on what I wanted. Do what I pleased. Carrier of the next of the Beckett line. My first child would be named after his father, of course. Then we would have a Henry. After His Highness. I think we should name number three after my father, but I would have to consult Edward about that, because he might want the third to be named after his grandfather. But it didn’t matter really; either number three or four would be the namesake of my family line. I let my hand lazily rest on the arm of the chair. As my mother would do.

      “My lord husband?”

      He turned to me. Cheeks flushed from drink. His eyebrow raised. “Yes?”

      “How do you find the wine?” He had been drinking it copiously, thank Christ.

      Someone called for him down the table, and he turned away from me and didn’t answer. He had a lot of friends. And they were all very loud. I felt a shiver of annoyance mixed with shame. I looked out at the Great Hall and hoped no one had witnessed the exchange. Everyone was busy with their own food, and no doubt enjoying the very pleasing wine. It was a blur of colours and sounds. Clinking of cups with laughs and music. I entertained myself watching the musicians for a while and I smiled at the important people on the lesser tables.

      I sat up a little straighter. My huge skirts plumed out around me, as if I were sitting in a bath of black damask, but instead of sitting in water with lavender petals and flecks of rosemary, I had been sprinkled with rubies and pearls.

      “Edward?” I tried again, basking in all my glory.

      I don’t think he heard me. He was telling a story to his kin. It was about relations with France. They were being rude about the Dauphin Francis, something about him having a tiny member. I suppose it wasn’t a conversation for me to intervene in, despite the fact I personally had heard a lot about the unfortunate French heir, including confirmation that his tackle was indeed — petite.

      “And the lies he tells his Court! All his land is awash with fraudulent news about our kingdom and our strength! Our king must show his power! Otherwise they will walk all over us!”

      There was a chorus of “ayes” from my husband’s kin.

      “If this kingdom gets any softer, it is simply going to cease to exist,” my husband declared. That was very well received, with lots of patting on the back.

      I wondered if he had the guts to say that to His Majesty in person.

      “Edward?” I tried again. He was porcelain white. His skin, so English, so untouched by the sun. Perhaps his only knowledge of trees, grass and light were their portrayals in tapestry, or maybe a quick glance out of the window at Court. He had green eyes, and they suited his golden tunic. His dark hair flopped in front of his face, and I thought I might be bold enough to whisk it away. I reached my hand up, but a cold draught got to it first; I was no longer needed. I let my arm fall limp into my lap. Finally, he turned to me.

      “How do you find the wine?”

      He leant into my side. Shivers ran down my spine at the feeling of his breath on my ear. “I wish it were all over now, so we could be tupping right this minute.” He was whispering, but it was a loud whisper. His kinsman heard and laughed. I wondered if the quip was more for them than me. Still, I smiled at him and let him kiss my lips. My husband. My husband Lord Beckett kissed me. Me. Maude. Lady Beckett. In a few days we would move to our property, with my own staff and grounds, and I would be with child. What did it matter if he didn’t answer my question about the wine, when we were on our way to making a dozen tiny little Becketts, birthed from my loins? I bit my lip at the thought of my loins. I wondered if my affliction would be passed down to my baby boys. It would probably be passed down to a girl, if I had one accidentally. Like my mother.

      As these things go, the tradition is that my female kin would take me to the wedding chamber, and the lord’s kin would escort him to his. At a normal girl’s wedding, the bride would be undressed by her mother, sisters and cousins. And the man would be undressed by his men. This was not to be the case for me. I was to be undressed by my mother. My mother and the toadspotted Agnes. I needed to be slathered up.

      “We are to retire!” Edward had a big voice for someone so slight in body. I jumped as the Great Hall erupted in cheers and jeers. Edward indicated I should stand. My legs felt heavy. I hoped I was smiling. I looked out at the rowdy horseshoe of important courtiers. I could feel each of my brothers’ eyes on me. Stern. Threatening. The crowd began shouting: they wanted their final kiss.

      “Make this good,” Edward grunted. The last kiss of the night. The raunchiest kiss.

      I looked up into his green eyes and he pulled me forwards in a sudden jolt. It was violent and intrusive. He whirled the tongue around and around like he was trying to whisk butter in my mouth. This couldn’t be visually pleasing, but by the sound of the crowd, they were enjoying it.

      After what seemed like an entire farming season, his tongue withdrew. Before I could even wipe the saliva from my cheeks, his kinsmen had picked Edward up and were whisking him away. I scanned the room for my mother. She stood, holding her belly, and, with the eyes of envious women upon it, she beckoned me to be with her. We left the Great Hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother slathered the inside of my naked leg.

      “Don’t tense up,” Mother hissed, blowing on my lower belly to make the cream dry. “Just let him do what he wants, and if you’re like me you will have a baby boy within you as soon as he’s done. Focus on that.”

      “Yes, Mama.” I imagined what I looked like. Spreadeagle on the petal-strewn bed, my curls unbound, my mother in between my loins. The Devil’s version of birth, with the mother protruding from inside of my legs, and the babe the one in labour. I started to shake.

      “Don’t shake! You’ll sweat!” Something caught at the bottom of my throat. No. I did not want to cry. “That’s done. It’s dry. Get under the bedclothing, but leave your breasts out.”

      My mother tucked me in as if I were a child, then she gestured to Agnes, who physically cupped my breasts and plopped them over the fold in the eiderdown. I gritted my teeth. Mother looked at me. “Actually, no.” She shook her head. “Cover her breasts.” My eyes stung with the effort of not crying. “Don’t sulk.” She was rubbing her belly. “This only needs to be done once. As soon as he’s tupped you he won’t be able to annul the marriage. He’ll have to put up with your affliction after that.”

      “I feel like I’m tricking him,” I muttered. “I don’t know that this feels Godly.”

      “You’ll feel Godly as soon as you birth him a boy, darling.” My mother cocked her head to one side and then she left, her pet Agnes in tow.

      I tried to stay completely still. I could feel the crusty layers between my thighs. Maybe I should lie split leg. I pried them open. I took a sneak peek under the thick red blanket. Nothing had fallen off.

      I shut my eyes. Holy Father. I promise that after this one sin of deception I will please both you and my husband, that I will be a good wife and fertile mother. Please, Lord, may this marriage be consummated under your good grace. Please, God —

      “Wife?” I heard a sound and the door opening and closing. I opened my eyes. It was just Edward. He had left his kin behind the door. My husband was entirely naked. I had seen a man naked before. I had grown up in a house of six boys, after all. But I had never seen a fully grown man this naked. He was laughing, reacting to the banging on the door and the snickering through the wood. The laughing made his thingy jiggle up and down, and it didn’t appeal to me. He was walking towards the posset. The drink that was meant to invigorate him and calm me down. The banging persisted. I still hadn’t said a word. He downed his drink and smacked his lips together. I tried to smile. This is what I was made for. I am to be a goodly wife.

      I had expected him to bring me a goblet. He had not. I had been depending on that. Every single muscle was taut with fear, but he was approaching me empty-handed. I needed the posset. Was I smiling?

      “Magdalen,” he said.

      “You may call me Maude if you like,” I suggested.

      “The boys want some evidence of our consummation.”

      He wasn’t very good at listening.

      “Evidence?” There was a frog in my throat.

      He sat on the corner of my bed. “Yes.”

      “What sort?” I whispered, hopefully seductively. He wiggled his dark eyebrows. “You could give them my shift?” I suggested, gesturing to my long white undergarment that lay on top of the trunk at the end of the bed.

      “I want you to moan.”

      I recoiled. “What?”

      “Moan.”

      “Out loud?”

      “What do you think, Magdalen?” He had got up onto the bed, on all fours. It was not … not flattering.

      “How do I … do that?”

      “Just try.”

      “Lord Beckett, are you sure you don’t want to just do it? Put a son in my belly as soon as possible?”

      His face wavered. He was displeased at my attempt to wiggle out of his embarrassing command, but he liked the mention of his son. He recovered, moving towards me like a dog on all fours. “Keen, are you?” He was straddling me over the covers. I could smell his breath, see the light hairs that carpeted his chin. “Yell out my name. Then we make my son.”

      I tried to swallow but my mouth was dry. I wanted to get out and get myself some of that drink, soothe my throat and soul. But I couldn’t: I would disturb the paste. I needed him to do his business first. I needed to close this marriage before he found out. I was just going to have to yell out his name. There was a banging at the door.

      “COME ON, EDWARD, STICK IT IN HER.”

      Tears were threatening again.

      He glared at me. Astride me.

      I took a breath in. “Edward!” I yelled out.

      He laughed in my face. A little bit of spit landed on my nose. I left it there. I didn’t want to move. “It sounds like you’re calling for help. Here, let me help you.” He grabbed hold of my breast as though it would throw me into fits of sexual ecstasy. “Again,” he instructed, giving it an uncomfortable squeeze.

      I yelled out for a second time, “Edward!”

      There were giggles and shrieks and the battering of the door. He laughed again, overjoyed at his kinsman’s approval.

      “Edward, Edward, Edward!” they began to chant from outside the door.

      It was becoming obvious that he enjoyed the sound of his kinsman. Was it usual for men’s pricks to get hard because their friends called their names? His eyes glazed over as the banging on the door and the chants got louder and louder, until he ripped back my covers. It took all my might not to snap my legs back together. I grabbed hold of his face with my hands, trying to keep his attention away from my leg and groin. It worked. Instead of inspecting what he was about to do, he just fell on top of me and lay on my body. He shoved and bruised my already blackened in-betweens, thrusting against my inner thigh. I thought I felt a bit of the beeswax fall off. Finally, after many attempts at entry, he succeeded. I gasped at the strong sensation and the men outside erupted in shouts and joy. I heard the door bang open. My eyes went to them. A dozen men poured through the door, thrusting their arms into the air, bouncing up and down. I got intermittent glimpses of three of my own Goddamn brothers as Edward thrust in and out of my vision. One doesn’t expect to make eye contact with one’s brother when losing one’s virginity, but life is full of dreadful surprises.

      “Peace, gentlemen, peace!” My eldest brother Harry had had enough. “Let us go and get some of our own fun!” He wouldn’t want them to be there too long lest they see what Edward couldn’t. I heard the moans of disappointment as the men were ushered out of the door. Edward was sweating, laughing, shoving himself into me. I tried to relax. It was done now. I had done my family proud. He was mine. Why would God make this process so uncomfortable? But before I could really harass the Lord of Heaven and Earth, I thanked him because the whole ordeal had stopped and Edward peeled himself off me and lay looking up at the roof of our bed. Panting.

      Was I now — a woman?

      He lay there breathing for at least a minute. I didn’t dare move. I tried to assess the situation. I could feel blood, or seed or something. Or was it the beeswax? Was it both? I needed the covers over me, but I didn’t know if I could sit up and pull them.

      Suddenly, Edward rolled over.

      “By the new year we shall have a son,” he declared and at the very mention of his offspring he became overcome with exhaustion and drink. He put a hand over my belly (God willing, the home of his heir), and he fell asleep. I dared not move. I watched him for over an hour, wondering if I could remove his hand from around my middle. I was cold. I needed to check the sheets. I needed to re-plaster my thighs, and I needed wine to mask the dull throbbing pain between them. I needed my own bed. But he was fully draped over me. Eventually, I must’ve fallen asleep. I woke with the light. His hand still over my belly. Was he dead?

      I touched my husband’s head lightly.

      I felt him stir. Shift. Then stretch. He looked at me, blinked. Then sat up, holding his head. He would have a bad hangover. He was making small moaning sounds as he rubbed his eyes. I hoped his headache would not be my fault.

      He yawned. “Time for the morning inspection.”

      “My lord?”

      “I need to check if you bled,” he said abruptly, turning himself over to look at me in the eye.

      “I see, my lord.”

      “Get up.”

      “I’m actually …” I began. “I’m still in pain.”

      That’s when I saw it. My tummy knotted. He had white smudges all over his own private hairs. Oh God. Oh God. He was pale, but his hair wasn’t fucking white. Eventually he was going to notice that. I tried not to look at it.

      I felt his mood change before his face changed, before he said anything. “Are you not a virgin, Magdalen?” I couldn’t believe he would say such a thing. I tried to defend myself but only a low grunt came out. “Move!” I rolled off the bed, with a bed-cloth covering me. I made my eyes look at the mattress. Blood. Thank God. But also …

      “What in God’s name is this?” Big chunks of white beeswax had stuck to the sheets. He prodded it with his finger. Could I pass this off as some sort of womanly thing? We don’t just bleed when you take our virginities … we beeswax?

      I hadn’t said a word.

      “And what’s this?” Okay. Jig was up. He started violently brushing out the bits of it stuck in his Goddamn hair.

      “Have you got the clap? Are you a bloody whore?” He was backing towards the door.

      It was time to take over.

      “Edward, sit down.”

      “What?” He was looking at his hands as though they had just caught fire. I felt his emotions as if they were my own. He was terrified. I tied up the sheet around me with a knot, and walked over to him, taking him by the hand and putting him down on a stool. “I will explain.”

      He was shaking. He looked like a boy, his tiny pale body concave as he stared at his white-stained white hands. “What in God’s name is your explanation?”

      I winced. He might look like a boy but he sounded like my father. I took a deep breath.

      “I have a mark on the inside of my thigh.”

      His lip curled. Disgust.

      I moved over to the basin and dabbed a cloth into water. Indelicately, I removed my makeshift gown and slowly, without looking at him, rubbed the white paste away. I revealed to him my black mark.

      “Some say the mark is a sign from God that I would be a goodly wife. I am inclined to believe it is a sign of fertility. It has been with me since birth. I hid it from you, for fear it would hinder our Godly union.”

      Now, surely, he would relax. A Godly symbol of my fruitful loins. Please. Don’t you want to believe that? It sounds so good. He beckoned me to come closer to him.

      “Let me see it,” he croaked.

      I moved closer. His face was drawn back into himself; he had many a chin.

      “It is on my loins as a sign of fertility,” I repeated.

      He reached his hand out to the inside of my thigh. He touched my mark, almost curiously. I felt tears fall I hadn’t realised were welling. To have someone so gently touch the bane of my life. The blackness of my whole existence. I could have wailed.

      “It is on your loins …” he whispered, repeating my words. “A black mark on your loins.”

      Jimmy appeared. How he managed to find his way into the marriage suite, I did not know. I presumed the Devil had let him in, because my black fucking cat chose at that very moment to wrap his body around my legs.

      Edward looked at Jimmy, then he looked at my leg, then he looked me right in the eye. Like he was learning to add simple numbers together. I could see the calculation form in his head. I felt his fear move to anger.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “Witch!” He shoved me in the stomach. I fell backwards onto the floor. My bottom smacked hard against the stone.

      “No!”

      “It suckles at your teat! It is an imp!”

      “NO!” Jimmy jumped at my sudden outburst. And I instinctively went to comfort him, grabbing him and holding him close to my chest.

      Edward moved lightning fast. From the corner of my eye I could see him tearing the bloodstained sheet we had lain upon. He threw it into the fire. He was lucky it didn’t smother the flames, but, the Devil on his side, it lit up in red-hot fire. Probably the beeswax. Heat flooded the room, as if I were in Hell before I had passed.

      He was still as he watched it burn. I knew what he was thinking. We had witnesses. He couldn’t deny our union. Now I loved those boys for barging in, for seeing me. But still, what would my mother do? What should I do? I was immobilised on the floor, clutching my cat.

      As soon as he was satisfied the sheet was going to perish, he began dressing.

      “If you put a curse on my prick, I will know it was you, and you will burn,” he whispered, his hand on the door lock.

      “I can’t. I wouldn’t know how. I’m not —”

      “SHE WILL NOT LIE WITH ME!” His voice reverberated off the stone, no amount of tapestries on the wall could swallow his lie. “SHE WILL NOT LIE WITH ME.” I couldn’t tell if it was an echo or if he had yelled again. I curled myself into a ball. I heard the calls of his kinsmen from down below. He went to them. I heard feet on floorboards, and the occasional loud shout of horror or accusation or shock or fear. Of me. No longer woman. Witch.

      No one came for me for a long, long time. Jimmy was asleep at my breast, his purrs measuring the long lengths of time that went by.

      He would want an annulment. That’s why he burnt the sheets. I wondered whether he would want to denounce me as witch.

      Eventually my mother and her lady’s maid entered. I was still on the floor.

      “Dress her.” I could hear the anger in my mother’s voice. Agnes lifted me up. I did not let go of Jimmy.

      “I can’t get your dresses on if you don’t let go of the cat,” Agnes snapped.

      I shook my head.

      “Let go of the Godforsaken cat, Magdalen, or I’ll join the rest of England in believing you a witch.” My mother snatched my baby boy from my hands. “Did you lie with him?”

      “Aye! Harry saw! So did a dozen others!”

      “Thank God for my boys,” she whispered. “If you’re truly my daughter, you will be with child. Your husband has left to stay at the inn in Watlington with his family. He will seek an annulment. I doubt he will bring charges of witchcraft against you: it is not fashionable to do so. A letter will be sent reminding him that you could be with child and that your union was witnessed. We will wait to see if you get your monthly course. If you do, I will make further arrangements.”

      It took me a while to realise Agnes had dressed me in my nightclothes.

      “You must not leave your room,” my mother instructed.

      I looked up at her, finally making eye contact. This would never have happened to her. Only to me.
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      Being isolated in your room for days on end allows too much time for thinking. And plotting. And scheming. And planning retribution. I’d never felt more witchy.

      Agnes was giving me snippets of information every time she brought me food or came to bathe me. My husband was still in town, apparently causing havoc each night with his men. Waiting for his wife to bleed.

      I was listening intently to my body, every shift, gurgle and minor pain was either a baby or my monthly bleeding, depending on how I was feeling. My father and my brothers would have met to discuss what to do with me if I bled. At night, when I was asleep in my bed, I wished I would bleed, because I didn’t want to spend my nights with that man. But in the days, when the sun was out, it was another story. If he couldn’t get an annulment, he might go the way of the King and get a divorce. Me, my father’s daughter, a divorced woman. After one night of marriage. I hated myself. I could see the conversations they would have about me. All of them. Thomas especially. Dirty little prick. Father would call me the blight on their family. I suppose he already did that, but he would do it more. All the work my family had done crawling their way betwixt the Tudor house’s buttocks would be destroyed, by me. The elf-skinned witch in a family of courtiers.

      Day seven. Torrential rain. No bleeding. No one had seen me except Agnes. She had surpassed Thomas in my list of hated people. She had obtained the top spot.

      “Why won’t you get up to greet me?” I had been lying on my bed, looking at the beams in the roof for well over an hour. I didn’t respond. Agnes put down a plate of something bad smelling. “It is cabbage!” she said, seeing my nose wrinkle. I continued to ignore her. “Do you have any news?” she asked me for the third time today. I said nothing. “How were you born of your dear mother?” she exclaimed, banging my door shut. If my body hadn’t been so heavy, I would’ve thrown something in her direction, but it felt as if someone had tied me to the bed.

      I continued to stare at the beams. There were thirteen that ran diagonally across the room and then two that ran the other way.

      I felt a tugging on my mattress. I flipped myself onto my tummy and looked under my mattress. It was Jimmy, of course, digging his claws into the mattress and pulling on the hay. It looked cosy under the bed so I decided to join him. I took a blanket under there, then I lit my shortest candle to give the space a safe but sultry glow. I lay on my back, listening to the heavy rain and watching as my cat pulled the hay from my mattress. It was satisfying, and destructive. I wish I could be angry at my baby boy, but I couldn’t. He was my one true friend. I thumbed a piece of straw and watched as his cat eyes caught the candlelight and became glazed with the terrifyingly wonderful glow. I wondered if he really was my imp. If so, did that make me a witch? I guess when you added up my mark, my cat and my penchant for writing poems and playing with words, it didn’t look good. But I wasn’t made for witchyness: I was made for womanhood, wifeliness and baby boys. I was trying so hard to do what I was meant to do, but no amount of compliance or obedience was working.

      

      It was day nine. Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red sky in the morning. Shepherd’s warning. The sky was a brilliant red. The storm never came, but I bled.

      I had always hated my bleed, but I hated this bleed the most. I think. Or maybe I was grateful for it. I withheld the information from my mother. I needed time to think, without everyone else intervening. I lay under my bed, staring into space. How funny it is that the very thing that is shared with other women takes my womanhood from me and turns me into a witch.

      Perhaps I was not my mother’s daughter at all. Was it possible there had been some sort of hiccough? A switching of babes? A wet nurse with a marred child swapped her cursed babe with the lord’s?

      I began making a list of possible next moves. These were my options:

      Actually curse his prick. Make it constantly floppy. Cons: I don’t know how to curse pricks, and if I figure it out he will probably know it was me.

      Purchase poison and become a young widow, with all his estates and property. Cons: don’t want to be hanged or go to the Tower.

      Fake pregnancy. Con: tricky to do. Could eat a lot to get a rotund belly. But eventually I would be found out.

      Entreat the advice of real witches. Con: …

      I was plaiting the straw as I thought.

      I knew there were wise women in Watlington. They were well known. Respected. Once I had heard about an elixir they had sold to the notoriously crazy Widow Thatcher. Supposedly it had made some man mad with lust for her. The servants had talked about it for weeks. My whole body shivered. The witches in town would know what to do. They would have some potion, or spell, or some potent words at least, surely. I had torn my piece of straw into thin shreds. Was this madness? I didn’t know.

      Darkness.

      A big cloak.

      The courage to drop about a foot into the air.

      I had two of the three. I looked down into the black garden bed that lay beneath my window. Just do it, Maude.

      I squeezed myself through the small gap that my delicate diamond-paned window afforded. I hung from the stone sill by my fingertips. Drop, Maude. Drop. I landed. Smiled. Then tripped over a protruding root with a thud and a small whimper. I looked back up at Shirburn from the dirt. It was not a fashionable home, but it was intimidating. I imagined the kings of the past would like it: sturdy, all sandstone, thick walled and unmistakably a castle. No one seemed to be stirring. No candlelight at the windows. I just had to hope the town was quiet too. I half regretted not bringing my own candle, but I had been right to be cautious: the walk to town would take thirty minutes and I would stick out like a sore thumb with a light bobbing along the lane. My tummy looped at the thought of being seen by someone on my way. I wished again I were a witch. I could conjure a protection spell to prevent myself being attacked or having my money stolen. I set off, fantasising about what my mother would do if she knew what I was up to. It half scared me, half delighted me.

      The path was straight and not complicated, but trees in the breeze looked like highwaymen. Wandering sheep in the dark looked like crouching brigands. The sound of my own quick feet on the dirt road sounded exactly like
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