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Prologue
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I have never been very good at remorse, which is much overrated and fills the church’s coffers with redemptive gold.  Whatever I have done, it was in the certainty that right and justice were on my side.  I make no apologies, offer no explanations.  If you judge me, judge with care.  We are created at birth, but shaped by life. 

Marcus Aurelius wrote: Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact.  Everything we see is a perspective, not the truth. 

Here is my perspective.
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Chapter I
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August-September 1453 – Westminster Palace

The first inkling I had that something was wrong was when the king didn’t attend Mass that morning a week or so after Lammas.  I knew he had returned from hunting the previous evening and could find no reason for his absence.  As devout as he was, it was unlike Henry to skip Mass, but I was not unduly concerned.  After returning to my chambers, I sent one of my attendants to find out if all was well, and the woman returned with the news that he was ill.  She was unable to give me any specifics about his condition but said that Doctor Hobbes and three other eminent physicians from London were with him.  Four physicians!  This alarmed me.  Generally Henry’s health was good.  With two of my attendants trailing behind, I hurried to his apartment.

In the outer chamber a crowd had gathered composed of the concerned and the merely curious, the clergy who were never far from the king’s side, and those court satellites who were ever to be found underfoot whenever something was happening.  Standing on tiptoe, trying to elbow one another aside, they blocked the door to the bedchamber so that an usher had to force a way through for me.

I was surprised and relieved to find the bed empty.  Within the chamber were a few people: two monks kneeling at the foot of the bed, intoning prayers; the tall, almost cadaverous Duke of Buckingham; the squires and pages that generally attended the king and the four physicians distinguishable by their black robes and skullcaps clustered around a chair.  They bowed and moved aside as I approached and I saw Henry sitting in the chair facing a window.  At first glance he looked as if he was merely watching the rain hammering on the warped glass.  A good sign, I thought.  It cannot be serious.

“Your Grace,” I said, and curtsied.  There was no response.  “Henry,” I said a little louder.  Still no response.  None at all!  I began to feel foolish.  It was as if I were speaking to an inanimate object.  

“Madam, it appears his Grace cannot hear you,” the Duke of Buckingham said.  I looked at him uncomprehendingly.

And then I saw how the king’s eyes were unfocused, unseeing, fixed in an awful eerie stare that gave me a chill at the back of my neck.  His soft white hands were curled loosely around a rosary like the hands of a sleeping child.  A drop of spittle was hanging by a thread from his slack mouth.  A page stepped forward with a napkin and smartly wiped the drool away without disturbing the unnatural sleep of his master.

Appalled and yet fascinated, I leaned down for a closer look.  Our faces only inches apart, I stared into eyes so empty they appeared opaque, that give me back nothing but twin reflections of myself.  Even at the best of times there was little intelligence in those eyes – not that Henry was simple, not in the usual sense – but they were mild, no fire in them, more like the eyes of a child not yet habituated to the unrelenting iniquity of his fellow man.  His chin was his worst feature, being inconsequential and receding, with an unfortunate tendency to wobble when he was upset.

I turned to the physicians.  “What is it?  What’s wrong with him?”

The always-garrulous Master Hobbes, the court physician, stepped from among the rest and bowed.  A brooch in the form of a caduceus adorned his black beaver skin hat.  “Madam, Hippocrates established that diseases affecting the mind are caused by an excess of black bile.  We require the council’s authorization to bleed his Grace as often as we feel necessary in order to restore balance to the humours of his body.  Have no fear.  We will not rest until we have affected a cure.” 

“But what’s wrong with him?” I demanded, almost beside myself with anxiety.

Hobbes cleared his throat.  “Permit me to present my colleague.  Perhaps he can explain better than I.  Your Grace, here is John of Arundel, warden of St. Mary of Bethlehem, and considered an expert in the field of um... well, I will let him explain.”

St. Mary of Bethlehem – a name to conjure images of horror!  It was an asylum for the hopelessly insane, commonly called Bedlam, which stood in Moorfield just outside London.  I had heard bizarre tales of the poor creatures who were incarcerated there, so lost in madness that they had to be shut away from the world.  They were kept in cages, which were opened to the public for a small fee.  Even members of the court took excursions there to torment the lunatics and mock their crazy antics.  I was far from squeamish, but I had never relished the spectacle of human suffering and had not been tempted to go.

John of Arundel spoke using a waving digit to punctuate his words.  “Your Grace, medical science recognizes five types of mental disease, none of which seems to fit his Grace’s condition. Melancholia, characterized as depression and lack of interest, and amentia, loss of mental faculties, come the closest and we shall certainly try the recommended remedies.  But neither explains his Grace’s complete loss of mobility or speech, which would generally be regarded as bodily defects.”

I glared at them, the supposed professionals.  “Are you telling me you don’t know what ails the king?”

“The human mind is a strange and wondrous thing, a far more mysterious apparatus than the body.  While medical science is making great strides in understanding the functions of the body, the mind refuses to give up its secrets.  We are wanderers in uncharted territory.”

What was he saying?  That Henry was a lunatic like his French grandsire?  

“Do something!  Make him well!” I commanded, as if I could command such a thing.

Hobbes began his well-rehearsed speech, which might be titled ‘comfort for the worried family.’  I gazed at my husband’s face, illuminated by the window: pale, bland, with protuberant eyes and receding chin, a soft, weak face.  Leaning down I gave him a good shaking, trying to shake some reaction out of him.  “Henry!  It’s me, Margaret! Speak to me!” I shouted in his ear.  There was nothing.  In all ways that mattered, he was not there!  

“Come away now, Madam.”  Buckingham was behind me.  “Let me escort you back to your chambers and the care of your women.”

I suffered myself to be led away like a child, casting a backward look at the still figure in the chair, leaving him to the ministrations of his servants and the two monks who were importuning the Almighty for his speedy recovery.  The physicians resumed their debate with much stroking of chins and bobbing and weaving of heads.  They were fascinated by a medical anomaly none had encountered before.

The duke closed the door against the prying eyes of those who were crowding it.  I kept my eyes lowered lest they saw the grief there.  I had never been good at hiding my emotions.

When we were out of earshot of others, I asked the duke, who had been hunting with the king: “What happened, my lord?  How came his Grace to be in this pitiable condition?”

“It was a strange thing.  We were at Clarendon when he complained of feeling sleepy while at supper.  Naturally, everyone thought he had merely overexerted himself at the hunt and he went to bed early.  But the next morning when his servants tried to rouse him he was as you see him now.  I can only put it down to the strain he has been under these last months.”

“Can he function at all?”

“Indeed.  He can walk, sit, lie down, rise, but only when urged and aided to do so.  He eats but has to be spoon-fed, drinks when a cup is pressed to his mouth.  He’s like a puppet in the hands of his servants, can’t help them dress or undress him, and he’s incontinent.  He recognizes no one, hasn’t spoken since this darkness descended on him and appears not to comprehend when anyone speaks to him.”  Buckingham said all this with as little emotion as if reciting a list of needed supplies to a clerk.

“Holy Mother of God!” 

“Whatever far place his Grace has gone to, he is beyond our reach.  I pray God he has found some peace there.” 

––––––––
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A MONTH LATER THERE was no change.  The physicians still didn’t know what was wrong with him and their remedies were ineffective.  Many had come from distant places to examine him and try different cures.  I no longer bothered to question them.

Although no one knew what the king’s illness was, there was a great deal of speculation about what had made him, as the physicians said, retreat into darkness as if he had entered a windowless room and closed the door after him.  In the streets of London they were whispering that it was due to the tainted blood of his French grandsire, passed on to him through his mother, Queen Catherine.  Among other delusions, Charles VI had believed he was made of glass and would shatter if anyone touched him.  Sometimes he howled like a dog and on one occasion he became so violently frenzied that he killed four men before he could be restrained.  Henry’s malady was very different.  Many believed that he simply couldn’t cope with the burdens of kingship.  Some were more specific, suggesting it was the final defeat of English forces at Chatillon in July, resulting in the loss of the last remnant of Aquitaine and the ultimate victory of the French.  After more than a hundred years of war, Henry had lost every bit of land his father had bequeathed him except for the port of Calais.  My own thought was that military disaster following upon political upheaval had proved too much for him.

I visited him every day.  The monks were still there, heads bowed over their folded hands.  The murmur of their prayers was like the rustle of dry leaves.  His squires and pages were in attendance and one was spoon-feeding him.  A physician was sitting by the fire, uselessly.  There was always one on hand in case of an emergency.  The Duke of Buckingham was there also, as he often was.  He spoke to Henry quietly.  I joined him and looked at my husband’s face.  So peaceful it was, so free of care.  It always fascinated me how he could be so not there and yet still take food or drink into his mouth and swallow.

“Is there any change?”

“I fear not, Madam.”

It was a revolting sight, the King of England dribbling oatmeal down his chin.  I turned away and went over to the window.  It was another wet, dreary day.  I swear it rains in England more than any other place on earth.  When the sun does show its face it is a pale imitation of the one that shines on my native land.

Below, the Earl of Warwick was just arriving with an escort of two hundred men in the scarlet livery of his house, riding under the banner of the Bear and Ragged Staff.  Dismounting, he stood with hands on hips surveying the façade of the palace, and then entered with his usual arrogant swagger.  He looked as if he owned the world.

That morning I had received a vial of holy water sent from Canterbury.  When Henry was finished eating, I poured it into a cup with a small measure of wine and handed it to the squire.  “Give him this.  Make sure he drinks it all.”  I watched carefully but there was no immediate result.  

I was talking with the Duke of Buckingham about the upcoming marriage of his son to the Duke of Somerset’s daughter when Somerset himself quietly entered the chamber.  At five and forty, Edmund Beaufort was a handsome member of a handsome clan, defying his years, solidly and compactly built with a flat belly and a powerful upper body.  His thick fair hair easily camouflaged the silver that was sprinkled through it.  

“Warwick has just arrived,” he informed me, after exchanging with Buckingham the terse courtesies of men who do not like each other in spite of the betrothal of their children.  “Which means York will soon be here.”  The Duke of York was his bitterest enemy and rival, and Warwick was York’s very able and very wealthy lieutenant.

“And so..?” Buckingham enquired politely.

“He will take advantage of the king’s illness to seize the government.”

“There must be a final authority.  It has always been so.  It cannot be otherwise.  When the king is too young or unfit, a regent is appointed.”

“Aye, but it cannot be York.  It must not be York.  He will abuse power.”

“He is heir to the throne, even if unrecognized.  Is there a better candidate?”

“Me!” Somerset thumped his chest.  “I am a member of the government and have the complete confidence of the king.  York is not to be trusted.  Give him a taste of power and he will be unable to relinquish it; he will want more.”

And what about me?  When I have given birth to my son you will find that I am a force to be reckoned with.  

“After your abysmal defence of Normandy you would never be accepted,” Buckingham said.  It was almost a sneer.  “During his two terms as lieutenant general of France his Grace of York held Normandy.  You lost it.”  

I feared he was right.  Somerset had not had a stellar career in France.  Granted, it was during a turbulent period, but even his most fervent admirers could hardly boast that he had covered himself in glory.  His enemies accused him of losing Normandy single-handedly.  There was a story that after his expulsion from Rouen, he withdrew to Caen.  King Charles followed him there and subjected the town to a deadly assault, during which a stone from French artillery struck the window of the Beaufort children’s nursery.  The duchess went hysterical, finally fell into a swoon – to which she was predisposed – and when she came to, demanded that the fighting must cease, as it was endangering her children.  The duke himself carried this message to the incredulous commander, who refused to surrender.  Whereupon, according to the rumour mills that are always busily grinding, Somerset connived with the townspeople to open the gates and let the French in.  I know not the truth of the tale.

He was the head of a powerful family, descended from a son of John of Gaunt and his mistress Katherine Swynford, with ties to other powerful families, held high office, sat on the council, had the king’s ear and he was my most valued adviser.  Far better that he should hold power than York.  I had first met York when I was on my way to England as a bride; he and his wife had escorted me across Normandy and shown me every courtesy.  I always included them in my gift-giving at New Year’s and had a cordial, if not friendly, relationship with them until the previous year.  It was because he was heir to the throne that made York a threat.  

“And you think he would be trusted after Dartford?  He showed his true colors there, did he not, my lord?”

“He wasn’t alone in that, was he?” Buckingham said, showing anger for the first time.

I cupped my elbows, holding myself rigid.  Dartford had frightened me.  York had marched with three thousand men at his back, claiming they were an escort for protection against his enemies and demanded to speak with the king to air his grievances.  Henry, with his lords and their armed retainers, met him at Dartford but refused to receive him until he dismissed his ‘escort’.  There was like to be a battle, which would have suited Somerset.  Whichever way the battle went York would be the loser.  The Earls of Salisbury and Warwick, his brother-by-marriage and nephew, were delegated to talk sense to him, and they succeeded by assuring him that the king had given his word that if he dismissed his men he would be have a fair hearing.  But Somerset wasn’t going to let him get anywhere near the king, and had him seized and carried off to London.  He was under house arrest for about three weeks, but Henry refused to punish him further.  Disgusted that they had been made a party to such a scheme, Warwick and his father, Salisbury, had thrown their support behind York.  So now we had two parties in England contending for power; the York party had been made much stronger by the addition of those two powerful lords.

“I did what I had to do to protect the king,” Somerset said stoutly.  

“The king was in no danger.  You were protecting your own interests, as always.” 

Somerset believed the march was a prelude to seizing the crown.  I couldn’t believe that.  I do not overstate the case when I say Henry was beloved by his subjects.  He had been king since he was nine months old.  York had always professed his loyalty and done his duty.  He would be a fool to attempt to snatch the crown.  Yet he was the heir presumptive to the throne... 

On the other hand, even after Dartford, Buckingham and many of the lords believed that York was misguided but loyal.  His wife was sister to the Duchess of York, but he had not joined either faction; he would always be the king’s man.  His opinion counted and would sway others.

“So you will throw your support behind York?” I asked him.

“I have the deepest respect both for his abilities and integrity.  In this crisis, there is none better.”

“He speaks of the government as if it’s full of miscreants and fools,” I said.  “I fear what will happen to the king’s officers if he should come to power.”

“Yes, Madam, he speaks of the need of reform in the government and he is right.  To remove all the corrupt, lazy, or incompetent ministers and officers of the Crown and replace them with honest and able men would be a good start.  Where corruption exists at the top, it filters down through the strata of officialdom to the under-sheriffs and bailiffs and watchmen.”

I turned from the window to look at him: cadaverous face cold and stony.  I wondered if there was an iota of warmth or passion in the man.  Before I could speak Somerset said: “Watch your words, my lord.  I am a member of that government and the king is the head of it.”

“Corruption exists as I venture it does in all governments, but it is not as rampant as York would have us believe.”  

He turned and gazed at me with pale gray eyes.  “With respect, Madam, you ought not to upset yourself with such weighty matters at this time. My lady wife tells me it is past time you were in confinement.  The king would wish you to concern yourself with the coming child.” 

Tradition demanded that I must soon enter a specially prepared chamber where I would be sequestered from the world while awaiting the birth of my child.  No men were allowed, no excitements, nor was I supposed to receive news that might upset me and adversely affect the birth.  My usual attendants and certain noble ladies would accompany me to divert and entertain me with pleasant pastimes.  How anyone expected me to be confined at such a time, when so much was happening and the kingdom in crisis, was beyond my understanding.  

I was relieved when he departed, fearful that the quarrel would get out of hand.  My back was aching.  I was so happy in my pregnancy that I had new gowns cut to emphasize rather than conceal my bulging belly.  Now, into my ninth month, seen from above, the precious burden I carried seemed of elephantine proportions.  I eased myself into a fireside chair and a servant brought me a footstool.  

“Sit, my lord.” When he had taken a seat in the chair opposite me, I asked: “Is he a danger to Henry?”

“Aye, to be sure, he is.  That’s why I’ve worked so hard to keep him out of the government and off the council.  If he gets a major office, he will work to consolidate his position and then he will make his move.  How can it be otherwise when he has such a strong claim to the throne?”

“I have heard something of this.  It is true then?”

“What is truth?  If you believe in something hard enough it will become your truth.”

“Please, give me facts, give me honesty, not philosophy.”

“As your Grace commands.  The trouble is that our King Edward III had too many sons.  The first, the Black Prince, produced only one son and predeceased his father, so that boy followed his grandfather on the throne as Richard II.  The second son Lionel of Clarence had only a girl who wed a Mortimer, the Earl of March.  The third son, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, my own illustrious forebear and Henry’s, had only one true-born son, Henry of Bolingbroke.  And the fourth son was Edmund, Duke of York.  There were other sons, but only these four are relevant.”

“It is apparent that the house of York follows the house of Lancaster in the line of succession.”

“Not so, my queen.  At least, not so to everyone.  Wherever there is no clear line of descent there will be those who dispute the succession, which is what happened here.  Allow me to explain.  Richard II, who was childless, proved both ruthless and inept.  He was swept from his throne by Bolingbroke, who took the crown either through conquest or right of inheritance as Henry IV.  These matters are rather murky to us today.  However it was, many believed that the true heir was a Mortimer lad, the grandson of the second son.”

“But you said Clarence had only a daughter.  And the Salic law prevents the passing of an inheritance through a woman.”

“But the Salic law isn’t observed in England, Madam.  And no one can pretend it is, because Edward III himself laid claim to the French Crown through right of his mother.  Even our own Henry bases his claim to the French throne through his mother.” 

I was shocked and horrified.  I was wed into a house of usurpers!  Even I could see that it was true, though I would have cut my own throat before admitting it out loud, and shrank from the thought even in the solitude of my own mind.  

“I see I have distressed you, Madam.  Fear not.  There have now been three kings of the house of Lancaster.  The dynasty is established and secure, and no one is going to want to create another murky mess to plague some future generation.  When you produce your prince it will be more secure than ever.”

“Yes,” I said, stroking my swollen belly, “when the succession is assured, all will be well.” 

Yet I was made anxious by this revelation.  Small wonder York was ambitious.  He knew all this and yet was forced to take a diminished role in the affairs of the kingdom, while the privileges and power that might have been his were exercised by a man who didn’t give a tinker’s curse about such worldly concerns and had now retreated utterly into the shadowed landscape of his own mind.  How that must gall him!

When Somerset had departed, I went to my husband, took his unresisting hand in mine and pressed it to my cheek.  “Hurry and get well, my dearest,” I whispered.  “The kingdom needs you.  I need you.” 

Had he been a common man, Henry might have been tied to the rood screen during church services.  I had seen that once: a madman, howling and thrashing throughout Mass.  And if that didn’t produce the desired result he might have been given over to the care of John of Arundel.  

I gazed at his peaceful vacant face.  Though he was only thirty one, he already had stooped shoulders, as if the burdens of office were too much for him to bear.  The gentle and forgiving nature and the abhorrence of violence and any sort of lewdness, while admirable, were not the attributes of a king.  No one ever used words like noble, brave, or strong about Henry, which in my opinion were qualities more fitting in a king.  

He had never led his troops in France, as his father had.  No stranger looking at him would ever guess he was the son of the martial Henry V, the man who had snatched an astonishing victory at Agincourt and won the French crown to bequeath to his son.

What Henry’s nature suited him for was the cloister.  He would have been a far happier man had he been shut in a monastic cell, there to live out his life in devotion and prayer.  His confessor had more influence with him than any of his temporal advisors, and while he wouldn’t think of interrupting his prayers to attend to business, no matter how pressing, he was quite prepared to dismiss counsellors and postpone important meetings in order to attend to his devotions.  

But, although surrounded by men to whom the precepts of martial skill and personal courage were admired and emulated, Henry wasn’t despised for his lack of these traits but generally loved for his goodness and piety.  Only those who were intimately acquainted with him knew how weak he was, how infuriatingly he vacillated between one opinion and another and how, on occasion, he would stubbornly dig in his heels and refuse to yield another inch.  There were times when he infuriated me, and other times when he aroused in me the most tender feelings.

There never was a time when I didn’t know I would marry one day and leave my home and family.  I accepted my lot with equanimity and didn’t rail against it as some stupid girls did until they were beaten or starved into submission.  My sole purpose, the end to which my education had been devoted, was to increase my family’s power, prestige and wealth through an advantageous union with another house.  I understood all this and accepted it.  When the English delegation had come to Angers I had been sure they would not choose me.  The house of Anjou was impoverished and decayed.  My father, Rene, was richer in titles than money or land.  His kingships were nominal; his province of Provence was occupied by the English, and he had turned Lorraine, my mother’s inheritance, over to my brother John upon his marriage to the Duke of Burgundy’s niece.  It wasn’t the war that had impoverished my father, so much as the little war within the greater war, the struggle for control of the duchy of Lorraine, during which Rene was beaten in battle and taken prisoner by the Duke of Burgundy.  In order to raise the ransom he had been released and my two brothers, John and Louis, held in his place.  John had been released shortly but poor Louis remained captive for the rest of his short life and died of a fever at the age of sixteen.  My father had then gone on to pursue his claims in southern Italy at great cost but without success.

I had expected to wed a Frenchman and bear French children like my sister.  Never an Englishman.  Never an English king.  The English had tails and horns like the devil.  It was what people said about them, though I didn’t really believe it.  No, marriage to the English king, son of the man who had brought such devastation to my beloved France, was not to be borne.  

My older sister had wed the Count of Vaudemont who, though he had turned out to be a cruel husband, was at least French and at the time had been considered a good catch.  Papa had struggled to find a dowry to satisfy a member of the lesser nobility.  For his younger daughter, a count was looking high, a duke was formidably ambitious and a king would seem well-nigh beyond the realms of possibility.  I was convinced that, if nothing else, the lack of dowry would cause the English to look elsewhere.

The trouble was that King Henry’s mother was King Charles’ sister, which meant all the ladies of the ruling house were related to him within the forbidden degree of consanguinity.  So the Duke of Suffolk had to look to the queen’s family, my father’s sister, for a bride for his king.

My prejudice was so deep that I wasn’t sure I would be able to overcome it.  King of the Goddams was still a Goddam!  

‘You will be a queen,’ Papa said to me.  ‘The king is young, virtuous, of impeccable reputation, and also of a scholarly bent.  You should be very happy.”

If I were to be queen of any other country I would have been delirious with happiness.  But England... How would I ever be able to look at an Englishman without seeing butchered French babies?  

But my mother knew me better than I knew myself.  It took only a few words.  ‘This marriage will be part of a peace treaty.  Just think of it, Margaret, you will be the bringer of peace between two war weary lands.’  

I marvel at the depth of my mother’s insight.  Without ever making reference to her, she had brought to mind my grandmother Yolande and her resolution to save the dauphin, and also the amazing Jeanne d’Arc, who had donned armour and led troops to glory for the sake of France.  Suddenly I was seeing myself as another such – a heroine giving my all for my beloved country.  For the first time in my life I lost sight of myself in the larger picture.

For once the French were dealing from a position of strength.  The primary objectives of the English were a cessation of hostilities and closer ties with the French Crown, so that the country could have some time to recover from a war that was now going badly for them.  They also wanted confirmation of their ancient claims to certain lands.  The French were determined to wrest everything they could get while the enemy was enfeebled.  Because who knew when another military colossus the like of Henry V might surface? 

In order to get some kind of concession, the English were obliged to play their trump card by offering to have their king drop his empty title of ‘King of France’ – a bitter pill for them to swallow.  Just a few years earlier the French would have jumped at the chance, but recent successes, particularly in the south, had made King Henry’s use of it really rather ridiculous.  They didn’t get a peace treaty either.  France was exhausted by war too, but with a little breathing space she would rapidly gain in strength.  It wasn’t in French interests to grant such a treaty when they were making great strides toward taking back the conquered territories and would only agree to a two year truce.

The English were persuaded to surrender their hereditary claim to Anjou, and Maine was to be handed over to the French.  It wasn’t as if King Henry was a rich man.  If rumour were to be believed, he was as poor as King Charles.  Yet no Angevin gold would come to rest in the dusty, cobwebbed coffers of the royal treasury at Westminster.  None of Anjou’s depleted resources would make their way across the Narrow Sea.

The heroic image of myself as a harbinger of peace was soon blighted.  The sorry fact is that the French didn’t want peace.  My future, my happiness, had been sacrificed merely to buy a little time, a breathing space in which to consolidate their gains, and when the peace purchased at such cost by the English had run its course (actually it didn’t even last that long) the war was renewed.  Suffolk paid with his life for his disastrous policies.  I was disliked for it and my husband, a monument of morality, was weak – if not mad.  I was no Yolande, no Jeanne.  I was merely a useful and rather insignificant pawn in the game of international politics.  What a sad reality!

The physicians couldn’t tell me if Henry was cognitive or not behind that still façade, so I spoke to him quietly to prevent the others in the chamber overhearing.  I asked him where he had gone and begged him to come back.  I told him that I understood his suffering and would help him.  I was willing to take some of his cares from him.  Sometimes, losing patience, I spoke to him as if he was a recalcitrant child.  ‘Snap out of it!  Face your responsibilities like a man!’  Once I dug my fingernails into his palm but even that elicited no reaction.

I spoke to him about the coming child.  I told him it was a boy; a son who would secure the succession.  I was certain of this because a merciful God could not refuse me after I had petitioned Him so fervently.  

Tradition demanded that I must soon enter my lying-in chamber, retire from the world until my child was born.  It was required of highborn ladies.  For a time, there would be no king and no queen.

A foul odour suddenly assailed my nostrils.  I rose.  “The king needs his clout changing,” I said, and quickly left the chamber.
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Chapter II
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October 1453 – Westminster Palace

I was at Greenwich when the mayor and aldermen came to fetch me to Westminster for my confinement, as was their prerogative.  People on the riverbanks stopped to wave and bless me and my unborn child.  I dare swear I was almost popular at that time.  The dukes of Buckingham and Somerset were waiting at the water stairs to conduct me to my lying-in chamber, where prayers were said by my chaplain before I entered and the door closed behind me, shutting out the world.

I had conceived an idea that would satisfy tradition, as well as my need to keep in touch, by having the door to the chamber cut in half and the top half covered by a curtain.  My ladies were scandalized but I didn’t care.  The Duke of Somerset had promised to bring me news daily.  Along with the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Duchess of Buckingham, he was to be Godparent to my child.

“In the interests of secrecy, the council has decided the king should be moved to the more salubrious air of Windsor,” he told me, his voice muffled by the curtain.  

“They can’t hope to keep it secret.  The king is a public figure.  What will happen when he isn’t available to witness the swearing in of the new mayor later this month?”

“We’ll admit he’s ill when we must and hope to keep the nature of his illness secret a while longer.  Even now, outside court circles, very few know of it.  The council has decided that no public proclamation be made.  We are all praying that he soon recovers.”

“As am I, you may be sure.” 

“Madam, once your travail is over and you have been churched, many on the council feel you should be sent to Windsor too, to nurse the king.” 

My heart plummeted.  I had decided to throw my support behind Somerset.  As the mother of the heir I would have more authority than I’d had as a barren queen and was hoping that after the babe was born I might have the opportunity to influence policy during this troubled time.  This was an excuse to get me out of the way.  “I won’t go,” I said.  “I won’t.”  But we both knew I would have no choice.  The council spoke with the king’s voice.  “What else.”

“I am trying to win Buckingham.”

“And are you succeeding?”

“He’s a difficult man to read.”

“He is an honourable man and will follow his conscience.  He will not support you unless you prove to him that you are the better man.”

“How can anyone doubt it after Dartford?”  

He didn’t seem to realize how strongly patriotic Englishmen of every stripe resented him for the loss of Normandy.  They wanted another Agincourt; what they got was mismanagement and disaster.  I could well imagine York’s watchword being: ‘We cannot let him do to England what he did to Normandy.’

“What is York doing?”  

“He’s trying to win converts in the Commons.  It’s a hard row he has to hoe there.  His man is in the Speaker’s chair, but in general the members love him not.”

“Dartford, again?”

Somerset snorted.  “They called for his return from Ireland.  Now they feel betrayed.”

“Any news of the king?”  I demanded a daily report but there was never any change.  It had been almost two months since he had fallen ill.

My travail began just after Prime and continued all day and through the night.  A fire roared in the grate and countless candles burned to illuminate the chamber, where every window was hung with thick draperies to muffle any vagrant draught.  I suffered the heat of hell along with the torture of the rack as my distended belly heaved and strained in the birth process.  I grunted and roared, but never cried aloud, for I am Margaret of Anjou, too proud to voice my pain before others even when that pain reached its excruciating peak.  The screams that rose in me were ruthlessly trapped behind my teeth.

I didn’t actually like babies, or anyone much younger than myself.  I had seen them forcing their great heads through an aperture that must agonizingly expand to accommodate them, while the mother screamed the house down, emerging finally gray and wrinkled with skin that didn’t quite fit.  The whole business was fraught with awfulness and danger.  But I was quite sure I would love my own.

‘Only when a woman produces a son does she come into her own power,’ my mother had once told me.  I hoped it was true; I was tired of feeling powerless.

“Bear down, Madam.”  The Dowager Countess of Shrewsbury was my principal midwife.  Her homely face was running with sweat and there were deep stains beneath the armpits of the simple woollen gown she wore.

“I am, you fool!” I grunted, my body convulsing.

“One more time.  It will be over soon.”

The ladies of the court were sat in a cluster as far from the fire as they could get.  A royal birth was of necessity a public event.  They were there to preclude the possibility of a deception being practiced, such as the substitution of a boy for a girl, or a live child for a dead one.  All day long they had chattered and squabbled amongst themselves, entertaining each other with tales of midwifery, of arduous travails and miraculous births, while their queen grunted and heaved on the disordered bed.  Now, lulled by the heat and the lateness of the hour, some were dozing, their heads drooping at awkward angles, and the rest were murmuring sporadically.  I resented them for ignoring my agony, for not being anxious on my account.

The bells of Westminster Abbey were tolling, calling the monks to worship.  I had lost track of the number of times I had heard them that day.  Was this Vespers?  Matins?  Prime again?  Soon other bells would ring, I consoled myself, in joyous celebration of a royal birth.  A prince for the house of Lancaster!  It must be so.  I could not bear to go through the whole process again.  

I loved Henry because it was a wife’s duty to love her husband, and a subject’s duty to love the king and I was as much his subject as anyone.  But the years of my marriage were filled with pain and humiliation.  To endure, I told myself, is to grow stronger, yet this comfortable aphorism didn’t make my suffering any easier to bear.  Everyone said that Henry was a good and gentle man, and so he was, truly kind and compassionate.  I had known from our very first meeting that he would be good to me.  What I hadn’t understood then was that cruelty could take many forms.  He had wounded me where no one else could, or ever would again: my womanhood.  He had shamed and humiliated me beyond all measure. 

At first I thought there was something wrong with me, that I was undesirable.  I was only fifteen and knew nothing of men.  During the day Henry was kindness itself, but at night he went to his own bed and there he stayed.  Night after night I waited in frustration and misery for him to come, while the candle burned down the hours, until finally I dozed off still sitting upright.  I didn’t know what to do.  There was no one I could talk to about something so shameful.  The rumours had already started; before long the court was feasting upon the titillating tidbit that the royal marriage hadn’t been consummated.  Every night in my forlorn bed I considered my situation and resolved to speak to him.  The trouble was that when I encountered him during the day he acted as if nothing was amiss, patting my hand in his kindly fashion and gazing at me with those gentle eyes.  At some point, I realized the truth.  Henry was as chaste as I.

Hurt and humiliated as I was, I knew my duty and persisted in my clumsy efforts to seduce my husband.  Though chaste, I was far from being ignorant, and Henry’s abysmal ignorance and prudishness came as a shock to me.  He shrank from my touch.  Any talk of physical love was abhorrent to him.  I tried tears, entreaties, cajolery, desperate measures; I quoted Scripture and reminded him of his duty to his kingdom to coax him into my bed.  Suffolk lent his efforts to mine, as did his confessor.  When finally he came to me it was with the utmost reluctance, and only to scurry off in shock and horror at what he regarded as my boldness, leaving me feeling like a very slut.  And then he would summon his confessor and seek absolution.

In time, I came to understand that his reluctance had nothing to do with me, or ignorance, but what had occasioned it I know not to this very day.  The court suspected I was barren.  No one believed the king was failing in his duty.  It stretched the bounds of credulity that a man – even a man of monkish temperament like Henry – couldn’t play a man’s part.  I did the best I could because it was every wife’s duty to give her husband a son, and more so a queen.  Whether he was succeeded by a spawn of York, or by a son of his own was a matter of complete indifference to Henry.  

In time my efforts were rewarded.  God quickened my womb.  

“Show me your mettle.  Bear down hard.”

“It’s the only hard work she’ll ever have to do.”  

Did someone really say that?

“Yes!  Yes!  I can see the head.  Push as hard as you can,” Lady Shrewsbury said excitedly.  The ladies who were still awake drifted closer.

Amazingly the pain didn’t recede this time; it just crested and then seemed to dissolve at its peak and as it drifted away I felt the vastest relief imaginable as a wet, lumpy mass slithered between my thighs.  Before the infant had quite completed its journey into the light, I was up on my elbows, peering through strings of wet hair down between my thighs at the pale, slimy little creature with jerking limbs, a fuzz of dark hair and the right appendage!

“A boy!” I shrieked.  “A boy!  A boy!”

I collapsed back onto the pillow, laughing and crying at the same time, limp with relief, delirious with joy, amid a chorus of happy exclamations and felicitations from the ladies of the court clustering around the bed.  There was the sound of a slap, a satisfying wail, and the Duchess of Somerset announced unnecessarily: “God is good.  Your Grace has a fine, healthy son.”

I held out my arms for him.  “Oh, my darling boy.  Give him to me.”

“A moment, if it please, your Grace,” said the Dowager Countess of Shrewsbury.  “First he must be cleansed and swaddled.  I’m sure he would wish to be perfectly groomed before being presented to his lady mother.”

My eyes clung to his tiny form as they carried him away and I waited impatiently while they changed my linens, put me in a fresh nightgown, doused many of the candles and put my son through the grooming process, cooing and fussing over him as women invariably do even when the infant isn’t destined to be the next King of England.  Their joy and relief at the safe delivery of an heir was evident, but I was ecstatic.  All I had suffered was worth it.  I had my son.

“What name shall be given him?” Lady Shrewsbury asked from across the room.

I had given the matter a lot of thought and knew Henry would be pleased to have his son named after the saint and king he admired and tried to emulate.  “He shall be called Edward, for the Confessor, whose day it is.  His father would wish it so.  What hour is it?”

“Between Matins and Prime,” said Anne of Buckingham, stifling a yawn.  “Your Grace’s travail was a long one, but well worth it.” 

Lady Shrewsbury came to the bedside, holding the precious infant in the crook of her arm.  With gay formality, she said: “Madam, may I present his Highness, Prince Edward of England!”

“He is perfect.  Not a flaw,” the Duchess of Somerset said.  

My son!  I was still trying to grasp the wonder of it.  My son!  Already he had lost that grayish pallor and turned a very pretty pink and ivory.  He was awake but quiet, clean and snug in his bindings.  Settling back into my pillows, I nestled him against my breast and gazed into his face in rapture, watching his eyelids flicker and droop as he grew drowsy, and the ever-changing, comical expressions of his tiny bud of a mouth: first hinting at a smile, then forming a perfect moue, then trembling as if he was about to cry.

“Thank you for your assistance,” I said absently to the ladies.  “Tidy the chamber and then you may go to your beds.  The prince and I have all we need.”

“Your Grace should rest now,” Anne of Buckingham said, but when she made to take the baby, I gave her a sharp look that quelled that notion.  One by one, they left me.  

“My precious prince,” I said softly to him, “I can hardly believe you are here at last.  How long I waited, how I schemed, what sorrows and humiliations I endured to bring you into existence.  Seven years of barren marriage.  Can you imagine what that was like?  The whispering behind my back; the veiled hints from the king’s advisers about doing my duty; the rebukes of the churchmen.  It’s always the wife’s fault, you see.  The only thing worse than a barren wife is a barren queen.  I was so bitterly envious of women like Cecily of York who is no sooner up from childbed than she is swelling with another.  Four sons she has now.  She is very proud, that one, too proud, like Niobe in the classic tale.”

Glancing up from the face of my sleeping son, I saw that the chamber was almost empty.  Catherine de Vaux was kneeling on the prie-deux, her head bowed over clasped hands.  The cow-faced wet-nurse had been found and was sleeping on a pallet, snoring faintly, to be near at hand should the baby need feeding.  The other ladies had gone to spread the news before going to their well-earned rest.  The fire had been banked for the night and all but one candle doused.  

The bells began to peal, such a mournful sound when they were tolling the Office and now somehow jubilant.  Although they were too far to hear, I knew that the bells of Westminster Abbey would be joined by all the bells in all the churches in and around London, the deep tone of St. Paul’s and the sweet silvery sound of St. Mary Overy, the discordant note of St. Swithin’s great cracked bell, and all the rest, pealing out in a breathtaking carillon of exultation.
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Chapter III
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November 1453 – Westminster 

A few days after I had been churched I was sitting beside the fire drinking a cup of mulled wine to warm me before going to bed: cinnamon, nutmeg and a hint of cloves, just as I liked it.  The Duchess of Somerset was reading out loud and Elizabeth Scales was putting away my jewelry when my chamberlain, Sir John Wenlock, announced from the door: “The Earl of Dorset, Madam.” 

A hand of cold dread clutched my heart.  Nothing but bad news could have brought Somerset’s heir to intrude on me at this time of night.  

Dorset strode into the chamber.  Like his father he was fair, but there the resemblance ended.  He was not handsome.  There was a lean and hungry look about him: he was very thin, his face bony, cheeks hollow, eyes never still.  He moved with slow deliberation, like a cat on the prowl.  

With the merest bend of the knee, he said: “Madam, my father has been arrested by order of parliament!  He’s to be held while a Commission of Enquiry considers whether a charge of treason can be brought against him.”  Only then did he see his mother, who had uttered a great cry, and went over to comfort her.  Somerset had a plain, complaisant wife in Eleanor Beauchamp but she had produced a clutch of healthy children.  

“It is outrageous, Madam!” he said over his mother’s bent head.  “Arrested in his own hall while his family and servants watched helplessly.  This is York’s doing.”

“On what pretext?” 

“A petition was presented in parliament that a Commission of Enquiry should be set up to look into my lord father’s handling of affairs in Normandy, because, it stated, the loss of the duchy was not a trivial matter.  He is to be held in the Tower while the commission considers whether a charge of treason is warranted.”

“Who presented the petition?” 

“The Duke of Norfolk.”  One of York’s brothers-in-law, a weed of a man.  

“York supporters are coming out of the woodwork.”  I rose and began to pace.  “Calm yourself, Madam,” I said to the duchess, who was unfortunately given to histrionics, which her husband indulged but her queen did not.

I soon realized that Somerset had been got out of the way.  It was really very clever. Impeachment had been tried and failed in ‘51, so it was not an option.  Now there must be a selection process for the members of the commission, then they must debate all manner of complex issues, consider evidence and hear witnesses, and if it should be determined in conclusion that there was just cause to charge Somerset with treason, those charges would have to be brought, a trial gone through, complete with the same complex issues, evidence and witnesses before the culprit must suffer the penalty of the law.  All of which would be a very long process.  In the meantime, while his peers might balk at impeaching him, they would hardly raise a murmur of protest if he were safely put out of the way so that York could usurp the government unimpeded.  Very likely Somerset would never be called upon to answer charges.  He would simply be kept in the Tower until he had lost all his following and was no longer a threat, or York had so firmly entrenched himself that he couldn’t be budged, or until Henry recovered.  Yes, it was very clever.

I led the duchess to a window seat and chafed her cold hands.  She looked on the point of a swoon – her usual response to any upset.  “Be at ease, dear lady.  No harm will come to your good lord, I assure you.  His confinement will be a comfortable one.  No doubt you will be allowed to visit him.  I’m quite sure he expected this, and wasn’t loath to sacrifice his freedom for the cause.  We must all remain calm.”

“I begged him to flee,” she wept.  “I begged him to flee!”

I huffed with impatience.  “Have you so soon forgotten poor Suffolk?  Would you wish the same fate on your lord – head hacked off with a rusty axe?  Do you recall how a mob of Londoners broke into your house during the last parliament and almost succeeded in laying hands on your lord?  In the Tower, he will be safe from assassination and from the mob.  And it will have a tremendous political impact, whereas flight is an act of capitulation.”  I wasn’t sure about the last statement.  His imprisonment might cause a flutter of disquiet among some minor lords, but there would be no great outcry on his behalf.  

“But what’s to be done?” she wailed, having little understanding of the nuances.

“There is nothing to be done for the moment,” I said, feeling deflated.  “York has been clever and patient.  He’s manipulated parliament to do his bidding, so everything is legal.  He courts the Commons shamelessly.  I do not understand this body called parliament.  It is made up of men of low degree summoned from the farthest reaches of the kingdom to decide complex and weighty matters far beyond their comprehension.  Why must the king himself, an absolute monarch, beg these disagreeable men of town and shire for the money he needs to manage his kingdom?  In France the king and his council decide what must be done and the common people obey, like it or not.  That is how a monarchy is run.  What gives these ignorant bumpkins the right to decide the fate of a great lord?  Or to choose who should rule the country in place of the king?”

I remembered my arrival in England and the ride to Titchfield Abbey where my husband awaited me.  How mortified I was to see how the English commons despised me!  Through no fault of my own.  I have never liked them.  They are uncouth and barbaric and too opinionated.

When I spoke to Suffolk about it, he said: ‘Your average Englishman is an astute political animal and takes a keen interest in the affairs of the realm.  I want you to understand something and never forget it.  In England, the commons matter.  Through their representatives in parliament, they have a voice in the government.’  In my opinion, the very notion of the commons having a voice in the government degraded the monarchy and all those of the noble class. 

“In fact, it was the kings who gave them that right, Madam,” Sir John Wenlock said from his place by the door. “King Edward I was the first to call up a parliament composed of knights of the shire and burgesses –” 

Dorset cut him off.  “York already has the government in his hand.  The king’s appointees are going to be kicked out of their posts and he will install his own creatures, and then he’ll run the kingdom with no one to gainsay him.”

Catherine handed the duchess a cup of wine, still steaming from the hot poker.  

“Don’t despair, my lady,” I said.  “It can only be a matter of time before the king recovers and your dear husband will not stay in the Tower a day longer.  York has given us another weapon to use against him in the future.  One day, I promise you, he will answer for his crimes.”
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Chapter IV
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March 1454 – Westminster Palace

In the nursery, I was watching as the wet nurse suckled her own year-old infant.  I disliked the fact that my precious son must share the breast of a chandler’s brat.  The brat should have been given to another from the start.  I kept a close eye on the woman.  I had her followed on those few occasions when she was allowed to leave the palace, for I firmly believed that if she engaged in any kind of undesirable activity it would taint her milk.  And tainted milk was responsible for many of the ailments that afflicted babies.  Also, I regulated the woman’s diet to make sure she ate no onions, garlic, vinegar or any food highly spiced which might also affect her milk

“Does that child always suckle so greedily?”

The woman looked up and grinned. “Never fear, your Grace, I’ve plenty for two.  See how both my babes thrive.”

In three strides I was across the room and dealt her a blow to the face that almost toppled her from her stool and dislodged the nipple from the infant’s mouth.  He began to howl in protest, while his mother cowered and cried.  I flung an arm out toward the cradle where my son slept.  “He is not your babe, you slattern!” I snarled.  “He is your future king and never forget it!  Get out!  I can’t bear the sight of your stupid face.  And you’d better find someone else
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