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    In the darkness of the forest the young knight could hear the splashing of the fountain long before he could see the glimmer of moonlight reflected on the still surface. He was about to step forward, longing to dip his head, drink in the coolness, when he caught his breath at the sight of something dark, moving deep in the water. There was a greenish shadow in the sunken bowl of the fountain, something like a great fish, something like a drowned body. Then it moved and stood upright and he saw, frighteningly naked: a bathing woman. Her skin as she rose up, water coursing down her flanks, was even paler than the white marble bowl, her wet hair dark as a shadow.


    She is Melusina, the water goddess, and she is found in hidden springs and waterfalls in any forest in Christendom, even in those as far away as Greece. She bathes in the Moorish fountains too. They know her by another name in the northern countries where the lakes are glazed with ice and it crackles when she rises. A man may love her if he keeps her secret and lets her alone when she wants to bathe, and she may love him in return until he breaks his word, as men always do, and she sweeps him into the deeps with her fishy tail, and turns his faithless blood to water.


    The tragedy of Melusina, whatever language tells it, whatever tune it sings, is that a man will always promise more than he can do to a woman he cannot understand.
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    My father is Sir Richard Woodville, Baron Rivers, an English nobleman, a landholder and a supporter of the true kings of England, the Lancastrian line. My mother descends from the Dukes of Burgundy and so carries the watery blood of the goddess Melusina, who founded their royal house with her entranced ducal lover, and can still be met at times of extreme trouble, crying a warning over the castle rooftops when the son and heir is dying and the family doomed. Or so they say, those who believe in such things.


    With this contradictory parentage of mine: solid English earth and French water goddess, one could expect anything from me: an enchantress, or an ordinary girl. There are those who will say I am both. But today, as I comb my hair with particular care and arrange it under my tallest headdress, take the hands of my two fatherless boys and lead the way to the road that goes to Northampton, I would give all that I am to be, just this once, simply irresistible.


    I have to attract the attention of a young man riding out to yet another battle, against an enemy that cannot be defeated. He may not even see me. He is not likely to be in the mood for beggars or flirts. I have to excite his compassion for my position, inspire his sympathy for my needs, and stay in his memory long enough for him to do something about them both. And this is a man who has beautiful women flinging themselves at him every night of the week, and a hundred claimants for every post in his gift.


    He is a usurper and a tyrant, my enemy and the son of my enemy, but I am far beyond loyalty to anyone but my sons and myself. My own father rode out to the battle of Towton against this man who now calls himself King of England, though he is little more than a braggart boy; and I have never seen a man as broken as my father when he came home from Towton, his sword arm bleeding through his jacket, his face white, saying that this boy is a commander such as we have never seen before, and our cause is lost, and we are all without hope while he lives. Twenty thousand men were cut down at Towton at this boys command: no one had ever seen such death before in England. My father said it was a harvest of Lancastrians, not a battle. The rightful King Henry and his wife, Queen Margaret of Anjou, fled to Scotland, devastated by the deaths.


    Those of us left in England did not surrender readily. The battles went on and on to resist the false king, this boy of York. My own husband was killed commanding our cavalry, only three years ago at St Albans. And now I am left a widow and what land and fortune I once called my own has been taken by my mother-in-law with the goodwill of the victor, the master of this boy-king, the great puppeteer who is known as the Kingmaker: Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, who made a king out of this vain boy, now only twenty-two, and will make a hell out of England for those of us who still defend the House of Lancaster.


    There are Yorkists in every great house in the land now, and every profitable business or place or tax is in their gift. Their boy-king is on the throne and his supporters form the new court. We, the defeated, are paupers in our own houses and strangers in our own country, our king an exile, our queen a vengeful alien plotting with our old enemy of France. We have to make terms with the tyrant of York, while praying that God turns against him and our true king sweeps south with an army for yet another battle.


    In the meantime, like many a woman with a husband dead and a father defeated, I have to piece my life together like a patchwork of scraps. I have to regain my fortune somehow, though it seems that neither kinsman nor friend can make any headway for me. We are all known as traitors. We are forgiven but not beloved. We are all powerless. I shall have to be my own advocate, and make my own case to a boy who respects justice so little that he would dare to take an army against his own cousin: a king ordained. What can one say to such a savage that he could understand?


    My boys, Thomas, who is nine, and Richard, who is eight, are dressed in their best, their hair wetted and smoothed down, their faces shining from soap. I have tight hold of their hands as they stand on either side of me, for these are true boys and they draw dirt to them as if by magic. If I let them go for a second then one will scuff his shoes and the other rip his hose, and both of them will manage to get leaves in their hair and mud on their faces and Thomas will certainly fall in the stream. As it is, anchored by my grip, they hop from one leg to another in an agony of boredom, and only straighten up when I say, Hush, I can hear horses.


    It sounds like the patter of rain at first, and then in a moment a rumble like thunder. The jingle of the harness and the flutter of the standards, the chink of the chain mail and the blowing of the horses, the sound and the smell and the roar of a hundred horses ridden hard is overwhelming and, even though I am determined to stand out and make them stop, I cant help but shrink back. What must it be to face these men riding down in battle with their lances outstretched before them, like a galloping wall of staves? How could any man face it?


    Thomas sees the bare blond head in the midst of all the fury and noise and shouts, Hurrah! like the boy he is, and at the shout of his treble voice I see the mans head turn, and he sees me and the boys and his hand snatches the reins and he bellows, Halt! His horse stands up on its rear legs, wrenched to a standstill, and the whole cavalcade wheels and halts and swears at the sudden stop, and then abruptly everything is silent and the dust billows around us.


    His horse blows out, shakes its head, but the rider is like a statue on its high back. He is looking at me and I at him, and it is so quiet that I can hear a thrush in the branches of the oak above me. How it sings. My God, it sings like a ripple of glory, like joy made into sound. I have never heard a bird sing like that before, as if it were carolling happiness.


    I step forward, still holding my sons hands, and I open my mouth to plead my case, but at this moment, this crucial moment, I have lost my words. I have practised well enough. I had a little speech all prepared; but now I have nothing. And it is almost as if I need no words. I just look at him and somehow I expect him to understand everything my fear of the future and my hopes for these my boys, my lack of money and the irritable pity of my father which makes living under his roof so unbearable to me, the coldness of my bed at night, and my longing for another child, my sense that my life is over. Dear God, I am only twenty-seven, my cause is defeated, my husband is dead. Am I to be one of many poor widows who will spend the rest of their days at someone elses fireside trying to be a good guest? Shall I never be kissed again? Shall I never feel joy? Not ever again?


    And still the bird sings as if to say that delight is easy, for those who desire it.


    He makes a gesture with his hand to the older man at his side and the man barks out a command and the soldiers turn their horses off the road and go into the shade of the trees. But the king jumps down from his great horse, drops the reins and walks towards me and my boys. I am a tall woman but he overtops me by a head; he must be far more than six feet tall. My boys crane their necks up to see him; he is a giant to them. He is blond-haired, grey-eyed, with a tanned, open, smiling face, rich with charm, easy with grace. This is a king as we have never seen before in England: this is a man that the people will love on sight. And his eyes are fixed on my face as if I know a secret that he has to have, as if we have known each other for ever, and I can feel my cheeks are burning but I cannot look away from him.


    A modest woman looks down in this world, keeps her eyes on her slippers; a supplicant bows low and stretches out a pleading hand; but I stand tall, I am aghast at myself, staring like an ignorant peasant, and find I cannot take my eyes from his, from his smiling mouth, from his gaze, which is burning on my face.


    Who is this? he asks, still looking at me.


    Your Grace, this is my mother, Lady Elizabeth Grey, my son Thomas says politely, and he pulls off his cap and drops to his knee.


    Richard on my other side kneels too and mutters, as if he cannot be heard, Is this the king? Really? He is the tallest man I have ever seen in my life!


    I sink down into a curtsey but I cannot look away. Instead, I gaze up at him, as a woman might stare with hot eyes at a man she adores.


    Rise up, he says. His voice is low, for only me to hear. Have you come to see me?


    I need your help, I say. I can hardly form the words. I feel as if the love potion, which my mother soaked into the scarf billowing from my headdress, is drugging me, not him. I cannot obtain my dowry lands, my jointure, now I am widowed. I stumble in the face of his smiling interest. I am a widow now. I have nothing to live on.


    A widow?


    My husband was Sir John Grey. He died at St Albans, I say. It is to confess his treason and the damnation of my sons. The king will recognise the name of the commander of his enemys cavalry. I nip my lip. Their father did his duty as he conceived it to be, Your Grace; he was loyal to the man he thought was king. My boys are innocent of anything.


    He left you these two sons? He smiles down at my boys.


    The best part of my fortune, I say. This is Richard and this is Thomas Grey.


    He nods at my boys, who gaze up at him as if he were some kind of high-bred horse, too big for them to pet but a figure for awestruck admiration, and then he looks back to me. I am thirsty, he says. Is your home near here?


    We would be honoured... I glance at the guard who rides with him. There must be more than a hundred of them. He chuckles. They can ride on, he decides. Hastings! The older man turns and waits. You go on to Grafton. I will catch you up. Smollett can stay with me, and Forbes. I will come in an hour or so.


    Sir William Hastings looks me up and down as if I am a pretty piece of ribbon for sale. I show him a hard stare in reply, and he takes off his hat and bows to me, throws a salute to the king, shouts to the guard to mount up.


    Where are you going? he asks the king.


    The boy-king looks at me.


    We are going to the house of my father, Baron Rivers, Sir Richard Woodville, I say proudly, though I know the king will recognise the name of a man who was high in the favour of the Lancaster court, fought for them, and once took hard words from him in person when York and Lancaster were daggers drawn. We all know of each other well enough, but it is a courtesy generally observed to forget that we were all loyal to Henry VI once, until these turned traitor.


    Sir William raises his eyebrow at his kings choice for a stopping place. Then I doubt that youll want to stay very long, he says unpleasantly, and rides on. The ground shakes as they go by, and they leave us in warm quietness as the dust settles.


    My father has been forgiven and his title restored, I say defensively. You forgave him yourself after Towton.


    I remember your father and your mother, the king says equably. I have known them since I was a boy in good times and bad. I am only surprised that they never introduced me to you.


    I have to stifle a giggle. This is a king notorious for seduction. Nobody with any sense would let their daughter meet him. Would you like to come this way? I ask. It is a little walk to my fathers house.


    Dyou want a ride, boys? he asks them. Their heads bob up like imploring ducklings. You can both go up, he says and lifts Richard and then Thomas into the saddle. Now hold tight. You on to your brother and you Thomas, is it? you hold on to the pommel.


    He loops the rein over his arm and then offers me his other arm, and so we walk to my home, through the wood, under the shade of the trees. I can feel the warmth of his arm through the slashed fabric of his sleeve. I have to stop myself leaning towards him. I look ahead to the house and to my mothers window and see, from the little movement behind the mullioned panes of glass, that she has been looking out, and willing this very thing to happen.


    She is at the front door as we approach, the groom of the household at her side. She curtseys low. Your Grace, she says pleasantly, as if the king comes to visit every day. You are very welcome to Grafton Manor.


    A groom comes running and takes the reins of the horse to lead it to the stable yard. My boys cling on for the last few yards, as my mother steps back and bows the king into the hall. Will you take a glass of small ale? she asks. Or we have a very good wine from my cousins in Burgundy?


    Ill take the ale, if you please, he says agreeably. It is thirsty work riding. It is hot for spring. Good day to you, Lady Rivers.


    The high table in the great hall is laid with the best glasses and a jug of ale as well as the wine. You are expecting company? he asks.


    She smiles at him. There is no man in the world could ride past my daughter, she says. When she told me she wanted to put her own case to you, I had them draw the best of our ale. I guessed you would stop.


    He laughs at her pride, and turns to smile at me. Indeed, it would be a blind man who could ride past you, he says.


    I am about to make some little comment but again it happens. Our eyes meet and I can think of nothing to say to him. We just stand, staring at each other for a long moment until my mother passes him a glass and says quietly, Good health, Your Grace.


    He shakes his head, as if awakened. And is your father here? he asks.


    Sir Richard has ridden over to see our neighbours, I say. We expect him back for his dinner.


    My mother takes a clean glass and holds it up to the light and tuts as if there is some flaw. Excuse me, she says, and leaves. The king and I are alone in the great hall, the sun pouring through the big window behind the long table, the house in silence, as if everyone is holding their breath and listening.


    He goes behind the table and sits down in the masters chair. Please sit, he says and gestures to the chair beside him. I sit as if I am his queen, on his right hand, and I let him pour me a glass of small ale. I will look into your claim for your lands, he says. Do you want your own house? Are you not happy living here with your mother and father?


    They are kind to me, I say. But I am used to my own household, I am accustomed to running my own lands. And my sons will have nothing if I cannot reclaim their fathers lands. It is their inheritance. I must defend my sons.


    These have been hard times, he says. But if I can keep my throne, I will see the law of the land running from one coast of England to another once more, and your boys will grow up without fear of warfare.


    I nod my head.


    Are you loyal to King Henry? he asks me. Dyou follow your family as loyal Lancastrians?


    Our history cannot be denied. I know that there was a furious quarrel in Calais between this king, then nothing more than a young York son, and my father, then one of the great Lancastrian lords. My mother was the first lady at the court of Margaret of Anjou; she must have met and patronised the handsome young son of York a dozen times. But who would have known then that the world might turn upside down and that the daughter of Baron Rivers would have to plead to that very boy for her own lands to be restored to her? My mother and father were very great at the court of King Henry, but my family and I accept your rule now, I say quickly.


    He smiles. Sensible of you all, since I won, he says. I accept your homage.


    I give a little giggle and at once his face warms. It must be over soon, please God, he says. Henry has nothing more than a handful of castles in lawless northern country. He can muster brigands like any outlaw; but he cannot raise a decent army. And his queen cannot go on and on bringing in the countrys enemies to fight her own people. Those who fight for me will be rewarded, but even those who have fought against me will see that I shall be just in victory. And I will make my rule run, even to the north of England, even through their strongholds, up to the very border of Scotland.


    Do you go to the north now? I ask. I take a sip of small ale. It is my mothers best but there is a tang behind it; she will have added some drops of a tincture, a love philtre, something to make desire grow. I need nothing. I am breathless already.


    We need peace, he says. Peace with France, peace with the Scots, and peace from brother to brother, cousin to cousin. Henry must surrender; his wife has to stop bringing in French troops to fight against Englishmen. We should not be divided any more, York against Lancaster: we should all be Englishmen. There is nothing that sickens a country more than its own people fighting against one another. It destroys families, it is killing us daily. This has to end; and I will end it. I will end it this year.


    I feel the sick fear that the people of this country have known for nearly a decade. There must be another battle?


    He smiles. I shall try to keep it from your door, my lady. But it must be done and it must be done soon. I pardoned the Duke of Somerset and took him into my friendship and now he has run away to Henry once more, a Lancastrian turncoat, faithless like all the Beauforts. The Percys are raising the north against me. They hate the Nevilles and the Neville family are my greatest allies. It is like a dance now: the dancers are in their place, they have to do their steps. They will have a battle, it cannot be avoided.


    The queens army will come this way? Though my mother loved her and was the first of her ladies, I have to say that her army is a force of absolute terror. Mercenaries, who care nothing for the country, Frenchmen who hate us, and the savage men of the north of England who see our fertile fields and prosperous towns as good for nothing but plunder. Last time she brought in the Scots on the agreement that anything they stole they could keep as their fee. She might as well have hired wolves.


    I shall stop them, he says simply. I shall meet them in the north of England and I shall defeat them.


    How can you be so sure? I exclaim.


    He flashes a smile at me and I catch my breath. Because I have never lost a battle, he says simply. I never will. I am quick on the field, and I am skilled, I am brave and I am lucky. My army moves faster than any other; I make them march fast and I move them fully armed. I outguess and I outpace my enemy. I dont lose battles. I am lucky in war as I am lucky in love. I have never lost in either game. I wont lose against Margaret of Anjou, I will win.


    I laugh at his confidence, as if I am not impressed; but in truth he dazzles me.


    He finishes his cup of ale and gets to his feet. Thank you for your kindness, he says.


    Youre going? Youre going now? I stammer.


    You will write down for me the details of your claim?


    Yes. But...


    Names and dates and so on? The land that you say is yours and the details of your ownership?


    I almost clutch his sleeve to keep him with me, like a beggar. I will, but...


    Then I will bid you adieu.


    There is nothing I can do to stop him, unless my mother has thought to lame his horse.


    Yes, Your Grace, and thank you. But you are most welcome to stay. We will dine soon... or...


    No, I must go. My friend William Hastings will be waiting for me.


    Of course, of course. I dont wish to delay you...


    I walk with him to the door. I am anguished at his leaving so abruptly, and yet I cannot think of anything to make him stay. At the threshold he turns and takes my hand. He bows his fair head low and, deliciously, turns my hand. He presses a kiss into my palm and folds my fingers over the kiss as if to keep it safe. When he comes up smiling I see that he knows perfectly well that this gesture has made me melt and that I will keep my hand clasped until bedtime when I can put it to my mouth.


    He looks down at my entranced face, at my hand that stretches, despite myself, to touch his sleeve. Then he relents. I shall fetch the paper that you prepare, myself, tomorrow, he says. Of course. Did you think differently? How could you? Did you think I could walk away from you, and not come back? Of course I am coming back. Tomorrow at noon. Will I see you then?


    He must hear my gasp. The colour rushes back into my face so that my cheeks are burning hot. Yes, I stammer. T... tomorrow.


    At noon. And I will stay to dinner, if I may.


    We will be honoured.


    He bows to me and turns and walks down the hall, through the wide-flung double doors and out into the bright sunlight. I put my hands behind me and I hold the great wooden door for support. Truly, my knees are too weak to hold me up.


    Hes gone? my mother asks, coming quietly through the little side door.


    Hes coming back tomorrow, I say. Hes coming back tomorrow. Hes coming back to see me tomorrow.
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    When the sun is setting and my boys are saying their evening prayers, blond heads on their clasped hands at the foot of their trestle beds, my mother leads the way out of the front door of the house and down the winding footpath to where the bridge, a couple of wooden planks, spans the River Tove. She walks across, her conical headdress brushing the overhanging trees, and beckons me to follow her. At the other side, she puts her hand on a great ash tree and I see there is a dark thread of silk wound around the rough-grained wood of the thick trunk.


    What is this?


    Reel it in, is all she says. Reel it in, a foot or so every day.


    I put my hand on the thread and pull it gently. It comes easily; there is something light and small tied onto the far end. I cannot even see what it might be, as the thread loops across the river into the reeds, in deep water on the other side.


    Magic, I say flatly. My father has banned these practices in his house: the law of the land forbids it. It is death to be proved as a witch, death by drowning in the ducking stool, or strangling by the blacksmith at the village crossroads. Women like my mother are not permitted our skills in England today, we are named as forbidden.


    Magic, she agrees, untroubled. Powerful magic, for a good cause. Well worth the risk. Come every day and reel it in, a foot at a time.


    What will come in? I ask her. At the end of this fishing line of yours? What great fish will I catch?


    She smiles at me and puts her hand on my cheek. Your hearts desire, she says gently. I didnt raise you to be a poor widow.


    She turns and walks back across the footbridge and I pull the thread as she has told me, take in twelve inches of it, tie it fast again, and follow her.


    So what did you raise me for? I ask her, as we walk side by side to the house. What am I to be? In your great scheme of things? In a world at war, where it seems, despite your foreknowledge and magic, we are stuck on the losing side?


    The new moon is rising, a small sickle of a moon. Without a word spoken, we both wish on it; we bob a curtsey, and I hear the chink as we turn over the little coins in our pockets.


    I raised you to be the best that you could be, she says simply. I didnt know what that would be, and I still dont know. But I didnt raise you to be a lonely woman, missing her husband, struggling to keep her boys safe; a woman alone in a cold bed, her beauty wasted on empty lands.


    Well, Amen, I say simply, my eyes on the slender sickle. Amen to that. And may the new moon bring me something better.
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    At noon the next day I am in my ordinary gown, seated in my privy chamber, when the girl comes in a rush to say that the king is riding down the road towards the Hall. I dont let myself run to the window to look for him, I dont allow myself a dash to the hammered-silver looking-glass in my mothers room. I put down my sewing, and I walk down the great wooden stairs, so that when the door opens and he comes into the hall I am serenely descending, looking as if I am called away from my household chores to greet a surprise guest.


    I go to him with a smile and he greets me with a courteous kiss on the cheek and I feel the warmth of his skin and see, through my half-closed eyes, the softness of the hair that curls at the nape of his neck. His hair smells faintly of spices, and the skin of his neck smells clean. When he looks at me I recognise desire in his face. He lets go of my hand slowly, and I step back from him with reluctance. I turn and curtsey as my father and my two oldest brothers, Anthony and John, step forwards to make their bows.


    The conversation at dinner is stilted, as it must be. My family is deferential to this new King of England; but there is no denying that we threw our lives and our fortune into battle against him, and my husband was not the only one of our household and affinity who did not come home. But this is how it must be in a war that they have called the Cousins War, since brother fights against brother and their sons follow them to death. My father has been forgiven, my brothers too, and now the victor breaks bread with them as if to forget that he crowed over them in Calais, as if to forget that my father turned tail and ran from his army in the bloodstained snow at Towton.


    King Edward is easy. He is charming to my mother and amusing to my brothers Anthony and John, and then Richard, Edward, and Lionel when they join us later. Three of my younger sisters are home and they eat their dinner in silence, wide-eyed in admiration, but too afraid to say a word. Anthonys wife, Elizabeth, is quiet and elegant beside my mother. The king is observant of my father and asks him about game and the land, about the price of wheat and the steadiness of labour. By the time they have served the preserved fruit and the sweetmeats he is chatting like a friend of the family, and I can sit back in my chair and watch him.


    And now to business, he says to my father. Lady Elizabeth tells me that she has lost her dower lands.


    My father nods. I am sorry to trouble you with it but we have tried to reason with Lady Ferrers and my Lord Warwick without result. They were confiscated after He clears his throat. After St Albans, you understand. Her husband was killed there. And now she cannot get her dower lands returned. Even if you regard her husband as a traitor, she herself is innocent and she should at least have her widows jointure.


    The king turns to me. You have written down your title and the claim to the land?


    Yes, I say. I give him the paper and he glances at it.


    I shall speak to Sir William Hastings and ask him to see that this is done, he says simply. He will be your advocate.


    It seems to be as easy as that. In one stroke I will be freed from poverty and have a property of my own again, my sons will have an inheritance and I will be no longer a burden on my family. If someone asks for me in marriage I will come with property. I am no longer a case for charity. I will not have to be grateful for a proposal. I will not have to thank a man for marrying me.


    You are gracious, Sire, my father says easily and nods to me.


    Obediently I rise from my chair and curtsey low. I thank you, I say. This means everything to me.


    I shall be a just king, he says, looking at my father. I would want no Englishman to suffer for my coming to my throne.


    My father makes a visible effort to silence his reply that some of us have suffered already.


    More wine? My mother interrupts him swiftly. Your Grace? Husband?


    No, I must go, the king says. We are mustering troops all over Northamptonshire and equipping them. He pushes back his chair and we all my father and brothers, my mother and sisters and I bob up like puppets to stand as he stands. Will you show me around the garden before I leave, Lady Elizabeth?


    I shall be honoured, I say.


    My father opens his mouth to offer his company, but my mother says quickly, Yes, do go, Elizabeth, and the two of us slip from the room without a companion.


    It is as warm as summer as we come from the darkness of the hall, and he offers me his arm and we walk down the steps to the garden, arms linked, in silence. I take the path around the little knot garden and we wind our way, looking at the trim hedges and the neat white stones; but I see nothing. He gathers my hand a little closer under his arm and I feel the warmth of his body. The lavender is coming into flower and I can smell the scent, sweet as orange blossom, sharp as lemons.


    I have only a little time, he says. Somerset and Percy are mustering against me. Henry himself will come out of his castle and lead his army if he is in his right mind and can command. Poor soul, they tell me he is in his wits now, but he could lose them again at any moment. The queen must be planning to land an army of Frenchmen in their support and we will have to face the power of France on English soil.


    I shall pray for you, I say.


    Death is near us all, he says seriously. But it is a constant companion to a king come to his crown through the battlefield, and now riding out to fight again.


    He pauses, and I stop with him. It is very quiet but for a single bird singing. His face is grave. May I send a pageboy to bring you to me tonight? he asks quietly. I have a longing for you, Lady Elizabeth Grey, that I have never felt for any woman before. Will you come to me? I ask it not as a king, and not even as a soldier who might die in battle, but as a simple man to the most beautiful woman he has ever seen. Come to me, I beg you, come to me. It could be my last wish. Will you come to me tonight?


    I shake my head. Forgive me, Your Grace, but I am a woman of honour.


    I may never ask you again. God knows, I may never ask any woman again. There can be no dishonour in this. I could die next week.


    Even so.


    Are you not lonely? he asks. His lips are almost brushing my forehead he is so close to me, I can feel the warmth of his breath on my cheek. And do you feel nothing for me? Can you say you dont want me? Just once? Dont you want me now?


    As slowly as I can, I let my eyes rise to his face. My gaze lingers on his mouth, then I look up.


    Dear God, I have to have you, he breathes.


    I cannot be your mistress, I say simply. I would rather die than dishonour my name. I cannot bring that shame on my family. I pause. I am anxious not to be too discouraging. Whatever I might wish in my heart, I say very softly.


    But you do want me? he asks boyishly, and I let him see the warmth in my face.


    Ah, I say. I should not tell you...


    He waits.


    I should not tell you how much.


    I see, swiftly hidden, the gleam of triumph. He thinks he will have me.


    Then you will come?


    No.


    Then must I go? Must I leave you? May I not... He leans his face towards me and I raise mine. His kiss is as gentle as the brush of a feather on my soft mouth. My lips part slightly and I can feel him tremble like a horse held on a tight rein. Lady Elizabeth... I swear it... I have to...


    I take a step back in this delicious dance. If only... I say.


    Ill come tomorrow, he says abruptly. In the evening. At sunset. Will you meet me where I first saw you? Under the oak tree? Will you meet me there? I would say goodbye before I go north. I have to see you again, Elizabeth. If nothing more. I have to.


    I nod in silence and watch him turn on his heel and stride back to the house. I see him go round to the stable yard and then moments later his horse thunders down the track with his two pages spurring their horses to keep pace with him. I watch him out of sight and then I cross the little footbridge over the river and find the thread around the ash tree. Thoughtfully, I wind in the thread by another length and I tie it up. Then I walk home.
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    At dinner the next day there is something of a family conference. The king has sent a letter to say that his friend Sir William Hastings will support my claim to my house and land at Bradgate, and I can be assured that I will be restored to my fortune. My father is pleased; but all my brothers, Anthony, John, Richard, Edward and Lionel, are united in suspicion of the king, with the alert pride of boys.


    He is a notorious lecher. He is bound to demand to meet her, he is bound to summon her to court, John pronounces.


    He did not return her lands for charity. He will want payment, Richard agrees. There is not a woman at court that he has not bedded. Why would he not try for Elizabeth?


    A Lancastrian, says Edward, as if that is enough to ensure our enmity, and Lionel nods sagely.


    A hard man to refuse, Anthony says thoughtfully. He is far more worldly than John; he has travelled all around Christendom and studied with great thinkers, and my parents always listen to him. I would think, Elizabeth, that you might feel compromised. I would fear that you would feel under obligation to him.


    I shrug. Not at all. I have nothing more but my own again. I asked the king for justice and I received it as I should, as any supplicant should, with right on their side.


    Nonetheless if he sends, you will not go to court, my father says. This is a man who has worked his way through half the wives of London and is now working his way through the Lancastrian ladies too. This is not a holy man like the blessed King Henry.


    Nor soft in the head like blessed King Henry, I think, but aloud I say, Of course, Father, whatever you command.


    He looks sharply at me, suspicious of this easy obedience. You dont think you owe him your favour? Your smiles? Worse?


    I shrug. I asked him for a kings justice, not for a favour, I say. I am not a manservant whose service can be bought or a peasant who can be sworn to be a liegeman. I am a lady of good family. I have my own loyalties and obligations that I consider and honour. They are not his. They are not at the beck and call of any man.


    My mother drops her head to hide her smile. She is the daughter of Burgundy, the descendant of Melusina the water goddess. She has never thought herself obliged to do anything in her life; she would never think that her daughter was obliged to anything.


    My father glances from her to me and shrugs his shoulders as if to concede the inveterate independence of wilful women. He nods to my brother John and says, I am riding over to Old Stratford village. Will you come with me? And the two of them leave together.


    You want to go to court? Do you admire him? Despite everything? Anthony asks me quietly as my other brothers scatter from the room.


    He is King of England, I say. Of course I will go if he invites me. What else?


    Perhaps because Father just said you were not to go, and I advised you against it.


    I shrug. So I heard.


    How else can a poor widow make her way in a wicked world? he teases me.


    Indeed.


    You would be a fool to sell yourself cheap, he warns me.


    I look at him from under my eyelashes. I dont propose to sell myself at all, I say. I am not a yard of ribbon. I am not a leg of ham. I am not for sale to anyone.
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    At sunset I am waiting for him under the oak tree, hidden in the green shadows. I am relieved to hear the sound of only one horse on the road. If he had come with a guard I would have slipped back to my home fearing for my own safety. However tender he may be in the confines of my fathers garden, I dont forget that he is the so-called king of the Yorkist army and they rape women and murder their husbands as a matter of course. He will have hardened himself to seeing things that no one should witness, he will have done things himself which are the darkest of sins. I cannot trust him. However heart-stopping his smile and however honest his eyes, however much I think of him as a boy fired to greatness by his own ambition, I cannot trust him. These are not chivalrous times, these are not the times of knights in the dark forest and beautiful ladies in moonlit fountains and promises of love that will be ballads, sung for ever.


    But he looks like a knight in a dark forest when he pulls up his horse and jumps down in one easy movement. You came! he says.


    I cannot stay long.


    I am so glad you came at all. He laughs at himself almost in bewilderment. I have been like a boy today couldnt sleep last night for thinking of you, and all day I have wondered if you would come at all, and then you came!


    He loops the reins of his horse over a branch of the tree and slides his hand around my waist. Sweet lady, he says into my ear. Be kind to me. Will you take off your headdress and let down your hair?


    It is the last thing I thought he would demand of me: and I am shocked into instant consent. My hand goes to my headdress ribbons at once.


    I know. I know. I think you are driving me mad. All I have been able to think about all day is whether you would let me take down your hair.


    In answer I untie the tight bindings of my tall conical headdress and lift it off. I put it carefully on the ground and turn to him. Gently as any maid-in-waiting, he puts his hand to my head and pulls out the ivory pins, tucking each into the pocket of his doublet. I can feel the silky kiss of my thick hair tumbling down as the fair cascade of it falls over my face. I shake my head and toss it back like a thick golden mane, and I hear his groan of desire.


    He unties his cloak and swings it on the ground at my feet. Sit with me! he commands, though he means Lie with me and we both know it.


    I sit cautiously on the edge of his cape, my knees drawn up, my arms wrapped around them, my fine silk gown draped around me. He strokes my loosened hair and his fingers penetrate deeper and deeper until he is caressing my neck, and then he turns my face towards his for a kiss.


    Gently he bears down on me so I am beneath him. Then I feel his hand pulling at my gown, pulling it up, and I put both hands on his chest and gently push him away.


    Elizabeth, he breathes.


    I told you no, I say steadily. I meant it.


    You met me!


    You asked me. Shall I go now?


    No! Stay! Stay! Dont run away, I swear I will not... just let me kiss you again.


    My own heart is thudding so loud and I am so ready for his touch that I start to think I could lie with him, just once, I could allow myself this pleasure just once... but then I move away and say, No. No. No.


    Yes, he says more strongly. No harm shall come to you, I swear it. You shall come to court. Anything you ask. Dear God, Elizabeth, let me have you, I am desperate for you. From the moment I saw you here...


    His weight is on me, he is pushing me down, I turn my head away but his mouth is on my neck, my breast, I am panting with desire, and then I feel, unexpectedly, a sudden rush of anger at the realisation that he is no longer embracing me but forcing me, holding me down as if I were some slut behind a haystack. He is pulling up my gown as if I were a whore, he is pushing his knee between my legs as if I have consented, and my temper makes me so furiously strong that I thrust him away again and then, on his thick leather belt, I feel the hilt of his dagger.


    He has my gown pulled up, he is fumbling with his jerkin, his hose, in a moment it will be too late for complaints. I draw his dagger out of the scabbard. At the hiss of the metal, he rears back to his knees in shock and I wriggle away from him and spring up, with the dagger unsheathed, the blade bright and wicked in the last rays of the sun.


    He is on his feet in a moment, weaving and alert, a fighter. Do you draw a blade on your king? he spits. Do you know treason when you do it, Madam?


    I draw a blade on me, on myself, I say quickly. I hold the sharp point to my throat and I see his eyes narrow. I swear, if you come one step closer, if you come one inch closer, I will cut my throat before you and bleed to death here on the ground where you would have dishonoured me.


    Play-acting!


    No. This is not a game to me, Your Grace. I cannot be your mistress. I first came to you for justice, and then I came tonight for love, and I am a fool to do so and I beg your pardon for my folly. But I too cant sleep, and I too can think of nothing but you, and I too could only wonder and wonder if you would come. But even so... even so, you should not...


    I could have that knife off you in a moment, he threatens.


    You forget I have five brothers. I have played with swords and daggers since I was a child. I will cut my throat before you reach me.


    You never would. You are a woman with no more than a womans courage.


    Try me. Try me. You dont know what my courage is. You may regret what happens.


    He hesitates for a second, his own heart hammering in a dangerous mix of temper and lust, and then he masters himself, raises his hands in the gesture of surrender and steps back. You win, he says. You win, Madam. And you may keep the dagger as a spoil of victory. Here He unbuckles the scabbard and throws it down. Take the damned scabbard too, why dont you?


    The precious stones and the enamelled gold sparkle in the twilight. Never taking my eyes from him I kneel and pick it up.


    I shall walk with you to your home, he says. I shall see you safely to your door.


    I shake my head. No. I cant be seen with you. No one must know that we have met in secret. I would be shamed.


    For a moment I think he will argue but he bows his head. You walk ahead then, he says. And I will follow behind you like a page, like your servant, until I see you safe to your gate. You can revel in your triumph in having me follow you like a dog. Since you treat me like a fool, I shall serve you like a fool; and you can enjoy it.


    There is no speaking against his anger, so I nod and I turn to walk before him, as he said I should. We walk in silence. I can hear the rustle of his cloak behind me. When we get to the end of the wood and we can be seen from the house, I pause and turn to him. I will be safe from here, I say. I must beg you to forgive me for my folly.


    I must beg you to forgive me for my force, he says stiffly. I am, perhaps, too accustomed to getting my own way. But I must say, I have never been refused at the point of a knife before. My own knife at that.


    I turn it round and offer him the hilt. Will you have it back, Your Grace?


    He shakes his head. Keep it to remember me by. It will be my only gift to you. A farewell gift.


    Will I not see you again?


    Never, he says simply, and bowing slightly walks away.


    Your Grace! I call and he turns and pauses.


    I would not part with you on bad terms, I say feebly. I hope that you can forgive me.


    You have made a fool of me, he says, his voice icy. You may congratulate yourself on being the first woman to do that. But you will be the last. And you will never make a fool of me again.


    I sink down into a curtsey, and I hear him turn and the swish of his cape on the bushes on either side of the path. I wait till I cannot hear him at all, and then I rise up to go home.


    There is a part of me, young woman that I am, that wants to run inside and fling myself on my bed and cry myself to sleep. But I dont do that. I am not one of my sisters, who laugh easily and cry easily. They are girls to whom things happen; and they take it hard. But I bear myself as more than a silly girl. I am the daughter of a water goddess. I am a woman with water in her veins and power in her breeding. I am a woman who makes things happen: and I am not defeated yet. I am not defeated by a boy with a newly won crown, and no man will ever walk away from me certain that he wont walk back.


    So I dont go home just yet. I take the path to the footbridge over the river to where the ash tree is girdled with my mothers thread, and I take another loop in the thread and tie it tightly and only then do I walk home, brooding in the thin moonlight.
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    Then I wait. Every evening for twenty-two evenings I walk down to the river and pull in the thread like a patient fisherwoman. One day I feel it snag, and the line goes tight as the object on the end, whatever it is, is freed from the reeds at the waters edge. I tug gently, as if I were reeling in a catch, and then I feel the line go slack and there is a little splash as something small but heavy falls deeper, rolls over in the current and then lies still among the pebbles on the stream bed.


    I walk home. My mother is waiting for me by the carp lake, gazing down at her own reflection inverted in the water, silver in the greyness of the dusk. Her image looks like a long silver fish rippling in the lake, or a swimming woman. The sky behind her is barred with cloud, like white feathers on pale silk. The moon is rising, a waning moon now. The water is running high tonight, lapping at the little pier. When I stand beside her and look down into the water you would think we were both rising from the water, like the spirits of the lake.


    You do it every evening? she asks me. Pull the line?


    Yes.


    Good. Thats good. Has he sent you any token? Any word?


    I dont expect anything. He said he would never see me again.


    She sighs. Oh well.


    We walk back towards the house. They say he is mustering troops at Northampton, she says. King Henry is gathering his forces in Northumberland and will march south on London. The queen will join him with a French army landed at Hull. If King Henry wins, then it will not matter what Edward says or thinks, for he will be dead, and the true king restored.


    My hand flies out to catch her sleeve in instant contradiction. Swift as a striking viper my mother snatches my fingers. Whats this? You cant bear to hear of his defeat?


    Dont say it. Dont say that.


    Dont say what?


    I cant bear to think of him defeated. I cant bear to think of him dead. He asked me to lie with him as a soldier facing death.


    She gives a sharp laugh. Course he did. What man going off to war has ever resisted the opportunity to make the most of it?


    Well, I refused. And if he doesnt come back, I shall regret that refusal for the rest of my life. I regret it now. I will regret it for ever.


    Why regret? she taunts me. You have your land restored either way. Either you get it back by order of King Edward, or he is dead and King Henry is king and he will restore your land to you. He is our king, of the true House of Lancaster. I would have thought we would wish him victory: and death to the usurper Edward.


    Dont say it, I repeat. Dont ill-wish him.


    Never mind what I say, you stop and think, she counsels me harshly. Youre a girl from the House of Lancaster. You cannot fall in love with the heir to the House of York unless he is king victorious, and there is some profit in love for you. These are hard days we are living in. Death is our companion, our familiar. You need not think you can keep Him at arms length. You will find He bears you close company. He has taken your husband; hear me: He will take your father and your brothers and your sons.


    I put out both hands to stop her. Hush, hush. You sound like Melusina warning her house of the death of the men.


    I do warn you, she says grimly. You make me a Melusina when you walk about smiling as if life is easy, thinking you can dally with a usurper. You were not born in an untroubled time. You will live your life in a country divided. You will have to make your way through blood, and you will know loss.


    Nothing good for me? I demand through gritted teeth. Do you, as a loving mother, foresee nothing good at all for your daughter? There is no point cursing me, for I am ready to weep already.


    She stops and the hard face of the seer dissolves into the warmth of the mother that I love. I think you will have him, if that is what you want, she says.


    More than life itself.


    She laughs at me but her face is gentle. Ah, dont say that, child. Nothing in the world matters more than life. You have a long road to walk and a lot of lessons to learn if you dont know that.


    I shrug and take her arm and, walking in step, we turn for home.


    When the battle is over, whoever wins, your sisters must go to court, my mother says. She is always planning. They can stay with the Bourchiers, or the Vaughns. They should have gone months ago but I could not bear the thought of them far from home and the country in uproar, and never knowing what might happen next, and never able to get news. But when this battle is over, perhaps life will be as it was, only under York instead of Lancaster, and the girls can go to our cousins for their education.


    Yes.


    And your boy Thomas will be old enough to leave home soon. He should live with his kinsmen, he should learn to be a gentleman.


    No, I say with such sudden emphasis that she turns and looks at me.


    Whats wrong?


    I will keep my sons with me, I say. My boys are not to be taken from me.


    They will need a proper education; they will need to serve in the household of a lord. Your father will find someone, their own godfathers might...


    No, I say again. No, Mother, no. I cannot consider it. They are not to leave home.


    Child? She turns my face to the moonlight so that she can see me more clearly. Its not like you to take a sudden whim over nothing. And every mother in the world has to let her sons leave home and learn to be men.


    My boys are not to be taken from me. I can hear my voice tremble. I am afraid... I am afraid for them. I fear... I fear for them. I dont even know what. But I cannot let my boys go among strangers.


    She puts her warm arm around my waist. Well, it is natural enough, she says gently. You lost your husband, you are bound to want to keep your boys safe. But they will have to go some day, you know.


    I do not yield to her gentle pressure. It is more than a whim, I say. It feels more...


    Is it a Seeing? she asks, her voice very low. Do you know that something could happen to them? Have you come into the Sight, Elizabeth?


    I shake my head and the tears come. I dont know, I dont know. I cant tell. But the thought of them going from me, and being cared for by strangers, and me waking in the night and not knowing that they are under my roof, waking in the morning and not hearing their voices, the thought of them being in a strange room, served by strangers, not able to see me I cant bear it. I cant even bear the thought of it.


    She gathers me into her arms. Hush, she says. Hush. You need not think of it. I will speak to your father. They need not go until you are happy about it. She takes my hand. Why, you are icy cold, she says, surprised. She touches my face with sudden certainty. This is not a whim when you are both hot and cold in moonlight. This is a Seeing. My dear, you are warned of danger to your sons.


    I shake my head. I dont know. I cant be sure. I just know that no one should ever take my boys from me. I should never let them go.


    She nods. Very well. You have convinced me, at least. You have seen some danger for your boys if they are taken from you. So be it. Dont cry. You shall keep your boys close at hand and we will keep them safe.
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    Then I wait. He told me clearly enough that I would never see him again, so I wait for nothing, knowing full well that I am waiting for nothing. But somehow I cannot help but wait. I dream of him: passionate, longing dreams that wake me in the darkness, twisted up in the sheet, sweaty with desire. My father asks me why I am not eating. Anthony shakes his head at me in mocking sorrow.


    My mother snaps one bright-eyed glance at me and says, She is well. She will eat.


    My sisters whisper to ask me if I am pining for the handsome king, and I say sharply, There would be little point in that.


    And then I wait.


    I wait for another seven nights and another seven days, like a maiden in a tower in a fairy tale, like Melusina bathing in the fountain in the forest, waiting for a chevalier to come riding the untrodden ways and love her. Each evening I draw up the loop of thread a little closer until on the eighth day there is a little chink of metal against stone and I look into the water and see a flash of gold. I bend down to pull it out. It is a ring of gold, simple and pretty. One side is straight, but the other is forged into points, like the points of a crown. I put it on the palm of my hand, where he left his kiss, and it looks like a miniature coronet. I slip it on my finger, on my right hand I tempt no misfortune by putting it on my wedding finger and it fits me perfectly and suits me well. I take it off with a shrug as if it were not the highest quality Burgundian-forged gold. I tuck it into my pocket, and I walk home with it safe in my keeping.


    And there without warning there is a horse at the door and a rider sitting tall on it, a banner over his head, the white rose of York uncurling in the breeze. My father stands in the open doorway reading a letter. I hear him say, Tell His Grace I shall be honoured. I will be there the day after tomorrow.


    The man bows in the saddle, throws a casual salute to me, wheels his horse and rides away.


    What is it? I ask, coming up the steps.


    A muster, my father says grimly. We are all to go to war again.


    Not you! I say in fear. Not you, Father. Not again.


    No. The king commands me to provide ten men from Grafton and five from Stony Stratford. Fitted and kitted to march under his command against the Lancaster king. We are to change sides. That was an expensive dinner we gave him, as it turned out.


    Who is to lead them? I am so afraid that he will say my brothers. Not Anthony? Not John?


    They are to serve under Sir William Hastings, he says. He will put them in among trained troops.


    I hesitate. Did he say anything else?


    This is a muster, my father says irritably. Not an invitation to a May Day breakfast. Of course he didnt say anything except that they would be coming through in the morning, the day after tomorrow, and the men must be ready to fall in then.


    He turns on his heel and goes into the house, and leaves me with the gold ring, shaped like a crown, spiky in my pocket.


    My mother suggests at breakfast that my sisters and I, and the two cousins who are staying with us, might like to watch the army go by, and see our men go off to war.


    Cant think why, my father says crossly. I would have thought you would have seen enough of men going to war.


    It looks well to show our support, she says quietly. If he wins, it will be better for us if he thinks we sent the men willingly. If he loses, no one will remember we watched him go by, and we can deny it.


    I am paying them, arent I? I am arming them with what I have? The arms I have left over from the last time I went out, which, as it happens, was against him? I am rounding them up, and sending them out, and buying boots for those who have none. I would think I was showing support!


    Then we should do it with a good grace, my mother says.


    He nods. He always gives way to my mother in these matters. She was a duchess: married to the royal Duke of Bedford when my father was nothing but her husbands squire. She is the daughter of the Count of Saint-Pol, of the royal family of Burgundy, and she is a courtier without equal.


    I would like you to come with us, she goes on. And we could perhaps find a purse of gold from the treasure room, for His Grace.


    A purse of gold! A purse of gold! To wage war on King Henry? Are we Yorkists now?


    She waits till his outrage has subsided. To show our loyalty, she says. If he defeats King Henry and comes back to London victorious, then it will be his court, and his royal favours that are the source of all wealth and all opportunity. It will be he who distributes the land and the patronage and he who allows marriages. And we have a large family, with many girls, Sir Richard.


    For a moment we all freeze with our heads down expecting one of my fathers thunderous outbursts. Then, unwillingly, he laughs. God bless you, my spellbinder, he says. You are right, as you are always right. I will do as you say, though it goes against the grain, and you can tell the girls to wear white roses, if they can get any this early.


    She leans over to him and kisses him on the cheek. The dog roses are in bud in the hedgerow, she says. Its not as good as full bloom but he will know what we mean, and that is all that matters.


    Of course, for the rest of the day, my sisters and cousins are in a frenzy, trying on clothes, washing their hair, exchanging ribbons and rehearsing their curtseys. Anthonys wife Elizabeth and two of our quieter companions say that they wont come, but all my sisters are beside themselves with excitement. The king and most of the lords of his court will go by. What an opportunity to make an impression on the men who will be the new masters of the country! If they win.


    What will you wear? Margaret asks me, seeing me aloof from the excitement.


    I shall wear my grey gown, and my grey veil.


    Thats not your best, its only what you wear on Sundays. Why wouldnt you wear your blue?


    I shrug. I am going since Mother wants us to go, I say. I dont expect anyone to look twice at us. I take the dress from the cupboard and shake it out. It is slim cut with a little half-train at the back. I wear it with a girdle of grey falling low over my waist. I dont say anything to Margaret, but I know it is a better fit than my blue gown.


    When the king himself came to dinner at your invitation? she exclaims. Why wouldnt he look twice at you? He looked well enough the first time. He must like you he gave your land back, he came to dinner. He walked in the garden with you. Why wouldnt he come to the house again? Why wouldnt he favour you?


    Because between then and now, I got what I wanted and he did not, I say crudely, tossing the dress aside. And it turns out he is not as generous a king as those in the ballads. The price for his kindness was high, too high for me.


    He never wanted to have you? she whispers, appalled.


    Exactly.


    Oh my God, Elizabeth. What did you say? What did you do?


    I said no. But it was not easy.


    She is deliciously scandalised. Did he try to force you?


    Not much, it doesnt matter, I mumble. And its not as if I was anything to him but a girl on the roadside.


    Perhaps you shouldnt come tomorrow, she suggests. If he offended you. You can tell Mother that youre ill. Ill tell her, if you like.


    Oh Ill come, I say, as if I dont care either way.
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    In the morning I am not so brave. A sleepless night and a piece of bread and beef for breakfast does not help my looks. I am pale as marble, and though Margaret rubs red ochre into my lips I still look drawn, a ghostly beauty. Among my brightly dressed sisters and my cousins I, in my grey gown and headdress, stand out like a novice in a nunnery. But when my mother sees me she nods, pleased. You look like a lady, she says. Not like some peasant girl tricked out in her best to go to a fair.


    As a reproof this is not successful. The girls are so delighted to be allowed to the muster at all that they dont in the least mind being reproached for looking too bright. We walk together down the road to Grafton and see before us, at the side of the highway, a straggle of a dozen men armed with staves, one or two with cudgels: fathers recruits. He has given them all a badge of a white rose and reminded them that they are now to fight for the House of York. They used to be foot soldiers for Lancaster; they must remember that they are now turncoats. Of course, they are indifferent to the change of loyalty. They are fighting as he bids them for he is their landlord, the owner of their fields, their cottages, almost everything they see around them. His is the mill where they grind their corn; the ale house where they drink pays rent to him. Some of them have never been beyond the lands he owns. They can hardly imagine a world in which Squire does not simply mean Sir Richard Woodville, or his son after him. When he was Lancaster so were they. Then he was given the title Rivers, but they were still his and he theirs. Now he sends them out to fight for York, and they will do their best, as always. They have been promised payment for fighting and that their widows and children will be cared for if they fall. That is all they need to know. It does not make them an inspired army, but they raise a ragged cheer for my father and pull off their hats with appreciative smiles for my sisters and me, and their wives and children bob curtseys as we come towards them.


    There is a burst of trumpets, and every head turns towards the noise. Around the corner, at a steady trot, come the kings colours and trumpeters, behind them the heralds, behind them the yeomen of his household, and in the middle of all this bellow and waving pennants there he is.


    For a moment I feel as if I will faint, but my Mothers hand is firm under my arm, and I steady myself. He raises his hand in the signal for halt and the cavalcade comes to a standstill. Following the first horses and riders is a long tail of men at arms, behind them, other new recruits, looking sheepish like our men, and then a train of wagons with food, supplies, weapons, a great gun carriage drawn by four massive shire horses, and a trail of ponies and women, camp followers and vagrants. It is like a small town on the move: a small deadly town, on the move to do harm.


    King Edward swings down from his horse and goes to my father, who bows low. All we could muster, I am afraid, Your Grace. But sworn to your service, my father says. And this, to help your cause.


    My mother steps forward and offers the purse of gold. King Edward takes it and weighs it in his hand and then kisses her heartily on both cheeks. You are generous, he says. And I will not forget your support.


    His gaze goes past her to me, where I stand with my sisters and we all curtsey together. When I come up he is still looking at me and there is a moment when all the noise of the army and the horses and the men falling in freezes into silence, and it is as if there is only he and I alone, in the whole world. Without thinking what I am doing, as if he has wordlessly called me, I take a step toward him, and then another, until I have walked past my father and mother and am face to face with him, so close that he might kiss me, if he wished.


    I cant sleep, he says so quietly that only I can hear. I cant sleep, I cant sleep. I cant sleep.


    Nor I.


    You neither?


    No.


    Truly?


    Yes.


    He sighs a deep sigh as if he is relieved. Is this love then?


    I suppose so.


    I cant eat.


    No.


    I cant think of anything but you. I cant go on another moment like this, I cant ride out into battle like this. I am as foolish as a boy. I am mad for you, like a boy. I cannot be without you, I will not be without you. Whatever it costs me.


    I can feel my colour rising like heat in my cheeks, and for the first time in days I can feel myself smile. I cant think of anything but you, I whisper. Nothing. I thought I was sick.


    The ring like a crown is heavy in my pocket, my headdress is pulling at my hair; but I stand without awareness, seeing nothing but him, feeling nothing but his warm breath on my cheek and scenting the smell of his horse, the leather of his saddle, and the smell of him: spices, rose water, sweat.


    I am mad for you, he says.


    I feel my smile turn up my lips as I look into his face at last. And I for you, I say quietly. Truly.


    Well then, marry me.


    What?


    Marry me. There is nothing else for it.


    I give a nervous little laugh. You are joking with me.


    I mean it. I think I will die if I dont have you. Will you marry me?


    Yes, I breathe.


    Tomorrow morning, I will ride in early. Marry me tomorrow morning at your little chapel. I will bring my chaplain, you bring witnesses. Choose someone you can trust. It will have to be a secret for a while. Do you want to?


    Yes.


    For the first time he smiles, a warm beam that spreads across his fair broad face. Good God, I could take you in my arms right now, he says.


    Tomorrow, I whisper.


    At nine in the morning, he says.


    He turns to my father.


    Can we offer you some refreshment? my father asks, looking from my flushed face to the smiling king.


    No, but I will take supper with you tomorrow, if I may, he says. I will be hunting near by, and I hope to have a good day. He bows to my mother and to me, he throws a salute at my sisters and cousins, and he swings up into his saddle. Fall in, he says to the men. Its a short march and a good cause and dinner when you stop. Be true to me and I will be a good lord to you. I have never lost a battle and you will be safe with me. I will take you out to great plunder and bring you safe home again.


    It is exactly the right thing to say to them. At once they look more cheerful and shuffle to the rear of the line, and my sisters wave their white budding roses, and the trumpeters sound, and the whole army goes forward again. He nods at me, unsmiling, and I raise my hand in farewell. Tomorrow, I whisper as he goes.


    
      [image: ]

    


    I doubt him, even as I order my mothers pageboy to wake early in the morning and come to the chapel ready to sing a psalm. I doubt him even when I go to my mother and tell her the King of England himself has said that he wants to marry me in secret, and will she come and be witness, and bring her lady-in-waiting, Catherine. I doubt him when I stand in my best blue gown in the cold morning air of the little chapel. I doubt him right up to the moment when I hear his quick stride up the short aisle, until I feel his arm around my waist and his kiss on my mouth, and I hear him say to the priest, Marry us, Father. I am in a hurry.


    The boy sings his psalm, and the priest says the words. I give my oath and he gives his. Dimly, I see my mothers delighted face and the colours of the stained-glass window throwing a rainbow at our feet on the stone floor of the chapel.


    Then the priest says, And the ring?


    And the king says. A ring! I am a fool! I forgot! I dont have a ring for you. He turns to my mother. Your Ladyship, can you lend me a ring?


    Oh, but I have one, I say, almost surprised at myself. I have one here. From my pocket I take the ring that I have drawn so slowly and so patiently out of the water, the ring shaped like the crown of England that came with watery magic to bring me my hearts desire, and the King of England himself puts it on my finger for my wedding ring. And I am his wife.


    And Queen of England or, at any rate, the York Queen of England.


    His arm is tight around my waist as the boy sings the bidding, then the king turns to my mother and says, Your Ladyship? Where can I take my bride?


    My mother smiles and gives him a key. There is a hunting lodge by the river. She turns to me. River Lodge. I had it made ready for you.


    He nods and sweeps me from the little chapel and lifts me onto his big hunter. He mounts behind me and I feel his arms tighten around me as he takes up the reins. We go at a walk along the riverbank and when I lean back I can feel his heart beating. We can see the little lodge through the trees and there is a curl of smoke from the chimney. He swings down from his horse and lifts me off and takes the animal to the stalls at the back of the house while I open the door. It is a simple place with a fire burning in the hearth, a jug of wedding ale and two cups on the wooden table, two stools set for eating the bread and cheese and meat, and a large wooden bed, made up with the best linen sheets. The room goes dark as he comes in the doorway, ducking his tall head under the beams.


    Your Grace... I start and then I correct myself. My Lord. Husband.


    Wife, he says with quiet satisfaction. To bed.
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    The morning sun, which was so bright on the beams and the limewashed ceiling when we went to bed, is turning the place golden in the late afternoon when he says to me, Thank the Lady of Heaven that your father asked me to dinner. I am weak with hunger. I am dying of hunger. Let me out of bed, you witch.


    I offered you bread and cheese two hours ago, I point out, but you would not let me go three steps to the table to fetch it for you.


    I was busy, he says and pulls me back to his naked shoulder. At the smell of him and the touch of his skin I feel my desire for him rise again and we move together. When we lie back, the room is rosy with the sunset and he gets out of bed. I must wash, he says. Shall I bring you a jug of water from the yard?


    His head brushes the ceiling, his body is perfect. I look him over with satisfaction, like a horsedealer looks at a beautiful stallion. He is tall and lean, his muscles hard, his chest broad, his shoulders strong. He smiles at me and my heart turns over for him. You look as if you would eat me up, he says.


    I would, I say. I cannot think how to sate my desire for you. I think I will have to keep you prisoner here and eat you up in little cutlets, day after day.


    If I kept you prisoner I would devour you in one greedy swallow, he chuckles. But you would not get out till you were with child.


    Oh! The most delightful thought now strikes me. Oh, I shall give you sons, and they will be princes.


    You will be the mother of the King of England, and the mother of the House of York, which will rule for ever, please God.


    Amen, I say devoutly, and I feel no shadow, no shiver, no sense of unease. God send you safely home to me from your battle.


    I always win, he says in his supreme confidence. Be happy, Elizabeth. You will not lose me on the battlefield.


    And I shall be queen, I say again. For the first time I understand, truly understand, that if he comes home from the battle and the true king, Henry, is dead, then this young man will be the undisputed King of England and I shall be first in the land.
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    After dinner he takes his leave of my father and sets off to ride to Northampton. His pageboy has come to the stable and fed and watered the horses and has them ready at the door. I will come back tomorrow night, he says. I must see my men and raise my army, all day. But I shall be with you at dusk.


    Come to the hunting lodge, I whisper. And I will have dinner there for you like a good wife.


    Tomorrow evening, he promises. Then he turns to my father and mother and thanks them for their hospitality, nods to their bows and leaves.


    His Grace is very attentive to you, my father remarks. Dont you let your head be turned.


    Elizabeth is the most beautiful woman in England, my mother replies smoothly. And he likes a pretty face; but she knows her duty.


    Then I have to wait again. All through the evening when I play cards with my boys and then hear them say their prayers and get ready for bed. All through the night when though I am exhausted and deliciously sore I cannot sleep. All through the next day when I walk and talk as if I were in a dream waiting for night until the moment that he ducks his head under the doorway and comes into the little room and takes me into his arms and says, Wife, let us go to bed.


    Three nights pass in this haze of pleasure, until the last morning when he says, I have to go, my love, and I will see you when it is all over. It is as if someone has thrown icy water in my face and I gasp and say: You are going to war?


    I have my army mustered, and my spies tell me that Henry is commanded by his wife to meet her on the east coast with her troops. I shall go at once and bring him to battle and then march to meet her as soon as she lands.


    I clutch at his shirt as he pulls it on. You will not go right now?


    Today, he says, gently pushing me away, and continuing to dress.


    But I cannot bear it without you.


    No. But you will. Now listen.


    This is a different man from the entranced young lover of our three-night honeymoon. I have been thoughtless of everything but our pleasure; but he has been planning. This is a king defending his kingdom. I wait to hear what he will command. If I win, and I will win, I will come back for you, and as soon as we can, we will announce our marriage. There will be many who will not be pleased, but it is done, and all they can do is accept it.


    I nod. I know that his great advisor, Lord Warwick, is planning his marriage with a French princess, and Lord Warwick is accustomed to commanding my young husband.


    If luck goes against me and I am dead, then you will say nothing of this marriage and these days. He raises his hand to silence my objection. Nothing. You would gain nothing for being the widow of a dead imposter, whose head will be stuck on the gates of York. It would be your ruin. As far as anyone knows you are the daughter of a family loyal to the House of Lancaster. You should stay that way. You will remember me in your prayers, I hope. But it will be a secret between you and me and God. And two of us will be silent for sure, for one of us is God and the other is dead.


    My mother knows...


    Your mother knows the best way to keep you safe will be to silence her pageboy and her lady-in-waiting. She is prepared for that already, she understands, and I have given her money.


    I swallow a sob. Very well.


    And I should like you to marry again. Choose a good man, one who will love you and care for the boys, and be happy. I would want you to be happy.


    I bow my head in speechless misery.


    Now, if you find you are with child, you will have to leave England, he commands. Tell your mother at once. I have spoken to her and she knows what to do. The Duke of Burgundy commands all of Flanders, and he will give you a house of your own for kinship with your mother and for love of me. If you have a girl you can wait your time, get a pardon from Henry, and come back to England. If you leave it for a year, you will be deliciously notorious men will be mad for you. You will be the beautiful widow of a dead pretender. Enjoy it all for my sake, I beg you.


    But if you have a boy, its a different matter altogether. My son will be heir to the throne. He will be the York heir. You will have to keep him safe. You may have to put him into hiding till he is old enough to claim his rights. He can live under an assumed name, he can live with poor people. Dont be falsely proud. Hide him somewhere safe until he is old enough and strong enough to claim his inheritance. Richard and George, my brothers, will be his uncles and his guardians. You can trust them to protect any son of mine. It may be that Henry and his son die young and then your son will be the only heir to the throne of England. I dont count the Lancaster woman Margaret Beaufort. My boy should have the throne. It is my wish that he has the throne if he can win it, or if Richard and George can win it for him. Do you understand? You must hide my son in Flanders and keep him safe for me. He could be the next York king.


    Yes, I say simply. I see that my grief and my fear for him is no longer a private matter. If we have made a child in these long nights of lovemaking then he is not just a child of love, he is an heir to the throne, a claimant, a new player in the long deadly rivalry between the two houses of York and Lancaster.


    This is hard for you, he says, seeing my pale face. My intention is that it should never happen. But remember, your refuge is Flanders if you have to keep my son safe. And your mother has money and knows where to go.


    I will remember, I say. Come back to me.


    He laughs. It is not forced, it is the laugh of a happy man, confident in his luck and his abilities. I will, he says. Trust me. You have married a man who is going to die in his bed, preferably after making love to the most beautiful woman in England.


    He holds out his arms and I step towards him and feel the warmth of his embrace. Make sure you do, I say. And I will make sure that the most beautiful woman in your eyes is always me.


    He kisses me, but briskly, as if his mind is already elsewhere, and he detaches himself from my clasping hands. He has gone from me long before he ducks his head to get through the doorway, and I see that his page has brought his horse round to the door and is ready to go.


    I run outside to wave to him and he is already up in the saddle. His horse is dancing on the spot; he is a great chestnut beast, strong and powerful. He arches his neck and tries to rear against Edwards tight rein. The King of England towers against the sun on his great war horse and for a moment I too believe that he is invincible. God speed, good luck! I call, and he salutes me and wheels his horse, and rides out, the rightful King of England, to fight the other rightful King of England for the kingdom itself.


    I stand with my hand raised in farewell until I cannot see his standard with the white rose of York carried before him, until I cannot hear the hoofbeats of his horse, until he has quite gone from me; and then, to my horror, my brother Anthony, who has seen all of this, who has been watching for who knows how long, steps out from the shadow of the tree and walks towards me.


    You whore, he says.


    I stare at him as if I dont understand the meaning of the word. What?


    You whore. You have shamed our house and your name and the name of your poor dead husband who died fighting that usurper. God forgive you, Elizabeth. I am going at once to tell my father, and he will put you in a nunnery, if he does not strangle you first.


    No! I stride forward and grab at his arm but he shakes me off.


    Dont touch me, you slut. Dyou think I want your hands on me after they have been all over him?


    Anthony, it is not what you think!


    My eyes deceive me? he spits savagely. It is an enchantment? You are Melusina? A beautiful goddess bathing in the woods and he that just departed was a knight sworn to your service? This is Camelot now? An honourable love? This is poetry and not the gutter?


    It is honourable! I am driven to reply.


    You dont know the meaning of the word. You are a slut and he will pass you on to Sir William Hastings when they next ride by, as he does with all his sluts.


    He loves me!


    As he tells each and every one.


    He does. He is coming back to me...


    As he always promises.


    Furious, I thrust my left fist towards him and he ducks away, expecting a punch in the face. Then he sees the gleam of gold on my finger and he all but laughs. He gave you this? A ring? I am supposed to be impressed by a love-token?


    It is not a love-token, it is a wedding ring. A proper ring given in marriage. We are married. I make my announcement in triumph; but I am instantly disappointed.


    Dear God, he has fooled you, he says, anguished. He takes me into his arms and presses my head against his chest. My poor sister, my poor fool.


    I struggle free. Let me go, I am nobodys fool. What are you saying?


    He looks at me with sorrow but his mouth is twisted into a bitter smile. Let me guess, was this a secret wedding, in a private chapel? Did none of his friends and courtiers attend? Is Lord Warwick not to be told? Is it to be kept private? Are you to deny it, if asked?


    Yes. But...


    You are not married, Elizabeth. You have been tricked. It was a pretend service that has no weight in the eyes of God nor of man. He has fooled you with a trumpery ring and a pretend priest so that he could get you into bed.


    No.


    This is the man who hopes to be King of England. He has to marry a princess. Hes not going to marry some beggarly widow from the camp of his enemy, who stood out on the road to plead with him to restore her dowry. If he marries an Englishwoman at all she will be one of the great ladies of the Lancaster court, probably Warwicks daughter Isabel. Hes not going to marry a girl whose own father fought against him. Hes more likely to marry a great princess of Europe, an Infanta from Spain or a Dauphine from France. He has to marry to set himself more safely on the throne, to make alliances. Hes not going to marry a pretty face for love. Lord Warwick would never allow it. And he is not such a fool as to go against his own interests.


    He doesnt have to do what Lord Warwick wants! Hes the king.


    He is Warwicks puppet, my brother says cruelly. Lord Warwick decided to back him, just as Warwicks father backed Edwards father. Without the support of Warwick neither your lover nor his father would have been able to make anything of his claim to the throne. Warwick is the Kingmaker and he has made your lover into King of England. Be very sure he will make the queen too. He will chose who Edward is to marry, and Edward will marry her.


    I am stunned into silence. But he didnt. He cant. Edward married me.


    A play, a charade, mumming, nothing more.


    It wasnt. There were witnesses.


    Who?


    Mother, for one, I say eventually.


    Our mother?


    She was witness, along with Catherine, her lady-in-waiting.


    Does Father know? Was he there?


    I shake my head.


    There you are then, he says. Who are your many witnesses?


    Mother, Catherine, the priest and a boy singer, I say.


    Which priest?


    One I dont know. The king commanded him there.


    He shrugs. If he was a priest at all. He is more likely some fool or mummer pretending as a favour. Even if he is ordained, the king can still deny that the marriage was valid and it is the word of three women and a boy against the King of England. Easy enough to get you three arrested on some charge and held for a year or so until he is married to whatever princess he chooses. He has played you and Mother for fools.


    I swear to you that he loves me.


    Maybe he does, he concedes. As maybe he loves each and every one of the women he has bedded, and there are hundreds of them. But when the battle is over and he is riding home and sees another pretty girl by the roadside? He will forget you within a sennight.


    I rub my hand against my cheek and find that my cheeks are wet with tears. Im going to tell Mother what you said, I say weakly. It is the threat of our childhood; it didnt frighten him then.


    Lets both go to her. She wont be happy when she realises that she has been fooled into pushing her daughter into dishonour.


    We walk in silence through the woods and then over the footbridge. As we go by the big ash tree I glance at the trunk. The looped thread has gone; there is no proof that the magic was ever there. The waters of the river where I dragged my ring from the flood have closed over. There is no proof that the magic ever worked. There is no proof that there is such a thing as magic at all. All I have is a little gold ring shaped like a crown that may mean nothing.


    Mother is in the herb garden at the side of the house and, when she sees my brother and I walking together in stubborn silence, a pace apart, saying nothing, she straightens up with the herbs in her basket and waits for us to come towards her, readying herself for trouble.


    Son, she greets my brother. Anthony kneels for her blessing and she puts her hand on his fair head and smiles down on him. He rises to his feet and takes her hand in his.


    I think the king has lied to you and to my sister, he says bluntly. The marriage ceremony was so secret that there is nobody of any authority to prove it. I think he went through the sham ceremony to have the bedding of her, and he will deny that they were married.


    Oh, do you? she says, unruffled.


    I do, he says. And it wont be the first time he has pretended marriage to a lady in order to bed her. He has played this game before and the woman ended with a bastard and no wedding ring.


    My mother, magnificently, shrugs her shoulders. What he has done in the past is his own affair, she says. But I saw him wedded and bedded and I wager that he will come back to claim her as his wife.


    Never, Anthony says simply. And she will be ruined. If she is with child she will be utterly disgraced.


    My mother smiles up at his cross face. If you were right and he was going to deny the marriage then her prospects would be poor indeed, she agrees.


    I turn my head from them. It is only a moment since my lover was telling me how to keep his son safe. Now this same child is described as my ruin.


    I am going to see my sons, I say coldly to them both. I wont hear this and I wont speak of it. I am true to him and he will be true to me, and you will be sorry that you doubted us.


    You are a fool, my brother says, unimpressed. I am sorry for that, at least. And to my mother he says, You have taken a great gamble with her, a brilliant gamble; but you have staked her life and happiness on the word of a known liar.


    Perhaps, my mother says, unmoved. And you are a wise man, my son, a philosopher. But some things I know better than you, even now.


    I stalk away. Neither of them calls me back.
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    I have to wait, the whole kingdom has to wait again to hear who to hail as king, who shall command. My brother Anthony sends a man north, scouting for news, and then we all wait for him to come back to tell us if the battle has been joined, and if King Edwards luck has held. Finally, in May, Anthonys servant comes home and says he has been in the far north, near to Hexham, and met a man who told him all about it. A bad battle, a bloody battle. I hesitate in the doorway; I want to know the outcome, not the details. I dont have to see a battle to imagine it any more; we have become a country accustomed to tales of the battlefield. Everyone has heard of the armies drawn up in their positions, or seen the charge, the falling back and the exhausted pause while they regroup. Or everyone knows someone who has been in a town where the victorious soldiers came through determined to carouse and rob and rape; everyone has stories of women running to a church for sanctuary, screaming for help. Everyone knows that these wars have torn our country apart, have destroyed our prosperity, our friendliness between neighbours, our trust of strangers, the love between brothers, the safety of our roads, the affection for our king; and yet nothing seems to stop the battles. We go on and on seeking a final victory and a triumphant king who will bring peace; but victory never comes and peace never comes and the kingship is never settled.


    Anthonys messenger gets to the point. King Edwards army has won, and won decisively. The Lancaster forces were routed and King Henry, the poor wandering lost King Henry who does not know fully where he is, even when he is in his palace at Whitehall, has run away into the moors of Northumberland, a price on his head as if he were an outlaw, without attendants, without friends, without even followers, like a borderer rebel as wild as a chough.


    His wife, Queen Margaret of Anjou, my mothers one-time dearest friend, is fled to Scotland with the prince their heir. She is defeated, and her husband is vanquished. But everyone knows that she will not accept her defeat, she will plot and scheme for her son, just as Edward told me, that I must plot and scheme for ours. She will never stop until she is back in England and the battle is drawn up again. She will never stop until her husband is dead, her son is dead, and she has no one left to put on the throne. This is what it means to be Queen of England in this country today. This is how it has been for her for nearly ten years, ever since her husband became unfit to rule and his country became like a frightened hare thrown into a field before a pack of hunting dogs, darting this way and that. Worse, I know that this is how it will be for me, if Edward comes home to me and names me as the new queen, and we make a son and heir. The young man I love will be king of an uncertain kingdom, and I will have to be a claimant queen.


    And he does come. He sends me word that he has won the battle and broken the siege of Bamburgh Castle, and will call in as his army marches south. He will come for dinner, he writes to my father, and in a private note to me he scribbles that he will stay the night.


    I show the note to my mother. You can tell Anthony that my husband is true to me, I say.


    I shant tell Anthony anything, she says unhelpfully.


    My father, at any rate, manages to be pleased at the prospect of a visit from the victor. We were right to give him our men, he says to my mother. Bless you for that, love. He is the victorious king and you have put us on the winning side once more.


    She smiles at him. It could have gone either way, as always, she says. And it is Elizabeth who has turned his head. It is her he is coming to see.


    Do we have some well-hung beef? he asks. And John and the boys and I will go hawking and get you some game.


    Well give him a good dinner, she reassures him. But she does not tell my father that he has greater cause for celebration: that the King of England has married me. She stays silent, and I wonder if she too thinks that he is playing me false.


    There is no sign of what my mother thinks, one way or another, when she greets him with a low curtsey. She shows no familiarity, as a woman might do to her son-in-law. But she treats him with no coldness, as surely she would if she thought he had made fools of us both? Rather, she greets him as a victorious king and he greets her as a great lady, a former duchess, and both of them treat me as a favoured daughter of the house.


    Dinner is as successful as it is bound to be, given that my father is filled with bluster and excitement, my mother as elegant as always, my sisters in their usual state of stunned admiration, and my brothers furiously silent. The king bids his farewell to my parents and rides off down the road as if going back to Northampton, and I throw on my cape and run down the path to the hunting lodge by the river.


    He is there before me, his big war horse in the stall, his page-boy in the hay loft, and he takes me into his arms without a word. I say nothing too. I am not such a fool as to greet a man with suspicion and complaints, and besides, when he touches me all I want is his touch, when he kisses me, all I want are his kisses, and all I want to hear are the sweetest words in the world, when he says: Bed, Wife.


    
      [image: ]

    


    In the morning I am combing my hair before the little silvered mirror and pinning it up. He stands behind me, watching me, sometimes taking a lock of golden hair and winding it round his finger to see it catch the light. You arent helping, I say, smiling.


    I dont want to help, I want to hinder. I adore your hair, I like to see it loose.


    And when shall we announce our marriage, my lord? I ask, watching his face in the reflection.


    Not yet, he says swiftly, too swiftly: this is an answer prepared. My Lord Warwick is hell-bent on me marrying the Princess Bona of Savoy, to guarantee peace with France. I have to take some time to tell him it cannot be. He will need to get used to the idea.


    Some days? I suggest.


    Say weeks, he prevaricates. He will be disappointed and he has taken God knows what bribes to bring this marriage about.


    He is disloyal? He is bribed?


    No. Not he. He takes the French money but not to betray me: we are as one. We have known each other since boyhood. He taught me how to joust, he gave me my first sword. His father was like a father to me. Truly, he has been like an older brother to me. I would not have fought for my right to the throne if he had not been with me. His father took my father up to the very throne and made him heir to the King of England, and in his turn Richard Neville has supported me. He is my great mentor, my great friend. He has taught me almost everything I know about fighting and ruling a kingdom. I have to take the time to tell him about us, and explain that I could not resist you. I owe him that.


    He is so important to you?


    The greatest man in my life.


    But you will tell him, you will bring me to court, I say, trying to keep my voice light and inconsequential. And present me to the court as your wife.


    When the time is right.


    May I at least tell my father, so that we can meet openly as husband and wife?


    He laughs. As well tell the town crier. No, my love, you must keep our secret for a little while longer.


    I take my tall headdress with the sweeping veil and tie it on, saying nothing. It gives me a headache with the weight of it.


    You do trust me, dont you, Elizabeth? he asks sweetly.


    Yes, I lie. Completely.
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    Anthony stands beside me as the king rides away, his hand raised in a salute, a false smile on his face. Not going with him? he asks sarcastically. Not going to London to buy new clothes? Not going to be presented at court? Not attending the thanksgiving mass as queen?


    He has to tell Lord Warwick, I say. He has to explain.


    It will be Lord Warwick who will explain to him, my brother says bluntly. He will tell him that no king of England can afford to marry a commoner, no king of England would marry a woman who is not a proven virgin. No king of England would marry an Englishwoman of no family and no fortune. And your precious king will explain that it was a wedding witnessed by no lord nor court official, that his new wife has not even told her family, that she wears her ring in her pocket; and they will both agree it can be ignored as if it had never happened. As he has done before, so he will do again, as long as there are foolish women in the kingdom and that is to say for ever.


    I turn to him and at the pain on my face he stops taunting me. Ah, Elizabeth, dont look like that.


    I dont care if he doesnt acknowledge me, you fool, I flare out. Its not a question of wanting to be queen; its not even a question of wanting honourable love any more. I am mad for him, I am madly in love with him. I would go to him if I had to walk barefoot. Tell me: I am one of many. I dont care! I dont care for my name or for my pride any more. As long as I can have him once more thats all I want, just to love him; all I want to be certain of is that I will see him again, that he loves me.


    Anthony folds me in his arms and pats my back. Of course he loves you, he says. What man could not? And if he does not, then he is a fool.


    I love him, I say miserably. I would love him if he were a nobody.


    No you wouldnt, he says gently. You are your mothers child through and through; you dont have the blood of a goddess in you for nothing. You were born to be queen and maybe everything will come out well. Maybe he loves you and will stand by you.


    I tilt my head back to scan his face. But you dont believe it.


    No, he says honestly. To tell you the truth, I think you have seen the last of him.
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    He sends me a letter. He addresses me as Lady Elizabeth Grey and inside he writes my love; he does not say wife, so he gives me nothing that can prove our marriage if he should deny it. He writes that he is busy but will send for me shortly. The court is at Reading, he will speak to Lord Warwick soon. The council is meeting, there is so much to do. The lost king, Henry, has still not been captured; he is out somewhere in the hills of Northumberland; but the queen has fled to her homeland of France demanding help, so an alliance with France is more important than ever before, to cut her out of the French councils, and make sure she cannot have allies. He does not remark that a French marriage would do this for him. He says he loves me, he burns up for me. Lovers words, lovers promises: nothing binding.


    The same messenger brings a summons for my father to attend the court at Reading. It is a standard letter, every nobleman in the country will have had the same. My brothers Anthony, John, Richard, Edward, and Lionel are to go with him. Write and tell me everything about it, my mother commands my father as we watch them mount up. They make a little army themselves, my mothers fine brood of sons.


    He will be calling us to announce his wedding to the French princess, my father grumbles, bending over to tighten his girth under the saddle flap. And much good an alliance with the French will do us. Much good it has ever done us before. Still, it will have to be done if Margaret of Anjou is to be silenced. And a French bride would welcome you at her court, a kinswoman.


    My mother does not even blink at the prospect of Edwards French bride. Write and tell me at once, she says. And God go with you, my husband, and keep you safe.


    He leans down from the saddle to kiss her hand and then turns his horses head down the road to the south. My brothers twirl their whips, raise their hats, bellow a farewell. My sisters wave, my sister-in-law Elizabeth curtseys to Anthony, who raises his hand to her, my mother and to me. His face is grim.


    But it is Anthony who writes to me two days later, and it is his manservant who rides like a madman to bring me his letter.


    
      
        
          Sister,

          This is your triumph, and I am glad to my heart for you. There has been an earth-shaking quarrel between the king and Lord Warwick, for My Lord brought a marriage contract to the king for him to marry Princess Bona of Savoy, as everyone was expecting. The king, with the contract before him and the pen in his hand, raised his head and told His Lordship that he could not marry the princess for actually he was already married. You could have heard a feather fall; you could hear the angels gasp. I swear I heard Lord Warwicks very heart pound as he asked the king to repeat what he had said. The king was white as a girl but he faced Lord Warwick (which I would not want to do myself) and told him that all his plans and all his promises were as nothing. His Lordship took the king by the arm as if he were a boy and hustled him from the room into a privy chamber, leaving the rest of us boiling with gossip and amazement like neeps seething in a stew.


          I took the chance to pin our father into the corner and tell him that I thought the king might announce his marriage to you, so as to prevent us looking as great fools as Lord W but even in that moment I confess to you that I feared that the king might be admitting marriage to another lady. There has been another lady mentioned of noble birth, better than ours, actually, and she has his son. Forgive me, Sister, but you dont know how bad his reputation has been. So Father and I were like hares in March, jumping at nothing, while the privy-chamber door stayed shut and the king was locked away with the man who made him and who God knows might just as quickly unmake him again.


          Of course Lionel wanted to know what we were whispering about, and John too. Thank God, Edward and Richard had gone out, so there were only two extra to tell; but they couldnt believe it any more than Father, and I had much to do to keep the three of them quiet. You can imagine what it was like.


          An hour must have passed but no one could bear to leave the council chamber until they had the end of this story. Sister, they were pissing in the fireplaces rather than leave the great hall and then the door opened and the king came out looking shaken and Lord Warwick came out looking grim and the king put on his happiest smile and said, Well, my lords, I thank you for your patience. I am happy and proud to tell you that I am married to Lady Elizabeth Grey, and he nodded towards my father and I swear he shot me a look which begged me to keep Father quiet, so I got hold of the old mans shoulder and leaned hard to keep him anchored to the ground. Edward got the other side of him as ballast, and Lionel crossed himself like he was an archbishop already. Father and I bowed proudly and simpered about ourselves, as if we had known all along and only failed to mention that we were now brother and father-in-law to the King of England from sheer delicacy.


          John and Richard stumbled in at this most inconvenient moment and we had to mutter to them that the world was turned upside down and they did better than you can imagine. They managed to close their mouths and stood beside Father and me, and people took our dumbstruck faces for quiet pride. We were a quartet of idiots trying to look suave. You cannot imagine the bluster and the shouting and the complaints and the trouble which followed. Nobody in my hearing dared to suggest that the king had stooped too low, but I know that behind me and on either side there were men who think so, and will go on thinking so. Still, the king kept his fair head high and brazened it out and Father and I went and stood on either side of him, and all my brothers stood behind us and no one can deny that we are a handsome family, or at the very least tall, and the thing is done, nobody can now deny it. You can tell Mother that her great gamble has paid a thousandfold: you will be Queen of England and we will be Englands ruling family, even if no one in England wants us.


          Father kept his mouth shut till we were clear of the court but I swear his eyes were rolling in his head like Idiot Jim at Stony Stratford, till we got to our lodgings and I could tell him what had been done and how it had been done at least as far as I knew and now he is aggrieved that nobody told him, since he would have managed it so well and been so discreet but given that he is father-in-law to the King of England I think he will forgive you and Mother for keeping your womens toils to yourselves. Your brothers went out and got drunk on credit, as anyone would do. Lionel swears he will be Pope.


          Your new husband is clearly stunned by the row that has broken on his head, and he will find it hard to reconcile with his former master Lord Warwick, who is dining apart tonight and could make a dangerous enemy. We are to dine with the king and his interests are ours. The world has changed for us Rivers and we are become so great that I confidently expect us to flow up hills. We are now passionate Yorkists and you can expect Father to plant white roses in his hedgerows and wear a bloom in his hat. You can tell Mother that whatever magic she deployed to bring this about has the stunned admiration of her husband and sons. If the magic was nothing more than your beauty, we admire that too.


          You are now summoned to be presented at court, here at Reading. The kings order will be sent tomorrow. Sister, be warned by me and please come dressed modestly and with only a small escort. It will not avert envy but we should try not to make matters worse than they already are. We have made enemies of every family in the kingdom. Families that we do not even know will be cursing our luck and wishing us to fall. Ambitious fathers with pretty daughters will never forgive you. We will have to be on our guard for the rest of our lives. You have put us into great opportunity but also great risk, my sister. I am brother-in-law to the King of England, but I must say tonight my greatest hope is to die in my bed, at peace with the world, as an old man.


          Your brother,


          Anthony


          But I think, in the meantime, before my peaceful death, I shall ask him to make me a duke.

        

      

    


    My mother plans our journey to Reading and the summoning of our family as if she were a queen militant. Every relation that would benefit from our rise or might contribute to our position is commanded from every corner of England, and even our Burgundy family her kinsmen are invited to come to London for my coronation. She says that they will give me the royal and noble status that we need, and besides, in the state the world is in, it is always wise to have powerful relatives for support or refuge.


    She starts to draw up a list of eligible lords and ladies for my brothers and sisters to marry; she starts to consider noble children who will be made wards and can be raised in a royal nursery to our profit. She understands, and she starts to teach me, how the patronage and power of the English court works. She knows it well enough. She was married into the royal family with her first husband, the Duke of Bedford. Then she was second lady in the kingdom under the Lancaster queen; now she will be second lady under the York queen: me. No one knows better than she how to plough the furrow that is royal England.


    She sends a string of instructions to Anthony to order tailors and sempstresses so that I shall have new dresses waiting for me, but she takes his advice that we should enter into our greatness quietly, and without any sign of glorying in this leap from being of the defeated House of Lancaster to being new partners of the victorious House of York. My sisters, cousins and sister-in-law are to ride with us to Reading but there is to be no great train with standards and trumpets. Father writes to her that there are many who begrudge us our prosperity, but the ones that he fears above all are the kings greatest friend Sir William Hastings, the kings great ally Lord Warwick, and the kings close family: his mother, sisters and his brothers, as they have the most to lose from new favourites at court.


    I remember Hastings looking at me as if I were roadside merchandise, a pedlars pack, the very first time that I met the king, and I promise myself that he will never look at me in that way again. Hastings, I think I can manage. He loves the king like no other, and he will accept any choice that Edward makes, and defend it too. But Lord Warwick frightens me. He is a man who will stop at nothing to get his own way. As a boy he saw his father rebel against his lawful king and set up a rival house in the name of York. When his father and Edwards father were killed together, he at once continued his fathers work and saw Edward crowned king, a boy of only nineteen. Warwick is thirteen years his senior: an adult man compared with a boy. Clearly he has planned all along to put a boy on the throne and to rule from the shadows. Edwards choice of me will be the first declaration of independence from his mentor, and Warwick will be quick to prevent any others. They call him the Kingmaker and when we were Lancastrians we said that the Yorks were nothing but puppets and he and his family were the puppet masters. Now I am married to Warwicks puppet and I know that he will try to set me dancing to his tune as well. Still, there is no time to do anything but bid farewell to my boys, make them promise to obey their tutors and be good, mount the new horse that the king has sent me for the journey, and with my mother at my side and my sisters following behind me take the road to Reading and to the future that waits for me.


    I say to my mother, I am afraid.


    She brings her horse beside mine and she puts back the hood of her cape so that I can see the smiling confidence in her face. Perhaps, she says. But I was at the court of Queen Margaret dAnjou; I swear you cannot be a worse queen than her.


    Despite myself, I giggle. This comes from a woman who was Margaret of Anjous most trusted lady-in-waiting and the first lady of her court. You have changed your tune.


    Aye, for now I am in a different choir. But it is true nonetheless. You could not be a worse queen for this country than she was, God help her, wherever she is now.


    Mother she was married to a husband who was out of his wits for half of the time.


    And whether he was saintly, sane or raving mad she always went her own way. She took a lover, she says cheerfully, ignoring my scandalised gasp. Of course she did. Where dyou think she got her son Edward? Not from the king, who was struck deaf and dumb for nearly the whole year that the child was conceived and born. I expect you to do better than her. You cannot doubt that you can do better than her. And Edward cannot help but do better than a sainted half-wit, God bless the poor man. And as for the rest, you should give your husband a son and heir, protect the poor and innocent, and further the hopes of your family. That is all you need to do, and you can do that. Any ninny with an honest heart, a scheming family and an open purse can do that.


    There will be many people who hate me, I say. Many who hate us.


    She nods. Then make sure that you get the favours that you want and the places that you need before they take the ear of the king, she says simply. There are only so many great positions for your brothers, there are only a few noblemen for your sisters to marry. Make sure that you get everything you want in the first year, and then you have taken the high ground, and are in battle array. We are ready for whatever comes against us and even if your influence declines with the king then we are still safe.


    My Lord Warwick... I say nervously.


    She nods. He is our enemy, she says. It is the declaration of a blood feud. You will watch him, and you will be wary of him. We will all be on our guard against him. Him and the kings brothers: George, the Duke of Clarence, who is always so charming, and the boy Richard, the Duke of Gloucester. They too will be your enemies.


    Why the kings brothers?


    Your sons will disinherit them. Your influence will turn the king from them. They have been three fatherless boys together, they have fought side by side for their family. He called them the three sons of York; he saw a sign for the three of them in the heavens. But now he will want to be with you, not with them. And the grants of lands and wealth that he might have given to them will come to you and yours. George was the heir after Edward, Richard the heir after him. As soon as you have a boy they drop one place.


    I am going to be Queen of England, I protest. You make it sound like a battle to the death.


    It is a battle to the death, she says simply. That is what it means to be Queen of England. You are not Melusina, rising from a fountain to easy happiness. You will not be a beautiful woman at court with nothing to do but make magic. The road you have chosen will mean that you have to spend your life scheming and fighting. Our task, as your family, is to make sure you win.
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          In the darkness of the forest he saw her, and whispered her name, Melusina, and at that summoning she rose out of the water and he saw that she was a woman of cool and complete beauty to the waist, and below that she was scaled, like a fish. She promised him that she would come to him and be his wife, she promised him that she would make him as happy as a mortal woman can, she promised him that she would curb her wild side, her tidal nature, that she would be an ordinary wife to him, a wife that he could be proud of; if he in return would let her have a time when she could be herself again, when she could return to her element of water, when she could wash away the drudgery of a womans lot and be, for just a little while, a water goddess once more. She knew that being a mortal woman is hard on the heart, hard on the feet. She knew that she would need to be alone in the water, under the water, the ripples reflected on her scaly tail now and then. He promised her that he would give her everything, everything she wanted, as men in love always do. And she trusted him despite herself, as women in love always do.
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    My father and all my brothers ride out of Reading to greet us, so I might enter the town with my kinsmen at my side. There are crowds along the road and hundreds watching my father pull off his hat as he rides towards me, and then dismounts and kneels to me in the dust, honouring me as queen.


    Get up, Father! I say alarmed.


    He rises slowly and bows again. You must become accustomed, Your Grace, he says to me, his head bent to his knees.


    I wait till he comes up smiling at me. Father, I dont like to see you bow to me.


    You are Queen of England, now, Your Grace. Every man but one must bow to you.


    But you will still call me Elizabeth, Father?


    Only when we are alone.


    And you will give me your blessing?


    His wide smile assures me that everything is the same as ever. Daughter, we have to play at being kings and queens. You are the newest and most unlikely queen to a new and unlikely house. I never dreamed that you would capture a king. I certainly never thought that this lad would capture a throne. We are making a new world here, we are forming a new royal family. We have to be more royal than royalty itself or nobody will believe us. I cant say I quite believe it myself.


    My brothers all jump down from their horses, doff their caps, and kneel to me on the public highway. I look down at Anthony who called me a whore and my husband a liar. You can stay down there, I say. Who is right now?


    You are, he says cheerfully, rising up, kissing my hand, and remounting his horse. I give you joy of your triumph.


    My brothers come around me and kiss my hand. I smile down at them; it is as if we are all about to burst out laughing at our own presumption. Whod have thought it? John says wonderingly. Who would ever have dreamed it?


    Where is the king? I ask as we start our small procession through the gates of the town. The streets are lined on either side with townspeople, guildsmen, apprentices, and there is a cheer for my beauty and laughter at our procession. I see Anthony flush when he hears a couple of bawdy jokes and I put my hand on his gloved fist, clenched on the pommel of his saddle. Hush, I say. People are bound to make mock. This was a secret wedding, we cannot deny it, and we will have to live down the scandal. And you dont help me at all if you look offended.


    At once he assumes the most ghastly simper. This is my court smile, he says out of the corner of his upturned mouth. I use it when I talk to Warwick or the royal dukes. How dyou like it?


    Very elegant, I say, trying not to laugh. Dear God, Anthony, dyou think we will get through this all right?


    We will get through it triumphantly, he says. But we must stick together.


    We turn up the high street and now there are hastily made banners and pictures of saints held from the overhanging windows to welcome me to the city. We ride to the abbey; and there, in the centre of his court and advisors, I see him, Edward, dressed in cloth of gold with a scarlet cape and a scarlet hat on his head. He is unmistakable, the tallest man in the crowd, the most handsome, the undoubted King of England. He sees me, and our eyes meet, and it is once again as if no one else is there. I am so relieved to see him that I give him a little wave, like a girl, and instead of waiting for me to halt my horse and dismount and approach him up the carpet, he breaks away from them all and comes quickly to my side and lifts me off my horse and into his arms.


    There is a roar of delighted applause from the onlookers and a shocked silence from the court at this passionate breach of protocol.


    Wife, he says in my ear. Dear God, I am so glad to have you in my arms.


    Edward, I say. I have been so afraid!


    We have won, he says simply. We will be together for ever. I shall make you Queen of England.


    And I shall make you happy, I say, quoting the marriage vows. I shall be bonny and blithe at bed and board.


    I dont care a damn about dinnertime, he says vulgarly, and I hide my face against his shoulder and laugh.
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    I still have to meet his mother; and Edward takes me to her private chambers before dinner. She was not present during my welcome from the court, and I am right to read this as her first snub, the first of many. He leaves me at her door. She wants to see you alone.


    How do you think she will be? I ask nervously.


    He grins. What can she do?


    That is the very thing I would like to know before I go in to face her, I say drily and walk past him as they throw open the doors to her presence chamber. My mother and three of my sisters come with me as a makeshift court, my newly declared ladies-in-waiting, and we step forward with all the eagerness of a coven of witches dragged to trial.


    The dowager Duchess Cecily is seated on a great chair covered by a cloth of estate, and she does not trouble herself to rise to greet me. She is wearing a gown encrusted with jewels at the hem and the breast, and a large square headdress that she wears proudly, like a crown. Very well, I am her sons wife but not yet an ordained queen. She is not obliged to curtsey to me, and she will think of me as a Lancastrian, one of her sons enemies. The turn of her head and the coldness of her smile convey very clearly that to her I am a commoner, as if she herself had not been born an ordinary English woman. Behind her chair are her daughters Anne, Elizabeth and Margaret, dressed quietly and modestly so as not to outshine their mother. Margaret is a pretty girl: fair and tall like her brothers. She smiles shyly at me, her new sister-in-law, but nobody steps forward to kiss me, and the room is as warm as a lake in December.


    I curtsey low, but not very low, to Duchess Cecily, out of respect to my husbands mother and behind me I see my mother sweep her grandest gesture and then stand still, her head up, a queen herself, in everything but a crown.


    I will not pretend that I am happy with this secret marriage, the dowager duchess says rudely.


    Private, my mother interrupts smartly.


    The duchess checks, amazed, and raises her perfectly arched eyebrows. I beg your pardon, Lady Rivers. Did you speak?


    Neither my daughter nor your son would so far forget themselves as to marry in secret, my mother says, her Burgundy accent suddenly revived. It is the very accent of elegance and high style for the whole of Europe. She could not remind everyone more clearly that she is the daughter of the Count of Saint-Pol, Burgundian royalty by birth. She was on first-name terms with the queen who she alone persists in calling Margaret dAnjou, with much emphasis on the d of the title. She was the Duchess of Bedford by her first marriage to a duke of the royal blood, and the head of the Lancaster court when the woman seated so proudly before us was born nothing more than Lady Cecily Neville of Raby Castle. Of course it was not a secret wedding. I was there and so were other witnesses. It was a private wedding.


    Your daughter is a widow and years older than my son, Her Grace says, joining battle.


    He is hardly an inexperienced boy. His reputation is notorious. And there are only five years between them.


    There is a gasp from the duchesss ladies and a flutter of alarm from her daughters. Margaret looks at me with sympathy as if to say there is no escaping the humiliation to come. My sisters and I are like standing stones, as if we were dancing witches under a sudden enchantment.


    And the good thing, my mother says, warming to her theme, is that we can at least be sure that they are both fertile. Your son has several bastards, I understand, and my daughter has two handsome legitimate boys.


    My son comes from a fertile family. I had eight boys, the dowager duchess says.


    My mother inclines her head and the scarf on her headdress billows like a sail filled with the swollen breeze of her pride. Oh, yes, she remarks. So you did. But of that eight, only three boys left, of course. So sad. As it happens, I have five sons. Five. And seven girls. Elizabeth comes from fertile royal stock. I think we can hope that God will bless the new royal family with issue.


    Nonetheless she was not my choice, nor the choice of the Lord Warwick, Her Grace repeats, her voice trembling with anger. It would mean nothing if Edward were not king. I might overlook it if he were a third or fourth son to throw himself away...


    Perhaps you might. But it does not concern us. King Edward is the king. The king is the king. God knows, he has fought enough battles to prove his claim.


    I could prevent him being king, she rushes in, temper getting the better of her, her cheeks scarlet. I could disown him, I could deny him, I could put George on the throne in his place. How would you like that as the outcome of your so-called private wedding, Lady Rivers?


    The duchesss ladies blanch and sway back in horror. Margaret, who adores her brother, whispers, Mother! but dares say no more. Edward has never been their mothers favourite. Edmund, her beloved Edmund, died with his father at Wakefield and the Lancastrian victors stuck their heads on the gates of York. George, his brother, younger again and his mothers darling, is the pet of the family. Richard, the youngest of all, is the dark-haired runt of the litter. It is incredible that she should talk of putting one son before another, out of order.


    How? my mother says sharply, calling her bluff. How would you overthrow your own son?


    If he was not my husbands child...


    Mother! Margaret wails.


    And how could that be? demands my mother, as sweet as poison. Would you call your own son a bastard? Would you name yourself a whore? Just for spite, just to throw us down, would you destroy your own reputation and put cuckolds horns on your own dead husband? When they put his head on the gates of York they put a paper crown on him to make mock. That would be nothing to putting cuckolds horns on him now. Would you dishonour your own name? Would you shame your husband worse than his enemies did?


    There is a little scream from the women, and poor Margaret staggers as if to faint. My sisters and I are half fish, not girls; we just goggle at our mother and the kings mother head to head, like a pair of slugging battleaxemen in the jousting ring, saying the unthinkable.


    There are many who would believe me, the kings mother threatens.


    More shame to you then, my mother says roundly. The rumours about his fathering reached England. Indeed. I was among the few who swore that a lady of your house would never stoop so low. But I heard, we all heard, gossip of an archer named what was it She pretends to forget and taps her forehead. Ah, I have it: Blaybourne. An archer named Blaybourne, who was supposed to be your amour. But I said, and even Queen Margaret dAnjou said, that a great lady like you would not so demean herself as to lie with a common archer and slip his bastard into a noblemans cradle.


    The name Blaybourne drops into the room with a thud like a cannonball. You can almost hear it roll to a standstill. My mother is afraid of nothing.


    And anyway, if you can make the lords throw down King Edward, who is going to support your new King George? Could you trust his brother Richard not to have his own try at the throne in his turn? Would your kinsman Lord Warwick, your great friend, not want the throne on his own account? And why should they not feud amongst themselves and make another generation of enemies, dividing the country, setting brother against brother again, destroying the very peace that your son has won for himself and for his house? Would you destroy everything for nothing but spite? We all know the House of York is mad with ambition; will we be able to watch you eat yourselves up like a frightened cat eats her own kittens?


    It is too much for her. The kings mother puts out a hand to my mother as if to beg her to stop. No, no. Enough. Enough.


    I speak as a friend, my mother says quickly, as sinuous as a river eel. And your thoughtless words against the king will go no further. My girls and I would not repeat such a scandal, such a treasonous scandal. We will forget that you ever said such a thing. I am only sorry that you even thought of it. I am amazed that you should say it.


    Enough, the kings mother repeats. I just wanted you to know that this ill-conceived marriage is not my choice. Though I see I must accept it. You show me that I must accept it. However much it galls me, however much it denigrates my son and my house, I must accept it. She sighs. I will think of it as my burden to bear.


    It was the kings choice, and we must all obey him, my mother says, driving home her advantage. King Edward has chosen his wife and she will be Queen of England and the greatest lady bar none in the land. And no one can doubt that my daughter will make the most beautiful Queen that England has ever seen.


    The kings mother, whose own beauty was famous in her day, when they called her the Rose of Raby, looks at me for the first time without pleasure. I suppose so, she says grudgingly.


    I curtsey again. Shall I call you Mother? I ask cheerfully.
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    As soon as the ordeal of my welcome from Edwards mother is over, I have to prepare for my presentation to the court. Anthonys orders from the London dressmakers have been delivered in time and I have a new gown to wear in the palest of grey, trimmed with pearls. It is cut low in the front with a high girdle of pearls and long silky sleeves. I wear it with a conical high headdress which is draped with a scarf of grey. It is both gloriously rich and beguilingly modest, and when my mother comes to my room to see that I am dressed she takes my hands and kisses me on both cheeks. Beautiful, she says. Nobody could doubt that he married you for love at first sight. Troubadour love, God bless you both.


    Are they waiting for me? I ask nervously.


    She nods her head to the chamber outside my bedroom door. They are all out there: Lord Warwick and the Duke of Clarence and half a dozen others.


    I take a deep breath, and I put my hand to steady my headdress, and I nod to my maids-in-waiting to throw open the double doors, and I raise my head like a queen, and walk out of the room.


    Lord Warwick, dressed in black, is standing at the fireside, a big man, in his late thirties, shoulders broad like a bully, stern face in profile as he is watching the flames. When he hears the door opening he turns and sees me, scowls and then pastes a smile on his face. Your Grace, he says and bows low.


    I curtsey to him but I see his smile does not warm his dark eyes. He was counting on Edward remaining under his control. He had promised the King of France that he could deliver Edward in marriage. Now everything has gone wrong for him and people are asking if he is still the power behind this new throne, or if Edward will make his own decisions.


    The Duke of Clarence, the kings beloved brother George, is beside him looking like a true York prince, golden-haired, ready of smile, graceful even in repose, a handsome dainty copy of my husband. He is fair and well made, his bow is as elegant as an Italian dancers and his smile is charming. Your Grace, he says. My new sister. I give you joy of your surprise marriage and wish you well in your new estate.


    I give my hand and he draws me to him and kisses me warmly on both cheeks. I do truly wish you much joy, he says cheerfully. My brother is a fortunate man indeed. And I am happy to call you my sister.


    I turn to the Earl of Warwick. I know that my husband loves and trusts you as his brother and his friend, I say. It is an honour to meet you.


    The honour is all mine, he says curtly. Are you ready?


    I glance behind me: my sisters and mother are lined up to follow me in procession. We are ready, I say, and with the Duke of Clarence on one side of me and the Earl of Warwick on the other, we march slowly to the abbey chapel through a crowd which parts as we come towards them.
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    My first impression is that everyone I have ever seen at court is here, dressed in their finest to honour me, and there are a few hundred new faces too, who have come in with the Yorks. The lords are in the front with their capes trimmed with ermine, the gentry behind them with chains of office and jewels on display. The aldermen and councillors of London have trooped down to be presented, the city fathers among them. The civic leaders of Reading are there, struggling to see and be seen around the big bonnets and the plumes, behind them the guildsmen of Reading and gentry from all England. This is an event of national importance; anyone who could buy a doublet and borrow a horse has come to see the scandalous new queen. I have to face them all alone, flanked by my enemies, as a thousand gazes take me in: from my slippered feet to my high headdress and airy veil, take in the pearls on my gown, the carefully modest cut, the perfection of the lace piece which hides and yet enhances the whiteness of the skin of my shoulders. Slowly, like a breeze going through tree tops, they doff their hats and bow, and I realise that they are acknowledging me as queen, queen in the place of Margaret of Anjou, Queen of England, the greatest woman in the realm, and nothing in my life will ever be the same again. I smile from side to side, acknowledging the blessings and the murmurs of praise, but I find that I am tightening my grip on Warwicks hand, and he smiles down at me, as if he is pleased to sense my fear, and he says, It is natural for you to be overwhelmed, Your Grace. It is, indeed, natural for a commoner but would never have occurred to a princess, and I smile back at him and cannot defend myself, and cannot speak.
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    That night in bed, after we have made love, I say to Edward, I dont like the Earl of Warwick.


    He made me what I am today, he says simply. You must love him for my sake.


    And your brother George? And William Hastings?


    He rolls onto his side and grins at me. These are my companions and my brothers-in-arms, he says. You are marrying into an army at war. We cannot choose our allies, we cannot choose our friends. We are just glad of them. Love them for me, beloved.


    I nod as if obedient. But I think I know my enemies.


    
      
    


    MAY 1465
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    The king decides that I shall have the most glorious coronation that England has ever seen. This is not solely as a compliment to me. We make you queen, undoubted queen, and every lord in the kingdom will bow his knee to you. My mother He breaks off and grimaces. My mother will have to show you homage as part of the celebrations. Nobody will be able to deny that you are queen and my wife. It will silence those who say our marriage is not valid.


    Who says? I demand. Who dares say?


    He grins at me. He is a boy still. Dyou think I would tell you and have you turn them into frogs? Never mind who speaks against us. They dont matter as long as all they do is whisper in corners. But a great coronation for you also declares my position as king. Everyone can see that I am king and that poor thing Henry is a beggar somewhere in Cumbria and his wife a pensioner of her father in Anjou.


    Hugely grand? I say, not wholly welcoming the thought.


    You will stagger under the weight of your jewels, he promises me.


    In the event, it is even richer than he predicted, richer than I could have imagined. My entrance to London is by London Bridge, but the dirty old highway is transformed with wagon on wagon load of sparkling sand into a road more like a jousting arena. I am greeted by players dressed as angels, their costumes made from peacock feathers, their dazzling wings like a thousand eyes of blue and turquoise and indigo. Actors make a tableau of the Virgin Mary and the saints, I am exhorted to be virtuous and fertile. The people see me indicated as the choice of God for Queen of England. Choirs sing as I enter the city, rose petals are showered down on me. I am myself, my own tableau: the Englishwoman from the House of Lancaster come to be the Queen of York. I am an object of peace and unity.


    I spend the night before my coronation at the grand royal apartments in the Tower, newly decorated for my stay. I dont like the Tower: it gives me a shudder as I am carried shoulder high in a litter under the portcullis, and Anthony at my side glances up at me.


    Whats the matter?


    I hate the Tower, it smells damp.


    You have grown choosy, Anthony says. You are spoiled already, now that the king has given you great places of your own, the manor of Greenwich, and Sheen as well.


    Its not that, I say, trying to name my unease. It is as if there are ghosts here. Are my boys staying here tonight?


    Yes, the whole family is here in the royal rooms.


    I make a little grimace of unease. I dont like my boys being here, I say. This is an unlucky place.


    Anthony crosses himself and jumps from his horse to lift me down. Smile, he commands me under his breath.


    The Lieutenant of the Tower is waiting to welcome me and give me the keys: this is no time for foreseeing, or for ghosts of boys lost long ago.


    Most gracious Queen, greetings, he says, and I take Anthonys hand and smile, and hear the crowd murmur that I am a beauty beyond their imaginings.


    Nothing exceptional, Anthony says for my ears only, so that I have to turn my head and stop myself giggling. Nothing compared to our mother, for instance.


    Next day is my coronation at Westminster Abbey. For the court herald, bellowing names of dukes and duchesses and earls, it is a roster of the greatest and most noble families in England and Christendom. For my mother, carrying my train with the kings sisters Elizabeth and Margaret, it is her triumph; for Anthony, a man so much of the world and yet so detached from it, I think it is a ship of fools and he would wish himself far away; and for Edward it is a vivid statement of his wealth and power to a country hungry for a royal family of wealth and power. For me it is a blur of ceremonial in which I feel nothing but anxiety: desperate only to walk at the right speed, to remember to slip off my shoes and go barefoot at the brocade carpet, to accept the two sceptres in each hand, to bare my breast for the holy oil, to hold my head steady for the weight of the crown.


    It takes three archbishops to crown me, including Thomas Bourchier, and an abbot, a couple of hundred clergy and a full thousand choristers to sing my praises and call down Gods blessing on me. My kinswomen escort me; it turns out I have hundreds of them. The kings family come first, then my own sisters, my sister-in-law Elizabeth Scales, my cousins, my Burgundy cousins, my kinswomen that only my mother can trace, and every other beautiful lady that can scrape an introduction. Everyone wants to be a lady at my coronation, everyone wants a place at my court.


    By tradition, Edward is not even with me. He watches from behind a screen, my young sons with him: I may not even see him, I cannot catch courage from his smile. I have to do this all entirely alone, with thousands of strangers watching my every movement. Nothing is to detract from my rise from gentry-woman to Queen of England, from mortal to a being divine: next to God. When they crown me and anoint me with the holy oil I become a new being, one above mortals, only one step below angels, beloved and the elect of heaven. I wait for the thrill down my spine of knowing that God has chosen me to be Queen of England; but I feel nothing but relief that the ceremony is over and apprehension at the massive banquet to follow.


    Three thousand noblemen and their ladies sit down to dine with me and each course has nearly twenty dishes. I put off my crown to eat, and put it back on again between every course. It is like a prolonged dance where I have to remember the steps and it goes on for hours. To shield me from prying eyes, the Countess of Shrewsbury and the Countess of Kent kneel to hold a veil before me when I eat. I taste every dish out of courtesy but I eat almost nothing. The crown presses down like a curse on my head and my temples throb. I know myself to have ascended to the greatest place in the land and I long only for my husband and my bed.


    There is a moment at one point in the evening, probably around the tenth course, when I actually think that this has been a terrible mistake and I would have been happier back at Grafton, with no ambitious marriage and no ascent to the rank of royals. But it is too late for regrets and, even though the finest of dishes taste of nothing in my weariness, I must still smile and smile, and put my heavy crown back on and send out the best dishes to the favourites of the king.


    The first go out to his brothers, George the golden young man, Duke of Clarence, and the youngest York boy, twelve-year-old Richard, Duke of Gloucester, who smiles shyly at me and dips his head when I send him some braised peacock. He is as unlike his brothers as is possible, small and shy and dark-haired, slight of build and quiet while they are tall and bronze-headed and filled with their own importance. I like Richard on sight, and I think he will be a good companion and playmate to my boys, who are only a little younger than him.


    At the end of the dinner, when I am escorted back to my chambers by dozens of noblemen and hundreds of clergy, I hold my head high as if I am not weary, as if I am not overwhelmed. I know that I have become something more than a mortal woman today: I have become half a goddess. I have become a divinity something like my ancestress Melusina, who was born a goddess and became a woman. She had to forge a hard bargain with the world of men to move from one world to another. She had to surrender her freedom in the water to earn her feet, so that she could walk beside her husband on the earth. I cant help but wonder what I will have to lose in order to be queen.


    They put me to bed in Margaret of Anjous bed, in the echoing royal bedchamber, and I wait, the cover of cloth of gold up to my ears, until Edward can get away from the feasting and join me. He is escorted into my bedroom by half a dozen companions and menservants and they formally undress him and leave him only when he is in his nightgown. He sees my wide-eyed gaze and laughs as he closes the door behind them.


    We are royal now, he says. These ceremonies have to be endured, Elizabeth.


    I reach out my arms for him. As long as you are still you, even underneath the crown.


    He throws off his gown and comes naked to me, his shoulders broad, his skin smooth, the muscles moving in thigh and belly and flank. I am yours, he says simply, and when he slides into the cold bed beside me I quite forget that we are queen and king and think only of his touch and my desire.
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    The following day there is a great tournament and the noblemen enter the lists in beautiful costumes, with poetry bellowed by their squires. My boys are in the royal box with me, their eyes wide and their mouths open at the ceremony, the flags, the glamour and the crowds, the enormity of the first great joust they have ever seen. My sisters and Elizabeth Anthonys wife are seated beside me. We are starting to form a court of beautiful women; already people are speaking of an elegance which has never before been seen in England.


    The Burgundian cousins are out in force, their armour the most stylish, their poetry the best for metre. But Anthony, my brother, is superb: the court goes mad over him. He sits a horse with such grace and he carries my favour and breaks the lances of a dozen men. No one can match his poetry either. He writes in the romantic style of the southern lands; he tells of joy with a tinge of sadness, a man smiling at tragedy. He composes poems about love which can never be fulfilled, of hopes that summon a man across a desert of sand, a woman across a sea of water. No wonder every lady at court falls in love with him. Anthony smiles, picks up the flowers that they throw into the arena, and bows, hand on his heart, without asking any lady for her favour.


    I knew him when he was just my uncle, Thomas remarks.


    He is the favourite of the day, I say to my father, who comes to the royal box to kiss my hand.


    What is he thinking of? he demands of me, puzzled. In my day we killed an opponent, not made a poem about them.


    Anthonys wife Elizabeth laughs. This is the Burgundian way.


    These are chivalrous times, I tell my father, smiling at his broad-faced puzzlement.


    But the winner of the day is Lord Thomas Stanley, a handsome man who lifts his visor and comes for his prize pleased to have won. The motto of his family is shown proudly on his standard: Sans changer.


    What does it mean? Richard mutters to his brother.


    Without changing, Thomas says. And you would know if you studied rather than wasting your time.


    And do you never change? I ask Lord Stanley. He looks at me: the daughter of a family that has changed completely, turned from one king to another, a woman who has changed from being a widow into being a queen, and he bows. I never change, he says. I support God and the king and my rights, in that order.


    I smile. Pointless to ask him how he knows what God wants, how he knows which king is rightful, how he can be sure that his rights are just. These are questions for peace, and our country has been at war too long for complicated questions. You are a great man in the jousting arena, I remark.


    He smiles. I was lucky not to be listed against your brother Anthony. But I am proud to joust before you, Your Grace.


    I bend from the queens box to give him the prize of the tournament, a ruby ring, and he shows me that it is too small for his big hand.


    You must marry a beautiful lady, I tease him. A virtuous woman, whose price is beyond rubies.


    The finest lady in the kingdom is married and crowned. He bows to me. How shall we who are neglected bear our unhappiness?


    I laugh at this, it is the very language of my kinsmen, the Burgundians who have made flirtation a form of high art. You must endeavour, I say. So formidable a knight should found a great house.


    I will found my house, and you will see me win again, he says, and at his words, for some reason, I feel a little shiver. This is a man who is not just strong in the jousting arena, I think. This is a man who would be strong on the battlefield. This is a man without scruple who will pursue his own interest. Formidable indeed. Let us hope he is true to his motto and never changes from his loyalty to our House of York.
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          When the goddess Melusina fell in love with the knight he promised her that she would be free to be herself if she would only be his wife. They settled it that she would be his wife and walk on feet but once a month, she might go to her own chamber, fill a great bath with water, and, for one night only, be her fishy self. And so they lived in great happiness for many years. For he loved her and he understood that a woman cannot always live as a man. He understood that she could not always think as he thought, walk as he walked, breathe the air that he took in. She would always be a different being from him, listening to a different music, hearing a different sound, familiar with a different element.


          He understood that she needed her time alone. He understood that she had to close her eyes and sink beneath the glimmer of the water and swish her tail and breathe through her gills and forget the joys and the trials of being a wife just for a while, just once a month. They had children together, and they grew in health and beauty; he grew more prosperous and their castle was famous for its wealth and grace. It was famous also for the great beauty and sweetness of its lady, and visitors came from far away to see the castle, its lord, and his beautiful mysterious wife.
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    As soon as I am crowned queen I set about establishing my family, and my mother and I become the greatest matchmakers in the kingdom.


    Will this not cause more enmity? I ask Edward. My mother has a list of lords for my sisters to marry.


    You have to do it, he assures me. They complain that you are a poor widow from a family of unknowns. You have to improve your family by marrying them to the nobility.


    We are so many, I have so many sisters, I swear we will take up all the eligible young men. We will leave you with a dearth of lords.


    He shrugs. This country has been divided into either York or Lancaster for too long. Make me another great family that will support me when York wavers, or when Lancaster threatens. You and I need to link ourselves to the nobility, Elizabeth. Give your mother free rein, we need cousins and in-laws in every county in the land. I shall ennoble your brothers, and your Grey sons. We need to create a great family around you, both for your position and for your defence.


    I take him at his word and I go to my mother and find her seated at the great table in my rooms, with pedigrees and contracts and maps all around her, like a commander raising troops.


    I see you are the goddess of love, I observe.


    She glances up at me, frowning in concentration. This is not love, this is business, she says. You have your family to provide for, Elizabeth, and you had better marry them to wealthy husbands or wives. You have a lineage to create. Your task as queen is to watch and order the nobility of your country, no man must grow too great, no lady can fall too low. I know this: my own marriage to your father was forbidden, and we had to beg pardon from the king, and pay a fine.


    I would have thought that would have put you on the side of freedom and true love?


    She laughs shortly. When it was my freedom and my love affair: yes. When it is the proper ordering of your court: no.


    You must be sorry that Anthony is already married now that we could command a great match for him?


    My mother frowns. I am sorry that she is barren and in poor health, she says bluntly. You can keep her at court as a lady-in-waiting and she is of the best family; but I dont think she will give us sons and heirs.


    You will have dozens of sons and heirs, I predict, looking at her long lists of names and the boldly drawn arrows between the names of my sisters and the names of English noblemen.


    I should do, she says with satisfaction. And not one of them less than a lord.


    So we have a month of weddings. Every sister of mine is married to a lord, except for Katherine, where I go one better and betroth her to a duke. He is not yet ten years old, a sulky child, Henry Stafford, the little Duke of Buckingham. Warwick had him in mind for his daughter Isabel. But as the boy is a royal ward since the death of his father, he is at my disposal. I am paid a fee to guard him, and I can do with him what I want. He is an arrogant rude boy to me; he thinks he is of such a great family, he is so filled with pride in himself that I take a pleasure in forcing this young pretender to the throne into marriage with Katherine. He regards her, and all of us, as unbearably beneath him. He thinks he is demeaned by marriage to us, and I hear he tells his friends, boasting like a boy, that he will have his revenge, and we will fear him one day, he will make me sorry that I insulted him, one day. This makes me laugh; and Katherine is glad to be a duchess even with a sulky child for a husband.


    My twenty-year-old brother John, who is luckily still single, will be married to Lord Warwicks aunt, Lady Catherine Neville. She is dowager Duchess of Norfolk, having wedded and bedded and buried a duke. This is a slap in the face to Warwick and that alone gives me mischievous joy, and, since his aunt is all but one hundred years old, marriage to her is a jest of the most cruel sort. Warwick will learn who makes the alliances in England now. Besides, she must soon die, and then my brother will be free again and wealthy beyond belief.


    For my son, my darling Thomas Grey, I buy little Anne Holland. Her mother, the Duchess of Exeter, my husbands own sister, charges me four thousand marks for the privilege and I note the price of her pride and pay it, so that Thomas can inherit the Holland fortune. My son will be as wealthy as any prince in Christendom. I rob the Earl of Warwick of this prize too he wanted Anne Holland for his nephew and it was all but signed and sealed; but I outbid him by a thousand marks a fortune, a kings fortune, which I can command and Warwick cannot. Edward makes Thomas Marquis of Dorset to match his prospects. I shall have a match for my son Richard Grey as soon as I can see a girl who will bring him a fortune, in the meantime he will be knighted.


    My father becomes an earl, Anthony does not gain the dukedom that he joked about, but he does get the lordship of the Isle of Wight, and my other brothers get their places in royal service or in the church. Lionel will be a bishop as he wanted. I use my great position as queen to put my family into power, as any woman would do, and indeed as any woman risen to greatness from nothing would be advised to do. We will have our enemies we have to make connections and allies. We have to be everywhere.


    By the end of the long process of marriage and ennoblement no man can live in England without encountering one of my family: you cannot make a trade, plough a field, or try a case without meeting one of the great Rivers family or their dependants. We are everywhere; we are where the king has chosen to place us. And should the day come that everyone turns against him, he will find that we, the Rivers run deep and strong, a moat around his castle. When he loses all other allies we will still be his friends, and now we are in power.


    We are loyal to him and he cleaves to us. I swear to him my faith and my love and he knows there is no woman in the world who loves him more than I do. My brothers and my father, my cousins and my sisters, and all our new husbands and wives promise him their absolute loyalty, whatever comes, whoever comes against us. We make a new family neither Lancaster nor York, we are the Woodville family enobled as Rivers and we stand behind the king like a wall of water, and half the kingdom can hate us but now I have made us so powerful that I do not care.


    Edward settles to the business of governing a country that is accustomed to having no king at all. He appoints justices and sheriffs to replace men killed in battle; he commands them to impose law and order in their counties. Men who have seized the chance to make war on their neighbours have to return to their own bounds. The soldiers discharged from one side or another have to go back to their homes. The warring bands who have taken their chance to ride out and terrorise must be hunted down, the roads have to be made safe again. Edward starts the hard work of making England a country at peace with itself once more. A country at peace instead of a country at war.


    Then, finally, there is an end to the constant warfare when we capture the former King Henry, half lost and half-witted in the hills of Northumberland, and Edward orders him to be brought to the Tower of London, for his own safety and for ours. He is not always in his right mind, God keep him. He moves into the rooms in the Tower and seems to know where he is; he seems to be glad to be home after his wandering. He lives quietly, communing with God, a priest at his side night and day. We dont even know if he remembers his wife or the son she told him was his; certainly, he never speaks of them nor asks for them in faraway Anjou. We dont know for sure if he always remembers that once he was king. He is lost to the world, poor Henry, and he has forgotten everything that we have taken from him.
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    [image: ]


    Edward trusts Warwick with an embassy to France and Warwick seizes the opportunity to get away from England and away from court. He cannot bear the rising of our tide and the slow decline of his own hopes. He plans to make a treaty with the King of France and promises him that the government of England is still in his gift; and that he is going to choose the husband for the York heiress Margaret. But he is lying, and everyone knows that his days of power are over. Edward listens to my mother, to me, and to his other advisors, who say that the dukedom of Burgundy has been a faithful friend where France is a constant enemy, and that an alliance with Burgundy could be made for the good of trade, for the sake of our cousinship, and could be cemented with the marriage of Edwards sister Margaret to the new duke himself: Charles, who has just inherited the rich lands of Burgundy.


    Charles is a key friend to England. The Duke of Burgundy owns all the lands of Flanders, as well as his own dukedom of Burgundy, and so commands all the lowlands of the north, all the lands between Germany and France, and the rich lands in the south. They are great buyers of English cloth, merchants and allies to us. Their ports face ours across the English sea; their usual enemy is France and they look to us for alliance. These are traditional friends of England and now through me kinsmen to the English king.


    All this is planned without reference to the girl herself, of course; and Margaret comes to me when I am walking in the garden at Westminster Palace, all in a fluster, as someone has told her that her betrothal to Dom Pedro of Portugal is to be put aside and she is now to be sold to the highest bidder, either to Louis of France for one of the French princes, or to Charles of Burgundy.


    Itll be all right, I say to her, tucking her hand in mine so she can walk beside me. She is only twenty-two and she was not raised to be the sister of a king. She is not accustomed to the way that her husband-to-be can change with the needs of the moment, and her mother, torn between her divided loyalties to her rivalrous sons, has quite failed to care for her daughters.


    When Margaret was a little girl, she thought she would be married to an English lord and live in an English castle, raising children. She even dreamed of being a nun she shares her mothers enthusiasm for the Church. She did not realise, when her father claimed the throne and her brother won it, that a price must always be paid for power, and it will be paid by her as well as the rest of us. She doesnt realise yet that though men go to war it is women who suffer perhaps more than anyone.


    I wont marry a Frenchman, I hate the French, she says hotly. My father fought them, he would not have wanted me to marry a Frenchman. My brother should not think of it. I dont know why my mother considers it. She was with the English army in France; she knows what the French are like. I am of the House of York, I dont want to be a Frenchwoman!


    You wont be, I say steadily. That is the plan of the Earl of Warwick and he no longer has the ear of the king. Yes, he takes French bribes and he favours France; but my advice to the king is that he should make an alliance with the Duke of Burgundy and that will be a better alliance for you. Just think you will be my kinswoman! You will marry the Duke of Burgundy and live in the beautiful palace at Lille. Your husband-to-be is an honoured friend of the House of York, and my kinsman through my mother. He is a good friend, and from his palace you will be able to come on visits home. And when my daughters are old enough I shall send them to you, to teach them the elegant court life at Burgundy. There is nowhere more fashionable and more beautiful than the court of Burgundy. And as Duchess of Burgundy you shall be godmother to my sons. How will that be?


    She is partly comforted. But I am of the House of York, she says again. I want to stay in England. At least until we have finally defeated the Lancastrians, and I want to see the christening of your son, the first York prince. Then I shall want to see him made Prince of Wales...


    You shall come to his christening, whenever he comes to us, I promise her. And he will know his aunt is his good guardian. But you can further the needs of the House of York in Burgundy. You will keep Burgundy a friend to York and to England, and if ever Edward is in trouble he will know that he can call on the Burgundy wealth and arms. And if ever again he is in danger from a false friend he can come to you for help. You will like to be our ally over the sea. You will be our haven.


    She drops her little head on my shoulder. Your Grace, my sister, she says. It is hard for me to go away. I have lost a father and I am not sure that my brother is not still in danger. I am not sure that he and George are true friends, I am not certain that George does not envy Edward, and I am afraid of what my Lord Warwick might do. I want to stay here. I want to be with Edward and with you. I love my brother George; I dont want to leave him at this time. I dont want to leave my mother. I dont want to leave home.


    I know, I say gently. But you can be a powerful and good sister to Edward and to George as the Duchess of Burgundy. We will know that there is always one country that we can depend on to stand our friend. We will know that there is a beautiful duchess who is a Yorkist through and through. You can go to Burgundy and have sons, York sons.


    Dyou think I can found a house of York overseas?


    You will found a new line, I assure her. And we will be glad to know that you are there, and we will visit you.


    She puts a brave face on it, and Warwick puts a two-faced face on it and escorts her to the port of Margate, and we wave her away, our little duchess, and I know that of all of Edwards brothers and sisters, George the unfaithful and Richard the boy, we have just sent away the most loving, the most loyal, the most reliable Yorkist of them all.


    To Warwick this is another defeat at my hands and at the hands of my family. He promised that Margaret would have a French husband but he has to take her to the Duke of Burgundy. He planned to make an alliance with France and he said that he had control of the decision-making in England. Instead, we are to marry into the royal House of Burgundy: my mothers family, and everyone can see that England is commanded by the Rivers family and that the king listens only to us. Warwick escorts Margaret on her wedding journey with a face as if he is sucking lemons and I laugh behind my hand to see him overpowered and outnumbered by us, and think myself safe from his ambition and his malice.
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    I am wrong, I am so wrong. We are not so powerful, we are not powerful enough. And I should have taken more care. I did not think, and I, of all people, who was afraid of Warwick before I had even met him, should have thought of his envy and his enmity. I did not foresee and I of all queens with growing sons of my own should have foreseen that Warwick and Edwards bitter mother might come together and think to place another York boy on the throne in place of the first boy they had chosen, that the Kingmaker would make a new king.


    I should have been more aware of Warwick, as my family pushed him out of his offices and won the lands that he might have wanted for himself. I should have seen also that George, the young Duke of Clarence, was bound to interest him. George is a son of York like Edward, but malleable, easily tempted, and above all unmarried. Warwick looked at Edward and me and the growing strength and wealth of the Rivers that I have put around Edward, and began to think that perhaps he might make another king, another king again, a king who would be more obedient to him.


    Three beautiful daughters, we have, one newborn, and we are hoping with rising anxiety for a son, when Edward gets news of a rebel in Yorkshire calling himself Robin. Robin of Redesdale, a fanciful name meaning nothing, a petty rebel hiding himself behind a legendary name, raising troops, slandering my family, and demanding justice and freedom and the usual nonsense by which good men are tempted from minding their fields to go to their deaths. Edward pays little attention at first, and I, foolishly, think nothing of it at all. Edward is on pilgrimage with my family, my Grey sons Richard and Thomas and his young brother Richard, showing himself to the people and giving thanks to God, and I am travelling to meet him with the girls and, though we write every day, we think so little of the uprising that he does not even mention it in his letters.


    Even when my father remarks to me that someone is paying these men, they are not armed with pitchforks, they have good boots and they are marching in good order, I pay him no attention. Even when he says, a few days later, that these are men who belong to someone: peasants or tenants or men sworn to a lord, I hardly listen to his hard-won wisdom. Even when he points out to me that no man takes up his scythe and thinks he will go and fight in a war; someone, his lord, has to give the order. Even then, I pay him no attention. When my brother John says that this is Warwicks country and most likely the rebels are raised by Warwicks men, I still think nothing of it. I have a new baby and my world revolves around her carved gold-painted crib. We are on progress in south-east England where we are beloved, the summer is fine and I think, when I think at all, that the rebels will most likely go home in time to bring in the harvest, and the unrest will go quiet of its own accord.


    I am not concerned until my brother John comes to me, his face grave, and swears that there are hundreds, perhaps thousands of men in arms, and it has to be the Earl of Warwick about his old business of making mischief, as no one else could muster so many. He is king-making again. Last time he made Edward to replace King Henry, this time he wants to make George, Duke of Clarence, brother to the king, the son of no importance, to replace my husband Edward. And so to replace me and mine as well.


    Edward meets me at Fotheringhay, as we had arranged, quietly furious. We had planned to enjoy the beautiful house and grounds in the midsummer weather and then travel on to the prosperous town of Norwich together, for a great ceremonial entry to this most wealthy city. Our plan was to knit ourselves into the pilgrimages and feasts of the country towns, to dispense justice and patronage, to be seen as the king and queen at the heart of their people nothing like the mad king in the Tower and his madder queen in France.


    But now I have to go north and deal with this, Edward complains to me. There are new rebellions coming up like springs in a flood. I thought it was one discontented squire but the whole of the north seems to be taking up arms again. It is Warwick, it must be Warwick, though he has said not a word to me. But I asked him to come to me; and he has not come. I thought that was odd but I knew he was angry with me and now this very day I hear that he and George have taken ship. They have gone to Calais together. God damn them, Elizabeth, I have been a trusting fool. Warwick has fled from England, George with him, they have gone to the strongest English garrison, they are inseparable, and all the men who say they are out for Robin of Redesdale are really paid servants of George or Warwick.


    I am aghast. Suddenly the kingdom which had seemed quiet in our hands is falling apart.


    It must be Warwicks plan to use all the tricks against me that he and I used against Henry. Edward is thinking aloud. He is backing George now, as he once backed me. If he goes on with this, if he uses the fortress of Calais as his jumping point to invade England, it will be a brothers war as it was once a cousins war. This is damnable, Elizabeth. And this is the man I thought of as my brother. This is the man who all but put me on the throne. This is my kinsman and my first ally. This was my greatest friend!


    He turns from me so I cannot see the anger and the distress in his face, and I can hardly breathe at the thought of this great man, this tremendous commander of men, coming against us. You are sure? George is with him? And they have gone to Calais together? He wants the throne for George?


    I am sure of nothing, he shouts in exasperation. This is my first and foremost friend and with him is my own brother. We have been shoulder to shoulder on the battlefield, we have been brothers in arms as well as kinsmen. At the battle of Mortimers Cross, there were three suns in the sky, I saw them myself, three suns: everyone said that was a sign from God for me and for George and for Richard, the three sons of York. How can one son leave the others? And who else betrays me with him? If I cannot trust my own brother who will stand by me? My mother must know of this: George is her darling. He will have told her he is plotting against me and she has kept his secret. How can he betray me? How can she?


    Your mother? I repeat. Your mother, backing George against you? Why would she do such a thing?


    He shrugs. The old story. Whether I am my fathers son. Whether I am legitimate, born and bred a York. George is saying that I am a bastard, and that makes him the true heir. God knows why she would support this. She must hate me for marrying you and taking your part more than I even dreamed.


    How dare she!


    I can trust no one but you and yours, Edward exclaims. Everyone else I trust is cut out from under my feet and now I hear that this Robin in Yorkshire has a list of demands that he wants me to meet, and that Warwick has announced to the people that he thinks they are reasonable. Reasonable! He promises that he and George will land with an army to remonstrate with me. Remonstrate! I know what he means by that! Is this not the very thing we did to Henry? Do I not know how a king is destroyed? Did Warwicks father not take my very own father to remonstrate with King Henry, planning to cut him from his wife and from his allies? Did he not teach my father how to cut off a king from his wife, from his allies? And now he thinks to destroy me with the same trick. Does he think that I am a fool?


    And Richard? I ask anxiously, thinking of his other brother, the shy boy who has become a quiet and thoughtful young man. Where are Richards loyalties? Does he side with his mother?


    It is his first smile. My Richard stays true to me, thank God, he says briefly. Richard is always true to me. I know you think him an awkward sulky boy, I know your sisters laugh at him, but he is honest and faithful to me. Whereas George can be bribed to left or to right. He is a greedy child, not a man. God only knows what Warwick has promised him.


    I can tell you that, I reply fiercely. Its easy. Your throne. And my daughters inheritance.


    I shall keep them all. He takes my hands and kisses them. I swear I shall keep them all. You go to the city of Norwich as we planned. Do your duty, play the queen, look as if you are untroubled. Show them a smiling and confident face. And I will go and scotch this snakes plot before it gets out of the ground.


    Do they admit that they hope to overthrow you? Or do they insist they just want to remonstrate with you?


    He grimaces. It is more that they will overthrow you, sweetheart. They want your family and your advisors exiled from my court. Their great complaint is that I am ill advised and that your family are destroying me.


    I gasp. They are slandering me?


    It is a cover, a mumming, he says. Dont regard it. It is the usual song of this not being a rebellion against the king but against his evil advisors. I sang this song myself as did my father, as did Warwick against Henry. Then, we said that it was all the fault of the queen and the Duke of Somerset. Now, they say it is your fault and your family around you. It is easy to blame the wife. It is always easier to accuse the queen of being a bad influence than to declare yourself against the king. They want to destroy you and your family, of course. Then, once I am alone before them, without friends and family, they will destroy me. They will force me to declare our marriage a sham, our girls all bastards. They will make me name George as my heir, perhaps to cede my throne to him. I have to drive them to open opposition where I can defeat them. Trust me, I will keep you safe.


    I put my forehead to his. I wish I had given you a son, I say very low. Then they would know that there could be only one heir. I wish I had given you a prince.


    Time enough for that, he says steadily. And I love our girls. A son will come, I dont doubt it, beloved. And I will keep the throne safe for him. Trust me.


    I let him go. We both have work to do. He rides out from Fotheringhay behind a harshly rippling standard and surrounded by a guard ready for battle to go to Nottingham to the great castle there, and wait for the enemy to show himself. I go on to Norwich with my daughters, to act as if England is all mine, as if it is all still a fair garden for the rose of York, and I fear nothing. I take my Grey sons with me. Edward offered to have them ride with him, for a first taste of battle, but I am fearful for them and I take them with me and the girls. So I have two very sulky young men, aged fifteen and thirteen, as I make my progress to Norwich and nothing will please them, as they are missing their first battle.


    I have a state entry and choirs singing and flowers thrown down before me, and plays extolling my virtue and welcoming my girls. Edward bides his time in Nottingham, summoning his soldiers again, waiting for his enemy to land.


    While we wait, playing our different parts, wondering when our enemies will come, and where they will land, we hear more news. In the city of Calais, with special permission from the Pope which must have been sought and gained in secret by our own archbishops George has married Warwicks daughter, Isabel Neville. He is now Warwicks son-in-law and, if Warwick can put George on Edwards throne, Warwick will make his own daughter queen, and she will take my crown.


    I spit like a cat at the thought of our turncoat archbishops writing to the Pope in secret to aid our enemies, of George before the altar with Warwicks girl, and of Warwicks long slow-burning ambition. I think of the pale-faced girl, one of the only two Neville girls, for Warwick has no son of his own and cannot seem to get any more children, and I swear that she will never wear the crown of England while I live. I think of George, turning his coat like the spoiled boy he is, and falling in with Warwicks plans like the stupid child he is, and I swear vengeance on them both. I am so certain that it will come to a battle, and a bitter battle between my husband and his former tutor in war Warwick, that I am taken by surprise, just as Edward is taken by surprise, when Warwick lands without warning, and meets and smashes the gathering royal army at Edgecote Moor near Banbury, before Edward is even out of Nottingham Castle.


    It is a disaster. Sir William Herbert, the Earl of Pembroke, lies dead on the field, a thousand Welshmen around him, his ward the Lancaster boy Henry Tudor left without a guardian. Edward is on the road to London, riding as fast as he can to arm the city for siege, about to warn them that Warwick is in England, when armed figures block the road before him.


    Archbishop Neville, Warwicks kinsman appointed by us, steps up and takes Edward his own king prisoner, telling him, as he is surrounded, that Warwick and George are already in the kingdom, and the royal army has already been defeated. It is over, Edward is beaten, even before battle is declared, even before he had his war horse harnessed. The wars, which I thought had ended in peace, our peace, are over with our defeat, without Edward even drawing his sword, and the House of York will be founded on the puppet plaything George and not on my unborn son.


    I am at Norwich, pretending to confidence, pretending to queenly grace, when they bring me a mud-stained messenger from my husband. I open the letter:


    
      
        
          Dearest wife,


          Prepare yourself for bad news.


          Your father and your brother were taken at a battle near Edgecote fighting for our cause and Warwick has them. I too am a prisoner, held at Warwicks castle of Middleham. They took me on the road on my way to you. I am unhurt, as are they.


          Warwick has named your mother as a sorceress and he says that our marriage was an act of witchcraft by you and her. So be warned: both of you are in grave danger. She must leave the country at once: they will have her strangled as a witch if they can. You too should prepare for exile.


          Get yourself and our daughters to London as fast as you can, arm the Tower for a siege and raise the city. As soon as the city is set for siege you must take the girls and go to safety to Flanders. The charge of witchcraft is very grave, beloved. They will execute you if they think they can make it stick. Keep yourself safe above anything else.


          If you think it best, send the girls away at once, secretly and place them with humble people in hiding. Dont be proud, Elizabeth, choose a refuge where no one will look. We have to live through this if we want to fight to claim our own again.


          I am more grieved at bringing you and them into danger than anything else in the world. I have written to Warwick to demand to know the ransom that he wants for the safe return of your father and your brother John. I dont doubt he will send them back to you and you can pay whatever he demands from the Treasury.


          Your husband,


          The one and only King of England,


          Edward

        

      

    


    A knock at the door of my presence chamber and the flinging open of the door makes me leap to my feet, expecting, I dont know, the Earl of Warwick himself, with a bundle of greenwood stakes for burning me and my mother; but it is the Mayor of Norwich, who greeted me with such rich ceremony only days before.


    Your Grace, I have urgent news, he says. Bad news. I am sorry.


    I take a little breath to steady myself. Tell me.


    It is your father, and your brother.


    I know what he is going to say. Not from foreknowledge, but from the way his round face is creased with worry at the thought of the pain he is bringing me. I know it from the way that the men behind him gather together, awkward as people who bring the worst tidings. I know it from the way that my own ladies-in-waiting sigh like a breeze of mourning and gather behind my chair.


    No, I say. No. They are prisoners. They are held by Englishmen of honour. They must be ransomed.


    Shall I leave you? he asks. He looks at me as if I am sick. He does not know what to say to a queen who came into his town in glory and will leave it in mortal danger. Shall I go, and come back later, Your Grace?


    Tell me, I say. Tell me now, the worst there is, and I will bear it somehow.


    He glances at my women for help and then his dark eyes come back to me. I am sorry, Your Grace. Sorrier than I can rightly say. Your father Earl Rivers and your brother Sir John Woodville were taken in battle a new battle between new enemies the kings army against the kings own brother George, the Duke of Clarence. The duke seems to be in alliance now with the Earl of Warwick against your husband perhaps you knew? In alliance against your gracious husband and you. Your father and brother were taken fighting for Your Grace, and they have been executed. They were beheaded. He snatches one quick look at me. They would not have suffered, he volunteers. I am sure it was quick.


    The charge? I can hardly speak. My mouth is numb as if someone had punched me in the face. They were fighting for an ordained king against rebels. What could anyone say against them? What could be the charge?


    He shakes his head. They were executed on the word of Lord Warwick, he says quietly. There was no trial, there was no charge. It seems my Lord Warwicks own word is now law. He had them beheaded without trial or sentence, without justice. Shall I give the orders for you to be escorted to London? Or shall I arrange for a ship? Will you go overseas?


    I am to go to London, I say. It is my capital city, it is my kingdom. I am not a foreign queen to run to France. I am an Englishwoman. I live and die here. I correct myself. I will live and fight here.


    May I offer you my deepest condolences? To you and to the king?


    Do you have news of the king?


    We were hoping that your gracious self could reassure us?


    I have heard nothing, I lie. They will not learn from me that the king is a prisoner in Middleham Castle, that we are defeated. I will leave this afternoon, within two hours, tell them. I will ride to claim my city of London and then we will reclaim England. My husband has never lost a battle. He will defeat his enemies and bring all traitors to trial and justice.


    He bows, they all bow, and go out backwards. I sit on my chair like a queen, the gold cloth of estate over my head, until the door has closed on them and then I say to my ladies, Leave me. Prepare for our journey.


    They flutter and they hesitate. They long to pause and pet me, but they see the grimness in my face and they trail away. I am alone in the sunlit room and I see that the chair that I am sitting on is chipped, the carving under my hand is faulty. The cloth of estate over my head is dusty. I see that I have lost my father and my brother, the kindest most loving father that a daughter ever had, and a good brother. I have lost them for a chipped chair and a dusty cloth. My passion for Edward and my ambition for the throne put us, all of us, into the very forefront of the battle and cost me this first blood: my darling brother and the father I love.


    I think of my father putting me on my first pony and telling me to lift up my chin and keep my hands down, to keep tight hold of the reins, to tell the pony who is master. I think of him cupping my mothers cheek in his hand and telling her that she is the cleverest woman in England and he will be guided by none but her; and then going his own way. I think of him falling in love with her when he was her first husbands squire and she his lady, who should never even have looked at him. I think of him marrying her the moment she was widowed, in defiance of all the rules, and them being called the handsomest couple in England, married for love, which nobody but the two of them would have dared to do. I think of him at Reading, as Anthony described him, pretending to know everything and with his eyes rolling in his head. I could even laugh for love of him, thinking of him telling me that he can only call me Elizabeth in private, now I am queen, and that we must become accustomed. I think of how he puffed out his chest when I told him that I was marrying his son to a duchess, and that he himself would be an earl.


    And then I think of how my mother will take her loss, and that it will be me who has to tell her that he had a traitors death for fighting in my cause, after fighting all his life for the other side. I think of all of this, and I feel weary and sick to my soul, wearier and sicker than I have ever felt in all my life, even worse than when Father came home from the battle of Towton and said that our cause was lost, even worse than when my husband never came home at all from St Albans and they told me he died bravely in a charge against the Yorks.


    I feel worse than I have ever done before, because now I know that it is easier to take a country into war than to bring it to live at peace, and a country at war is a bitter place to live, a risky place to have daughters, and a dangerous place to hope for a son.
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    I am welcomed in London as a heroine, and the city is all for Edward; but it will make no difference if that butcher Warwick kills him in prison. I make my home for now in the well-fortified Tower of London with my girls and my Grey sons they are obedient, scared as puppies now that they see that not every battle is won, and not every beloved son comes safe home. They are shaken by the loss of their uncle John and they ask every day for the safety of the king. We are all grieving: my girls have lost a good grandfather and a beloved uncle, and know that their father is in dreadful danger. I write to my kinsman the Duke of Burgundy and ask him to prepare a safe hiding place in Flanders for me, my Grey sons and my royal girls. I tell him that we must find a little town, one of no importance, and a poor family who can pretend to take in English cousins. I must find somewhere for my daughters to hide that they will never be found.


    The duke swears he will do more than this. He will support the City if they turn out for me and for York. He promises men and an army. He asks me what news I have of the king. Is he safe?


    I cannot write to reassure him. The news of my husband is inexplicable. He is a king in captivity, just like the poor King Henry. How can such a thing be? How can such a thing continue? Warwick is still holding him at Middleham Castle, and persuading the lords to deny that Edward was ever king. There are those who say that Edward will be offered the choice: either to abdicate his throne for his brother, or climb the scaffold. Warwick will have either the crown or his head. There are those who say it is only days now before we hear that Edward is thrown down and fled to Burgundy; or dead. I have to listen to such gossip in the place of news, and I wonder if I am to be widowed in the same month that I have lost my father and my brother. And how shall I bear that?


    My mother comes to me in the second week of my vigil. She comes from our old home at Grafton, dry-eyed and somehow bowed, as if she has taken a wound to her belly and is bent over the pain. The moment that I see her I know that I wont have to tell her that she is a widow. She knows she has lost the great love of her life, and her hand rests on the knot of her girdle all the time, as if to hold in a mortal wound. She knows that her husband is dead, but no one has told her how he died, or why. I have to take her into my private room, close the door on the children, and find the words to describe the death of her husband and son. And it was a shameful death, for good men, at the hand of a traitor.


    I am so sorry, I say. I kneel at her feet and clasp her hands. I am so sorry, Mother. I will have Warwicks head for this. I will see George dead.


    She shakes her head. I look up at her and see lines on her face that I swear were never there before. She has lost the glow of a contented woman and her joy has fallen away from her face and left weary lines.


    No, she says. She pats my plaited hair and says, Hush, hush. Your father would not have wanted you to grieve. He knew the risks well enough. It was not his first battle, God knows. Here. She reaches inside her gown and gives me a handwritten note. His last letter to me. He sends me his blessing and his love to you. He wrote it as they told him he would be released. I think he knew the truth.


    My fathers handwriting is clear and bold as his speech. I cannot believe I will not hear the one and see the other again and again.


    And John... She breaks off. John is a loss to me and to his generation, she says quietly. Your brother John had his whole life before him.


    She pauses. When you raise a child and he becomes a man you start to think that he is safe, that you are safe from heartbreak. When a child gets through all the illnesses of childhood, when a plague year comes and takes your neighbours children and yet your boy lives, you start to think he will be safe for ever. Every year you think another year away from danger, another year towards becoming a man. I raised John, I raised all my children, breathless with hope. And we married him to that old woman for her title and her fortune and we laughed knowing that he would outlive her. It was a great joke to us, knowing that he was such a young husband, to such an old woman. We laughed to make mock of her age knowing her to be so much closer to the grave than he. And now she will see him buried and keep her fortune. How can such a thing be?


    She breathes a long sigh, as if she is too tired for anything more. And yet I should know. Of all the people in the world I should have known. I have the Sight, I should have seen it all, but some things are too dark to foresee. These are hard times and England is a country of sorrows. No mother can be sure that she will not bury her sons. When a country is at war, cousin against cousin, brother against brother, no boy is safe.


    I sit back on my heels. The kings mother, Duchess Cecily, shall know this pain. She will have this pain that you are feeling. She will know the loss of her son George, I spit. I swear it. She will see him die the death of a liar and a turncoat. You have lost a son and so shall she, my word on it.


    So will you, by that rule, my mother warns me. More and more deaths, and more feuds, and more fatherless children, and more widowed brides. Do you want to mourn for your missing son in future days, as I am doing now?


    We can reconcile after George, I say stubbornly. They must be punished for this. George and Warwick are dead men from this day. I swear it, Mother. They are dead men from this day. I rise up and go to the table. I will tear a corner from his letter, I say. I will write their deaths in my own blood on my fathers letter.


    You are wrong, she says quietly, but she lets me cut a corner from the letter and give it back to her.


    There is a knock at the door and I wipe the tears from my face before I let my mother call Enter, but the door is flung open without ceremony and Edward, my darling Edward, strolls into the room as if he had been out for a days hunting and thought he would surprise me by coming home early.


    My God! It is you! Edward! It is you? It is really you?


    It is me, he confirms. I greet you too, My Lady Mother Jacquetta.


    I fling myself at him and as his arms come around me I smell his familiar scent and feel the strength of his chest, and I sob at the very touch of him. I thought you were in prison, I say. I thought he was going to kill you.


    Lost his nerve, he says shortly, trying to stroke my back and take down my hair at the same time. Sir Humphrey Neville raised Yorkshire for Henry, and when Warwick went against him nobody supported him, he needed me. He started to see that nobody would have George for king, and I would not sign away my throne. He hadnt bargained for that. He didnt dare behead me. To say truth, I dont think he could find a headsman to do it. I am crowned king: he cant just lop off my head as if it were firewood. I am ordained, my body is sacred. Not even Warwick dares to kill a king in cold blood.


    He came to me with the paper of my abdication and I told him that I couldnt see my way to signing. I was happy to stay in his house. The cook is excellent and the cellar better. I told him I was happy to move my whole court to Middleham Castle if he wanted me as a guest for ever. I said I could see no reason why my rule should not run from his castle, at his expense. But that I would never deny who I am.


    He laughs, his loud confident laugh. Sweetheart, you should have seen him. He thought if he had me in his power, that he had the crown at his bidding. But he found me unhelpful. It was as good as a mumming to see him puzzle as to what to do. Once I heard you were safely in the Tower I wasnt afraid of anything. He thought I would break when he took hold of me, and I didnt even bend. He thought I was still the little boy who adored him. He didnt realise that I am a grown man. I was a most agreeable guest. I ate well and when friends came to see me I demanded that they be entertained royally. First I asked to walk in the gardens, then in the forest. Then I said I should like to ride out, and what would be the harm in letting me go hunting? He started to let me ride out. My council came and demanded to see me and he did not know how to refuse them. I met them and passed the odd law or two so that everyone knew nothing had changed, I was still reigning as king. It was hard not to laugh in his face. He thought to imprison me and found instead he was merely bearing the cost of a full court. Sweetheart, I asked for a choir while I dined, and he could not see how to refuse me. I hired dancers and players. He started to see that merely holding the king is not enough: you have to destroy him. You have to kill him. But I gave him nothing; he knew I would die before I gave him anything.


    Then one fine morning four days ago his grooms made the mistake of giving me my own horse, my war horse Fury, and I knew he could outrun anything in their stables. So I thought I would ride a little further, and a little faster than usual, thats all. I thought I might be able to ride to you and I have done.


    It is over? I ask incredulously. You got away?


    He grins in his pride like a boy. I would like to see the horse that could catch me on Fury, he said. They had left him in the stable for two weeks feeding him oats. I was at Ripon before I could draw breath. I couldnt have pulled him up if I had wanted to!


    I laugh, sharing his delight. Dear God, Edward, I have been so afraid! I thought I would never see you again. Beloved, I thought I would never ever see you again.


    He kisses my head and strokes my back. Did I not say when we first married that I will always come back to you? Did I not say I would die in my bed with you as my wife? Have you not promised to give me a son? Dyou think any prison could keep me from you, ever?


    I press my face to his chest as if I would bury myself into his body. My love. My love. So will you go back with your guards and arrest him?


    No, hes too powerful. He still commands most of the north. I hope we can make peace again. He knows this rebellion has failed. He knows it is over. He is cunning enough to know that he has lost. He and George and I will have to patch together some reconciliation. They will beg my pardon and I will forgive them. But he has learned that he cannot keep me and hold me. I am king now, he cant reverse that. He is sworn to obey me as I have sworn to rule. I am his king. It is done. And the country has no appetite for another war between more rival kings. I dont want a war. I have sworn to bring the country justice and peace.


    He pulls the final pins from my hair and rubs his face against my neck. I missed you, he said. And the girls. I had a bad moment or two when they first took me into the castle and I was in a cell with no windows. And I am sorry about your father and brother.


    He raises his head and looks at my mother. I am more sorry for your loss than I can say, Jacquetta, he says frankly. These are the fortunes of war, and we all know the risks; but they took two good men when they took your husband and son.


    My mother nods. And what will be your terms for reconciliation with the man who killed my husband and my son? I take it you will forgive him that also?


    Edward makes a grimace at the hardness in her voice. You will not like it, he warns us both. I shall make Warwicks nephew Duke of Bedford. He is Warwicks heir; I have to give Warwick a stake in our family, the royal family, I have to tie him in to us.


    You give him my old title? my mother asks incredulously. The Bedford title? My first husbands name? To a traitor?


    I dont care if his nephew has a dukedom, I say hastily. It is Warwick who killed my father, not the boy. I dont care about his nephew.


    Edward nods. There is more, he says uncomfortably. I shall give our daughter Elizabeth in marriage to young Bedford. She will make the alliance firm.


    I turn on him. Elizabeth? My Elizabeth?


    Our Elizabeth, he corrects me. Yes.


    You will promise her in marriage, a child of not yet four years old, to the family of the man who murdered her grandfather?


    I will. This has been a cousins war. It has to be a cousins reconciliation. And you, beloved, will not stop me. I have to bring Warwick to peace with me. I have to give him a great share of the wealth of England. This way I even give him a chance at his line inheriting the throne.


    He is a traitor and a murderer, and you think you will marry my little daughter to his nephew?


    I do, he says firmly.


    I swear that it will never happen, I say fiercely. And more: I tell you this. I foresee it will never happen.


    He smiles. I bow to your superior foreknowledge, he says and sweeps a magnificent bow at my mother and me. And only time will prove your foreseeing true or false. But in the meantime, while I am King of England with the power to give my daughter in marriage to whom I wish, I shall always do my very best to stop your enemies ducking you two as a pair of witches, or strangling you at the crossroads. And I tell you, as I am king, the only way to make you and every woman and her son in this kingdom as safe as she should be, is to find a way to stop this warfare.


    
      
    


    AUTUMN 1469
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    Warwick returns to court as a beloved friend and loyal mentor. We are to be as a family that suffers occasional quarrels, but loves one another withal. Edward does this rather well. I greet Warwick with a smile as warm as a frozen fountain dripping with ice. I am expected to behave as if this man is not the murderer of my father and brother, and the gaoler of my husband. I do as I am commanded: not a word of my anger escapes me, but Warwick knows without any telling that he has made a dangerous enemy for the rest of his life.


    He knows I can say nothing, and his small bow when he first greets me is triumphant. Your Grace, he says suavely.


    As ever with him, I feel at a disadvantage, like a girl. He is a great man of the world and he was planning the fortunes of this kingdom when I was minding my manners to my Lady Grey, my husbands mother, and obeying my first husband. He looks at me as if I should still be feeding the hens at Grafton.


    I want to be icy, but I fear I appear only sulky. Welcome back to court, I say unwillingly.


    You are always gracious, he replies with a smile. Born to be queen.


    My son Thomas Grey makes a small exclamation of anger, raging like the boy he is, and takes himself out of the room.


    Warwick beams at me. Ah, the young, he says. A promising boy.


    I am only glad he was not with his grandfather and beloved uncle at Edgecote Moor, I say, hating him.


    Oh, so am I!


    He may make me feel like a fool, and like a woman who can do nothing; but what I can do, I will. In my jewellery box is a dark locket of black tarnished silver and inside it, locked in the darkness, I have his name: Richard Neville, and that of George, Duke of Clarence, written in my blood on the piece of paper from the corner of my fathers last letter. These are my enemies. I have cursed them. I will see them dead at my feet.


    
      
    


    WINTER 146970
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    At the very darkest hour of the longest night in the heart of the winter solstice my mother and I go down to the River Thames, black as glass. The path from the Palace of Westminster garden runs alongside the water, and the river is high tonight, but very dark in the darkness. We can hardly see it; but we can hear it, washing against the jetty and slapping against the walls, and we can feel it, a black wide presence, breathing like a great sinuous animal, heaving gently, like the sea. This is our element: I inhale the smell of the cold water like someone scenting their own land after a long exile.


    I have to have a son, I say to my mother.


    And she smiles and says, I know.


    In her pocket she has three charms on three threads and, careful as a fisherman baiting a line, she throws each of them into the river and gives me the thread to hold. I hear a little splash as each one falls into the water, and I am reminded of the golden ring that I drew from the river five years ago at home.


    You choose, she says to me. You choose which one you draw out. She spreads out the three threads in my left hand and I hold them tightly.


    The moon comes out from behind the cloud. It is a waning moon, fat and silvery, it draws a line of light along the dark water and I choose one thread and hold it in my right hand. This one.


    Are you sure?


    Yes.


    At once she takes a pair of silver scissors from her pocket and cuts the other two threads so whatever was tied on is swept away into the dark waters.


    What were they?


    They are the things that will never happen; they are the future that we will never know. They are the children who will not be born and the chances that we wont take and the luck that we wont have, she says. They are gone. They are lost to you. See instead what you have chosen.


    I lean over the palace wall to draw on the thread and it comes from the water, dripping. At the end is a silver spoon, a beautiful little silver spoon for a baby, and when I catch it in my hand I see, shining in the moonlight, that it is engraved with a coronet and the name Edward.
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    We keep Christmas in London as a feast of reconciliation, as if a feast will make a friend of Warwick. I am reminded of all the times that poor King Henry tried to bring his enemies together and make them swear friendship, and I know that others at the court see Warwick and George as honoured guests and laugh behind their hands.


    Edward orders that it should be done grandly and nearly two thousand noblemen of England sit down to dinner with us on Twelfth Night, Warwick chief amongst them all. Edward and I wear our crowns and the newest fashions in the richest cloths. I wear only silver white and cloth of gold in this winter season and they say that I am the White Rose of York, indeed.


    Edward and I give gifts to a thousand of the diners, and favours to them all. Warwick is a most popular guest and he and I greet each other with absolute courtesy. When commanded by my husband, I even dance with my brother-in-law George: hand to hand and smiling into his handsome, boyish face. Again, it strikes me how like my husband Edward he is: a smaller daintier version of Edwards blond handsomeness. Again I am struck by how people like him on sight. He has all of the York easy charm and none of Edwards honour. But I dont forget and I dont forgive.


    I greet his new bride Isabel, Warwicks daughter, with kindness. I welcome her to my court and wish her very well. She is a poor, thin, pale girl, looking rather aghast at the part she has to play in her fathers scheme of things. Now she is married into the most treacherous and dangerous family in England, at the court of the king that her husband betrayed. She is in need of a little kindness and I am sisterly and loving to her. A stranger at court, visiting us in this most hospitable season, would think that I love her as a kinswoman. He would think I had not lost a father, a brother. He would think that I have no memory at all.


    I dont forget. And in my jewellery case is a dark locket, and in the dark locket there is the corner of the page of my fathers last letter, and on that scrap of paper, written in my own blood, are the names Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick and George, Duke of Clarence. I dont forget, and one day they will know that.


    Warwick remains enigmatic, the greatest man in the kingdom after the king. He accepts the honours and favours that are shown him with icy dignity, as a man to whom everything is due. His accomplice, George, is like a hound puppy, jumping and fawning. Isabel, Georges wife, sits with my ladies, between my sisters and my sister-in-law Elizabeth, and I cannot help but smile when I see her turn her head away from her husbands dancing, or the way she flinches as he shouts out toasts in honour of the king. George, so fair-headed and round-faced, has always been a beloved boy of the Yorks, and at this Christmas feast he acts towards his older brother not only as if he has been forgiven, but also as if he will always be forgiven anything. He is the spoilt child of the family he really believes he can do no wrong.


    The youngest York brother, Richard, Duke of Gloucester, now seventeen and a handsome slight boy, may be the baby of the family but he has never been the favourite. Of all the York boys he is the only one to resemble his father and he is dark and small-boned, a little changeling beside the big-boned handsome York line. He is a pious young man, thoughtful; most at home in his great house in the north of England where he lives a life of duty and austere service to his people. He finds our glittering court an embarrassment, as if we were aggrandising ourselves as pagans at a Christian feast. He looks on me, I swear it, as if I were a dragon sprawled greedily over treasure, not a mermaid in silver water. I guess that he looks at me with both desire and fear. He is a child, afraid of a woman that he could never understand. Beside him, my Grey sons, only a little younger, are worldly and cheerful. They keep inviting him out to hunt with them, to go drinking in the ale houses, to roister round the streets in masks, and he, nervously, declines.


    News of our Christmas feast goes all around Christendom. The new court in England is said to be the most beautiful, elegant, mannered and gracious court in Europe. Edward is determined that the English court of York shall become as famous as Burgundy for fashion and beauty and culture. He loves good music and we have a choir singing or musicians playing at every meal; my ladies and I learn the court dances, and compose our own. My brother Anthony is a great guide and advisor in all of this. He has travelled in Italy and speaks of the new learning and the new arts, of the beauty of the ancient cities of Greece and of Rome and how their arts and their studies can be made new. He speaks to Edward of bringing in painters and poets and musicians from Italy, of using the wealth of the crown to found schools and universities. He speaks of the new learning, of new science, of arithmetic and astronomy and everything new and wonderful. He speaks of arithmetic which starts with the number zero, and tries to explain how this transforms everything. He speaks of a science that can calculate distances that cannot be measured: he says it should be possible to know the distance to the moon. Elizabeth, his wife, watches him quietly, and says that he is a magus, a wise man. We are a court of beauty, grace and learning, and Edward and I command the best of everything.


    I am amazed at the cost of running a court, of the price of all this beauty, even the charges for food, of the continual demands from every courtier for a hearing, for a place, for a slice of land or a favour, for a post where he can levy taxes or for help in claiming an inheritance.


    This is what it is to be a king, Edward says to me as he signs the last of the days petitions. As King of England I own everything. Every duke and earl and baron holds his lands at my favour; every knight and squire below him has a stream from the river. Every petty farmer and tenant and copyholder and peasant below him depends on my favour. I have to give out wealth and power in order to keep the rivers flowing. And if it goes wrong, at the least sign of it going wrong, there will be someone saying that they wished Henry was back on the throne, that it was better in the old days. Or that they think his son Edward, or George might do a more generous job. Or, surely to God, there is another claimant to the throne somewhere Margaret Beauforts son Henry, lets have the Lancaster boy for a change who might speed the flow. To keep my power I have to give it away in carefully spaced and chosen pitchers. I have to please everyone. But none too much.


    They are money-grubbing peasants, I say irritably. And their loyalty goes with their interest. They think of nothing but their own desires. They are worse than serfs.


    He smiles at me. They are indeed. Every one of them. And each of them wants their little estate and their little house just as I want my throne and as much as you wanted the manor of Sheen, and places for all your kinsmen. We are all anxious for wealth and land and I own it all, and have to give it out carefully.


    
      
    


    SPRING 1470
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    As the weather turns warmer and it starts to grow brighter in the mornings and the birds start to sing in the gardens of Westminster Palace, Edwards informers bring him reports from Lincolnshire of another uprising in favour of Henry, the king, as though he were not forgotten by everyone else in the world, living quietly in the Tower of London, more an anchorite than a prisoner.


    I shall have to go, Edward says to me, letter in his hand. If this leader, whoever he is, is a forerunner for Margaret of Anjou, then I have to defeat him before she lands her army in his support. It looks like she plans to use him to test the support of her cause, to have him take the risk of raising troops, and when she sees he has raised an English army for her, she will land her French one and then I will have to face them both.


    Will you be safe? I ask. Against this person who has not even the courage to have a name of his own?


    As always, he says steadily. But I wont let the army go out without me again. I have to be there. I have to lead.


    And where is your loyal friend Warwick? I ask acidly. And your trusted brother George? Are they recruiting for you? Are they hurrying to be at your side?


    He smiles at my tone. Ah, you are mistaken, little Queen of Mistrust. I have a letter here from Warwick offering to raise men to march with me, and George says he will come too.


    Then you make sure that you watch them in battle, I say, completely unconvinced. They will not be the first men to bring soldiers to the battlefield and change sides at the last moment. When the enemy is before you, cast an eye behind you to see what your true and loyal friends are doing at the rear.


    They have promised their loyalty, he soothes me. Truly, my dearest. Trust me. I can win battles.


    I know you can, I know you do, I say. But it is so hard to see you march out. When will it end? When will they stop raising an army for a cause which is over?


    Soon, he says. They will see we are united and we are strong. Warwick will bring in the north to our side and George will prove to be a true brother. Richard is with me as always. I will come home as soon as this man is defeated. I will come home early and I will dance with you on May Day morning and you will smile.


    Edward, you know, just this once, this one time, I think I cannot bear to see you go. Cannot Richard command the army? With Hastings? Can you not stay with me? This time, just this time.


    He takes my hands and presses them against his lips. He is not affected by my anxiety but amused by it. He is smiling. Oh why? Why this time? Why does this time matter so much? Do you have something to tell me?


    I cannot resist him. I am smiling in return. I do have something to tell you. But I have been saving it.


    I know. I know. Did you think I didnt know? So tell me, what is this secret that I am supposed not to have any idea about?


    It should bring you home safely to me, I say. It should bring you home quickly to me, and not send you out in your pomp.


    He waits, smiling. He has been waiting for me to tell him as I have been revelling in the secret. Tell me, he says. This has been a long time coming.


    I am with child again, I say. And this time I know it is a boy.


    He scoops me to him and holds me gently. I knew it, he says. I knew that you were with child. I knew it in my bones. And how can you know it is a boy, my little witch, my enchantress?


    I smile up at him, secure in womens mysteries. Ah, you dont need to know how I know, I say. But you can know that I am certain. You can be sure of it. Know this. We will have a boy.


    My son, Prince Edward, he says.


    I laugh, thinking of the silver spoon that I drew out of the silvery river on midwinters eve. How do you know that his name will be Edward?


    Of course it will. I have been determined on it for years.


    Your son, Prince Edward, I repeat. So make sure you are home safely, in time for his birth.


    Do you know when?


    In the autumn.


    I will come home safely to bring you peaches and salt cod. What was it you wanted so much when you were big with Cecily?


    Samphire, I laugh. Fancy you remembering! I could not have enough of it. Make sure you come home to bring me samphire and anything else I crave. This is a boy, this is a prince; he must have whatever he desires. He will be born with a silver spoon.


    I shall come home to you. And you are not to worry. I dont want him born with a frown.


    Then you beware of Warwick and your brother. I dont trust them.


    Promise to rest and be happy and make him strong in your belly?


    Promise to come back safe and make him strong in his inheritance, I counter.


    It is a promise.
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    He was wrong. Dear God, Edward was so wrong. Not, thank God, about winning the battle; for that was the battle that they called Lose-coat Field, when the bare-footed fools fighting for a lack-wit king were in such a rush to run away that they dropped their weapons and even their coats to escape from the charge led by my husband who was fighting his way through them, to keep his promise to me, to come home in time to bring me peaches and samphire.


    No, he was wrong about the loyalty of Warwick and George his brother, who it turned out had planned and paid for the uprising and had decided this time to be certain of Edwards defeat. They were going to kill my Edward and put George on the throne. His own brother and Warwick, who had been his best friend, had decided together that the only way to defeat Edward was to stab him from behind on the battlefield, and they would have done it too; but for the fact that he rode so fast in the charge that no man could catch him.


    Before the battle had even begun Lord Richard Welles, the petty leader, had gone down on his knees to Edward, confessed the plan and showed Warwicks orders and Georges money. They paid him to lead an uprising in the name of King Henry, but in truth it was only a feint to draw Edward into battle and to kill him there. Warwick had learned his lesson truly. He had learned that you cannot hold a man like my Edward. He has to be dead to be defeated. George, his own brother, had overcome his fraternal affection. He was ready to slit his brothers throat on the battlefield and to wade through his blood to get to the crown. The two of them had bribed and ordered poor Lord Welles to raise a battle to bring Edward into danger, and then found once again that Edward was too much for them. When Edward saw the evidence against them he summoned them as kinsmen, the friend who had been an older brother to him and the youth who was his brother indeed; and when they did not come he knew what to think of them at last, and he summoned them as traitors to answer to him: but they were long gone.


    I shall see them dead, I say to my mother as we sit before an open window in my privy chamber at Westminster Palace, spinning wool and gold thread to make yarn for a costly cloak for the baby. It will be purest lambswool and priceless gold, a cloak fit for a little prince, the greatest prince in Christendom. I shall see the two of them dead. I swear it, whatever you say.


    She nods at the spindle in her hand and the wool I am carding. Dont put ill-wishing into his little cape, she says.


    I stop the wheel and put the wool to one side. There, I say. The work can wait; but the ill-wishing cannot.


    Did you know: Edward promised a safe conduct to Lord Richard Welles if he would confess his treason and reveal the plot; but when he did so, he broke his word and killed him?


    I shake my head.


    My mothers face is grave. Now the Beaufort family are in mourning for their kinsman Welles, and Edward has given a new cause to his enemies. He has broken his word, too. No one will trust him again, no one will dare to surrender to him. He has shown himself a man who cannot be trusted. As bad as Warwick.


    I shrug. These are the fortunes of war. Margaret Beaufort knows them as well as I. And she will have been unhappy anyway, since she is the heir to the House of Lancaster and we summoned her husband Henry Stafford to march out for us. I give a hard laugh. Poor man, caught between her and our summons.


    My mother cant hide her smile. No doubt she was on her knees all the while, she says cattily. For a woman who boasts that she has the ear of God she has little benefit to show for it.


    Anyway, Welles doesnt matter, I say. Alive or dead. What matters is that Warwick and George will be heading for the court of France, speaking ill of us, and hoping to raise an army. We have a new enemy, and this one is in our own house, our own heir. What a family the Yorks are!


    Where are they now? my mother asks me.


    At sea, heading for Calais, according to Anthony. Isabel is big with child, on board ship with them, and no one to care for her but her mother, the Countess of Warwick. They will be hoping to enter Calais and raise an army. Warwick is beloved there. And if they put themselves in Calais we will have no safety at all with them waiting just over the sea, threatening our ships, half a days sail away from London. They must not enter Calais; we have to prevent it. Edward has sent the fleet to sea but our ships will never catch them in time.


    I rise to my feet and lean out of the open window into the sunshine. It is a warm day. The River Thames below me sparkles like a fountain, it is calm. I look to the south-west. There is a line of dark clouds on the horizon as if there might be dirty weather at sea. I put my lips together and I blow a little whistle.


    Behind me, I hear my mothers spindle laid aside, and then I hear the soft sound of her whistle also. I keep my eye on the line of clouds and I let my breath hiss like the wind of a storm. She comes to stand behind me, her arm around my broad waist. Together we whistle gently into the spring air, blowing up a storm.


    Slowly but powerfully the dark clouds pile up, one on top of another, until there is a great thunderhead of threatening dark cloud, south, far away, over the sea. The air freshens. I shiver in the sudden chill and we turn from the cooler, darkening day and close the window on the first scud of rain.


    Looks like a storm out at sea, I remark.
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    A week later my mother comes to me with a letter in her hand. I have news from my cousin in Burgundy. She writes that George and Warwick were blown off the coast of France and then nearly wrecked in terrible seas off Calais. They begged the fort to let them enter for the sake of Isabel, but the castle would not admit them and they had the chain up across the entrance to the port. A wind got up from nowhere and the seas nearly drove them on to the walls. The fort would not let them in, they could not land the boat in high seas. Poor Isabel went into labour in the middle of the storm. They were tossed about for hours, and her baby died.


    I cross myself. God bless the poor little one, I say. Nobody would have wished that on them.


    Nobody did, my mother says robustly. But if Isabel had not taken ship with traitors then she would have been safe in England with midwives and friends to care for her.


    Poor girl, I say, a hand on my own big belly. Poor girl. She has had little joy from her grand marriage. Dyou remember her at court at Christmas?


    There is worse news, my mother goes on. Warwick and George have gone to his great friend King Louis of France and now the two of them have met with Margaret dAnjou at Angers, and another plot is spinning, just as we have been spinning here.


    Warwick still goes on against us?


    My mother makes a grimace. He must be a determined man indeed to see his own grandchild still-born while his family is on the run, and go from a near shipwreck straight to forswear his oaths of loyalty. But nothing stops him. You would think a storm out of a blue sky would make him wonder, but nothing makes him wonder. Now he is courting Margaret dAnjou, that he once fought against. He had to spend half an hour on his knees to beg the forgiveness of her, his greatest enemy. She would not see him without his act of contrition. God bless her, she always did take herself very high.


    What dyou think he plans?


    It is the French King who is planning the dance now. Warwick thinks he is Kingmaker but now he is a puppet. They call Louis of France the spider, and I must say he spins a finer thread even than us. He wants to bring down your husband and diminish our country. He is using Warwick and Margaret dAnjou to do it. Margarets son, the so-called Prince of Wales, Prince Edward of Lancaster, is to marry Warwicks younger daughter Anne to bind their lying parents together in a pact they cannot dishonour. Then I imagine they will all come to England to free Henry from the Tower.


    That little thing Anne Neville? I demand, immediately diverted. They would give her to that monster Edward, to make sure her father does not play false?


    They will, my mother agrees. She is only fourteen and they are marrying her to a boy who was allowed to choose how to execute his enemies when he was eleven years old. He was raised to be a devil. Anne Neville must be wondering if she is rising to be Queen or falling among the damned.


    But it changes everything for George, I say, thinking aloud. It was one thing to fight his brother the King when he hoped to kill him and succeed him but now? Why would he fight Edward when he gains nothing for himself? Why would he fight his brother to put the Lancaster king and then the Lancaster prince on the throne?


    I suppose he didnt think such a thing would happen when he set sail with a wife near her time, and a father-in-law determined to win the crown. But now he has lost his son and heir and his father-in-law has a second daughter who could be queen. Georges prospects are changed very much. He should have the sense to see that. But dyou think he has?


    Someone should advise him. Our eyes meet. I never have to spell things out for my mother: we understand each other so well.


    Shall you visit the kings mother before dinner? Mother asks me.


    I take my foot from the pedal of the spinning wheel and stop it with my hand. Lets go and see her now, I suggest.
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    She is sitting with her women sewing an altar cloth. One of them is reading from the Bible as they work. She is famously devout; her suspicion that we are not as saintly as she, worse, perhaps pagans, worst of all, perhaps witches, is just one of the many fears she holds against me. The years have not improved her view of me. She did not want me to marry her son, and even now, though I have proved my fertility and myself a good wife for him, she hates me still. Indeed, she has been so discourteous that Edward has given her Fotheringhay to keep her from court. As for me, I am not impressed by her sanctity: if she is such a good woman, then she should have taught George better. If she had the ear of God, she would not have lost her son Edmund and her husband. I curtsey to her as we enter and she rises to curtsey low to me. She nods her women to pick up their work and go to one side. She knows I am not visiting her to enquire after her health. There is still no great love lost between us and never will be.


    Your Grace, she says levelly. I am honoured.


    My Lady Mother, I say, smiling. The pleasure is mine.


    We all sit simultaneously in order to avoid the issue of priority, and she waits for me to speak.


    I am so concerned for you, I say sweetly. I am sure you are worried about George, so far from home, proclaimed as a traitor, and all but entrapped with the traitor Warwick, estranged from his brother and from his family. His first baby lost, his own life in such danger.


    She blinks. She had not anticipated my concern for her favourite George. Of course I wish he were reconciled to us, she says cautiously. It is always sad when brothers quarrel.


    And now I hear that George is abandoning his own family, I say plaintively. A turncoat not just against his brother but against you and against his own house.


    She looks at my mother for an explanation.


    He has joined Margaret dAnjou, my mother says bluntly. Your son, a Yorkist, is going to fight for the Lancastrian King. Shameful.


    He will be defeated for certain: Edward always wins, I say. And then he must be executed as a traitor. How can Edward spare him, even for brotherly love, if George takes up the Lancaster colours? Think of him dying with a red rose at his collar! The shame for you! What would his father have said?


    She is truly aghast. He would never follow Margaret of Anjou, she says. His fathers greatest enemy?


    Margaret of Anjou put Georges fathers head on a spike on the walls of York, and now he serves her, I say thoughtfully. How can any of us ever forgive him?


    It cannot be so, she says. He might be tempted to join Warwick. It is hard for him to always come second to Edward, and... She breaks off but we all know that George is jealous of everyone: his brother Richard, Hastings, me and all of my kin. We know she has filled his head with wild thoughts that Edward is a bastard and so he is the true heir. And besides, what


    What good does it do him? I supplement smoothly. I see what you think of him. Indeed, he always thinks of nothing but his gain and never of loyalty or his word or his honour. He is all George and no York.


    She flushes at that but she cannot deny that George has been the most selfish spoiled boy that ever turned coat.


    He thought when he went with Warwick that Warwick would make him king, I say bluntly. Then they found that nobody would have George for king if they could have Edward. Only two people in the country think George is a better man than my husband.


    She waits.


    George himself and you, I say precisely. Then he fled with Warwick because he did not dare face Edward after betraying him again. And now he finds that Warwicks plan has changed. Warwick will not put George on the throne. He will marry Anne his daughter to Edward of Lancaster, he will put the young Edward of Lancaster on the throne and become father-in-law to the King of England that way. George and Isabel are no longer his choice for King and Queen of England. Now it is Edward of Lancaster and Anne. The best that George can hope for is to be brother-in-law to the usurping Lancaster King of England instead of brother to the rightful York king.


    Georges mother nods.


    Little profit for him, I observe. For a great deal of work, and dreadful danger.


    I let her think on this for a moment. Now, if he were to turn his coat again and come back to his brother penitent and truly loyal, Edward would have him back, I say. Edward would forgive him.


    He would?


    I nod. I can promise it. I dont add that I will never forgive him and that he and Warwick are dead men to me, and have been ever since they executed my father and brother after the battle of Edgecote Moor, and they will be dead men hereafter, whatever they do. Their names are in the black locket in my jewellery case and their names will never see the light again until they themselves are in the eternal darkness.


    It would be such a good thing if George, a young man without good advisors, could hear from someone, in private, in secret, that he could come back safely to his brother, my mother observes at random, looking out of the window at the scudding clouds. Sometimes a young man needs good advice. Sometimes he needs to be told that he has taken a wrong turning but that he can come back to the high road. A young man such as George should not be fighting for Lancaster, dying with a red rose on his collar. A young man like George should be with his family, with his brothers who love him. She pauses to let his mother think this through. It is really beautifully done.


    If only someone could tell him that he was welcome at home then you would have your son back, the brothers would be reunited, York would fight for York once more, and George would lose nothing. He would be brother to the King of England and he would be Duke of Clarence as he has always been. We could undertake that Edward would restore him. There lies his future. This other way he is what would one call him? She pauses to wonder what one would call Cecilys favourite son, then she finds the words: An utter numpty.


    The kings mother rises to her feet; my mother gets up too. I stay seated, smiling up at her, letting her stand before me. I always so enjoy talking with you both, she says, her voice trembling with anger.


    Now I rise, my hand on my spreading belly, and I wait for her to curtsey to me. Oh, me too. Good day, My Lady Mother, I say pleasantly.


    And so it is done, as easily as an enchantment. Without another word said, without Edward even knowing, a lady from the kings mothers court decides to visit her great friend, Georges wife, poor Isabel Neville. The lady, heavily veiled, takes a boat, goes to Angers, finds Isabel, wastes no time on her crying in her room, finds George, tells him of his mothers tender love and her concerns for him. George tells her in return of his increasing discomfort with the allies to whom he is not only sworn but also married. God, he thinks, does not bless their union since their baby died in the storm, and nothing has gone right for him since he married Isabel. Surely, nothing as unpleasant as this should ever happen to George? Now he finds himself in the company of his familys enemies and far worse for him in second place again. Turncoat George says that he will come to England with the invading army of Lancaster but as soon as he sets foot in his beloved brothers kingdom he will tell us where they have landed, and what is their strength. He will seem to stand by them as brother-in-law to the Lancaster Prince of Wales until the battle is joined and then he will attack them from behind, and fight his way through to his brothers once more. He will be a son of York, one of the three sons of York again. We can rely on him. He will destroy his present friends, and his wifes own family. He is loyal to York. In his innermost heart, he has always been loyal to York.


    My husband brings this encouraging news to me, unaware that this is the doing of women, spinning their toils around men. I am resting on my day bed, one hand on my belly, feeling the baby move.


    Isnt this wonderful? he asks me, truly delighted. George will come back to us!


    I know that you love George, I say. But even you have to admit he is an absolute crawling thing, loyal to no one.


    My generous-hearted husband smiles. Oh, he is George, he says kindly. You cant be too hard on him. He has always been everyones favourite, he has always been one to please himself.


    I find a smile in return. I am not too hard on him, I say. I am glad he has come back to you. And inwardly, I say to myself: But he is a dead man.


    
      
    


    SUMMER 1470
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    I am running behind my husband, my hand on my large belly, down the long winding corridors of the Palace of Whitehall. Servants run behind us carrying goods. You cant go. You swore to me you would be with me for the birth of our baby. It will be a boy, your son. You must be with me.


    He turns, his face grave. Sweetheart, our son will have no kingdom if I dont go. Warwicks brother-in-law, Henry Fitzhugh, has raised Northumberland. Theres no doubt in my mind that Warwick will strike in the north, and then Margaret will land her army in the south. She will come straight to London to free her husband from the Tower. I have to go, and I have to go fast. I have to deal with the one and then turn and march south to catch the other before she comes here for you. I dont dare even stop for the pleasure of arguing with you.


    What about me? What about me and the girls?


    He is muttering orders to the clerk, who runs behind him with a writing desk as he strides towards the stables. He pauses to shout orders at his equerries. Soldiers are rushing to the armoury to draw their weapons and breastplates, sergeants are bawling at them to fall in. The great wagons are being loaded again with tents, weapons, food, gear. The great army of York is on the march again.


    You have to go to the Tower, he swings round to order me. I have to know you are safe. All of you, your mother as well, go to the royal rooms in the Tower. Prepare for the baby there. You know I will come to you as soon as I can.


    When the enemy is in Northumberland? Why should I go to the Tower when you are riding out to fight an enemy hundreds of miles away?


    Because only the devil knows for sure where Warwick and Margaret will land, he says briefly. Im guessing theyll split into two battles and land one to support the uprising in the north and the other in Kent. But I dont know. Ive not heard from George. I dont know what they plan. Suppose they sail up the Thames while I am fighting in Northumberland? Be my love, be brave, be a queen: go to the Tower with the girls and keep yourselves safe. Then I can fight and win and come home to you.


    My boys? I whisper.


    Your boys will come with me. I shall keep them as safe as I can but it is time they played their part in our battles, Elizabeth.


    The baby turns inside me as if he is protesting too, and I am silenced by the heave of the movement. Edward, when will we ever be safe?


    When I have won, he says steadily. Let me go and win now, beloved.


    I let him go. I think no power in the world would have stopped him, and I tell the girls that we are staying in London at the Tower, one of their favourite palaces, and that their father and their half-brothers have gone to fight the bad men who still hanker after the old King Henry, though he is a prisoner at the Tower himself, silent in his rooms on the floor just below us. I tell them that their father will come home safe to us. When they cry for him in the night, for they have bad dreams about the wicked queen and the mad king, and their bad uncle Warwick, I promise them that their father will defeat the bad people and come home. I promise he will bring the boys safely back. He has given his word. He has never failed. He will come home.


    But this time, he does not.


    This time, he does not.


    He and his brothers in arms, my brother Anthony, his brother Richard, his beloved friend Sir William Hastings and his loyal supporters, are shaken awake at Doncaster in the early hours of the morning by a couple of the kings minstrels who, coming drunkenly home from whoring, happen to glance over the castle walls and see torches on the road. The enemy advance guard, marching at night, a sure sign of Warwick in command, is only an hour away, perhaps only moments away, coming to snatch the king before he can meet with his army. The whole of the north is up against the king and ready to fight for Warwick, and the royal party will be taken in a moment. Warwicks influence runs deep and wide in this part of the world, and Warwicks brother and Warwicks brother-in-law have turned out against Edward and are fighting for their kinsman and for King Henry, and will be at the castle gate within an hour. There is no doubt in anyones mind that this time Warwick will not take prisoners.


    Edward dispatches my boys to me and then he, Richard, Anthony and Hastings fling themselves on their horses and ride away in the night, desperate not to be taken by Warwick or his kinsmen, certain that this time there will be a summary execution for them. Warwick tried once to capture and keep Edward, as we have captured and kept Henry, and learned that there is no victory as final as death. He will never again imprison Edward and wait for everyone to concede defeat. This time he wants him dead.


    Edward rides out into the darkness with his friends and kinsmen and has no time to send to me, to tell me where to meet him, he cannot even write to me to tell me where he is going. I doubt that he knows himself. All he is doing is getting away from certain death. Thoughts of how to return will come later. Now, tonight, the king is running for his life.


    
      
    


    AUTUMN 1470
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    The news comes to London in unreliable rumours, and it is all, always bad. Warwick lands in England, as Edward predicted, but what he did not predict is the rush of nobles to the traitors side, in support of the king they have left to rot in the Tower for the last five years. The Earl of Shrewsbury joins him. Jasper Tudor who can raise most of Wales joins him. Lord Thomas Stanley who took the ruby ring at my coronation joust and told me that his motto was Without Changing joins him. A whole host of lesser gentry follow these influential commanders, and Edward is swiftly outnumbered in his own kingdom. All the Lancaster families are finding and polishing their old weapons, hoping to march out to victory once again. It is as he warned me: he could not spread out the wealth quickly enough, fairly enough, to enough people. We could not spread the influence of my family far enough, deep enough. And now they think they will do better under Warwick and the mad old king than under Edward and my family.


    Edward would have been killed on the spot if they had caught him; but they have missed him that much is clear. But nobody knows where he is, and someone comes to the Tower once a day to assure me that they have seen him, and that he was dying of his wounds, or that they have seen him and he is fleeing to France, or that they have seen him on a bier and he is dead.


    My boys arrive at the Tower travel-stained and weary, furious that they did not get away with the king. I try not to hang on to them, or kiss them more often than morning and night, but I can hardly believe that they have come safely back to me. Just as I cannot believe that my husband and my brother have not.


    I send to Grafton for my mother to come to us in the Tower. I need her advice and company, and if we are indeed lost and I have to go abroad I will want her with me. But the messenger comes back and his face is grave.


    Your Lady Mother is not at her home, he says.


    Where is she?


    He looks shifty, as if he wishes someone else could tell me bad news. Tell me at once, I say, my voice sharp with fear. Where is she?


    She is under arrest, he says. Orders of the Earl of Warwick. He has ordered her arrest and his men came to Grafton and took her away.


    Warwick has my mother? I can hear my heart thudding in my ears. My mother is a prisoner?


    Yes.


    I hear a rattling noise and I see that my hands are shaking so badly that my rings are clicking against the arms of the chair. I take a breath to steady myself, and grip tight to stop myself shaking. My son Thomas comes closer to stand on one side of my chair. Richard steps up to the other.


    On what charge?


    I think: it cannot be treason: nobody could argue that my mother has done more than advise me. Nobody could charge her with treason when she has been a good mother-in-law to the crowned king and a loving companion to his queen. Not even Warwick could stoop so low as to charge a woman with treason and behead her for loving her daughter. But this is a man who killed my father and my brother without reason. His desire must only be to break my heart and rob Edward of the support of my family. This is a man who will kill me if he ever gets hold of me.


    I am so sorry, Your Grace...


    What charge? I demand. My throat is dry and I give a little cough.


    Witchcraft, he says.


    There is no need of a trial to put a witch to death, though no trial has ever failed: it is easy to find people to witness on oath that their cows died or that their horse threw them because a witch had overlooked them. But in any case, there is no need of either witnesses or a trial. A single priest is all that is needed to attest a witchs guilt, or a lord like Warwick can simply declare her guilty, and no one will defend her. Then she can be strangled and buried at the village crossroads. They usually get the blacksmith to strangle the woman since he, by virtue of his trade, has big strong hands. My mother is a tall woman, a famous beauty with a long slim neck. Any man could choke the life out of her in minutes. It does not need to be a brawny blacksmith. Any one of Warwicks guard could easily do it; would do it, in a moment, on a word, gladly on Warwicks word.


    Where is she? I demand. Where has he taken her?


    Nobody at Grafton knew where they were going, the man says. I asked everyone. A troop of horse came, and they made your mother ride pillion behind their commanding officer, and they took her north. They told no one where they were going. They just said that she was under arrest for witchcraft.


    I must write to Warwick, I say quickly. Go and eat and get a fresh horse. I shall need you to travel as fast as you can. Are you ready to leave at once?


    At once, he says, bows and goes out.


    I write to Warwick demanding her release. I write to every archbishop we once commanded, and anyone who I think would speak for us. I write to my mothers old friends and family attached to the House of Lancaster. I even write to Margaret Beaufort, who as the heir of the House of Lancaster may have some influence. Then I go to my chapel, the Queens Chapel, and I get down on my knees all night to pray that God will not allow this wicked man to take this good woman, who is blessed with nothing more than a sacred foresight, a few pagan tricks and a total lack of deference. At dawn, I write her name on a doves feather and send it floating downstream to warn Melusina that her daughter is in danger.


    Then I have to wait for news. For a whole week I have to wait, hearing nothing and fearing the very worst. Daily, people come to tell me that my husband is dead. Now I fear they will say the same of my mother, and I will be utterly alone in the world. I pray to God, I whisper to the river: Someone has to save my mother. Then, at last, I hear that she is freed, and two days later she comes to me in the Tower.


    I run into her arms and I cry as if I were her daughter of ten years old. She holds me and she rocks me as if I were still her little girl, and when I look up into her beloved face I see there are tears on her own cheeks.


    Im safe, she says. He didnt hurt me. He didnt put me to question. He held me only for a few days.


    Why did he let you go? I ask. I wrote to him, I wrote to everybody, I prayed and I wished; but I didnt think he would show you any mercy.


    Margaret dAnjou, she answers with a wry smile. Of all the women in the world! She commanded him to release me as soon as she heard that he had arrested me. We were good friends once, and we are kinswomen still. She remembered my service at her court and she ordered Warwick to release me, or face her extreme displeasure.


    I give an incredulous laugh. She commanded him to release you, and he obeyed?


    She is his daughters mother-in-law now, as well as his queen, my mother points out. And he is her sworn ally and counting on her army to support him as he recaptures the country. And I was her companion when she came to England as a bride, and her friend through all the years of her queenship. I was of the House of Lancaster then, as we all were, until you married Edward.


    It was good of her to save you, I concede.


    This is a cousins war indeed, my mother says. We all have those we love on the other side. We all have to face killing our own family. Sometimes we can be merciful. God knows, she is not a merciful woman; but she thought she would be merciful to me.
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    I am sleeping uneasily in the rich royal apartments of the Tower of London, the flicker of moonlight reflected from the river onto the drapes over my bed. I am lying on my back, the weight of the baby heavy on my belly, an ache in my side, drifting between sleep and wakefulness when I see, as bright as moonlight on the arras above me, my husbands face, gaunt and aged, bent low over the galloping mane of his horse, riding like a madman through the night, less than a dozen men around him.


    I give a little cry and turn on the pillow. The rich embroidery presses against my cheek and I sleep again; but again I wake to the image of Edward riding hard through darkness on a strange road.


    I half wake, crying out against the picture in my mind, and as I drift between sleeping and wakefulness, I see a small fishing port, Edward, Anthony, William and Richard hammering on a door, arguing with a man, hiring his boat, forever looking over their shoulders to the west, for their enemies. I hear them promise the ships master anything, anything! if he will launch his little ship and take them to Flanders. I see Edward strip off his great coat of furs and offer it as payment. Take it, he says. Its worth more than your boat twice over. Take it and I will think it a service.


    No, I say in my sleep. Edward is leaving me, leaving England, leaving me and breaking his word that he would be with me for the birth of our son.


    The seas are high outside the harbour, the dark waves topped with white foam. The little ship rises and falls, rolling between the waves, water breaking over the bows. It seems impossible that it should climb to the top of the waves, and then it crashes down in the troughs. Edward stands at the stern, clutching to the side for support, thrown about by the movement of the boat, looking back at the country he called his own, watching for the flare of the torches of the men coming after him. He has lost England. We have lost England. He claimed the throne and he was crowned king. He crowned me as queen and I believed that we were established. He never lost a battle; but Warwick has been too much, too fast, too duplicitous for him. Edward is heading for exile, just as Warwick did. He is heading out into a vicious storm, just as Warwick did. But Warwick went straight to the King of France and found an ally and an army. I cannot see how Edward will ever return.


    Warwick is back in power, and now it is my husband and my brother Anthony and my brother-in-law Richard who are the fugitives, and God knows what wind will ever blow them back to England again. And the girls and I, and the baby in my belly, are the new hostages, the new prisoners. I may be in the royal apartments of the Tower for now, but soon I shall be in the rooms below, with the bars over the window, and King Henry will sleep in this bed again, and I shall be the one that people say should, for Christian charity, be released, so that I do not die in prison, without sight of the free sky.


    Edward! I see him look up, almost as if he can hear me call for him in my sleep, in my dream. Edward! I cannot believe that he could leave me, that we could have lost our fight for the throne. My father laid down his life that I might be queen; my brother died beside him. Are we now to be nothing but pretenders, dismissed after a few years of good luck? A king and a queen who over-reached themselves and for whom the luck ran out? Are my girls to be the daughters of an attainted traitor? Are they to marry small squires on country estates and hope to live down their fathers shame? Is my mother to greet Margaret of Anjou on her knees, and hope to worm her way back into favour again? Am I to have the choice of living in exile or living in prison? And what of my son, the baby not yet born? Is Warwick likely to let him live he who lost his own grandson and only heir, as we closed the gates of Calais to him, his daughter losing her baby in rough seas with a witchs wind blowing them on shore?


    I scream out loud: Edward! Dont leave me! and the terror in my voice starts me into full wakefulness, and next door my mother lights a candle from the fire, and opens the door. Is he coming? The baby? Is he early?


    No. I had a dream. Mother, I had a most terrible dream.


    There, there, never mind, she says, quick to comfort. She lights candles at my bedside, she stirs up the fire with a kick from her slippered foot. There, Elizabeth. Youre safe now.


    Were not safe, I say certainly. Thats the very thing.


    Why, what did you dream?


    It was Edward, on a ship, in a storm. It was night, the seas were huge. I dont even know if his ship will get through. Its an ill wind that blows no good, Mother, and he was facing an ill wind. It was our wind. It was the gale we called up to blow George and Warwick away. We called it up but it has not blown away. Edward is in a storm of our making. Edward was dressed like a servant, a poor man: he had nothing, nothing but the clothes he stood up in. He had given away his coat. Anthony was there; he didnt even have his cape. William Hastings was with them, and Edwards brother Richard. They were all that had survived, they were all that could run. They were... I close my eyes trying to remember. They were leaving us, Mother. Oh Mother, hes left England, hes left us. Hes lost. Were lost. Edward has gone, Anthony too. I am sure of it.


    She takes my cold hands and rubs them in her own. Perhaps it was just a bad dream, she says. Perhaps nothing but a dream. Women with child, near their time, have strange fancies, vivid dreams...


    I shake my head, I throw back the covers. No. I am certain. It was a Seeing. He is defeated. He has run away.


    Dyou think he has gone to Flanders? she asks. To take refuge with his sister, the Duchess Margaret, and Charles of Burgundy?


    I nod. Of course. Of course he has. And he will send for me, I dont doubt him. He loves me, and he loves the girls, and he swore he would never leave me. But he has gone, Mother. Margaret of Anjou must have landed, and she will be marching here, to London, to free Henry. We have to go. I have to get the girls away. We cant be here when her army comes in. They will imprison us for ever if they find us here.


    My mother throws a shawl around my shoulders. Are you sure? Can you travel? Shall I send a message to the docks and shall we take a ship?


    I hesitate. I am so afraid of the voyage when my baby is near to his time. I think of Isabel, crying out in pain on a rocking ship and nobody to help her with the birth, the baby dying and not even a priest to christen him. I cant face what she had to face, with the wind screaming in the rigging. I am afraid that the wind I whistled up, is still blowing down the sea roads, its ill-nature unsatisfied by the death of one baby, looking around the horizon for unsteady sails. If that wind sees me and my girls on the heaving sea then we will be drowned.


    No, I cant bear it. I dont dare. I am too afraid of the wind. Well go into sanctuary. Well go to Westminster Abbey. They wont dare hurt us there. Well be safe there. The Londoners love us still and Queen Margaret wouldnt break sanctuary. If King Henry is in his wits he would never let her break sanctuary. He believes in the power of God working in the world. He will respect sanctuary and make Warwick leave us alone. Well take the girls and my Grey sons and go into sanctuary. At least until my son is born.


    
      
    


    NOVEMBER 1470
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    When I had heard of desperate men claiming sanctuary by hanging on to the ring on the church door and yelling defiance at the thief-takers, or dashing up the aisle and putting their hand on the high altar as if they were playing a childhood game of tag, I always thought that they must live thereafter on the wine of the Mass and the bread of the Host, and sleep in the pews pillowed on hassocks. It turns out that it is not as bad as this. We live in the crypt of the church built in St Margarets churchyard, within the precincts of the abbey. It is a little like living in a cellar, but we can see the river from the low windows on one side of the room and we can glimpse the highway through the grille in the door, on the other side. We live like a poor family, dependent on the goodwill of Edwards supporters and the citizens of London, who love the family of York and continue to do so, even though the world has changed again, the family of York is in hiding, and King Henry is acclaimed king once more.


    Warwick, the ascendant Lord Warwick, the murderer of my father and brother and the kidnapper of my husband, enters London in triumph, George his unhappy son-in-law at his side. George may be a spy in their ranks, secretly on our side, or he may have turned his coat and turned it again and now hopes for crumbs from the Lancaster royal table. At any rate, he gets no message to me, nor does anything to guarantee my safety. He bobs along in the wake of the Kingmaker, as if he had no brother, no sister-in-law, perhaps still hoping for a chance at being king himself.


    Warwick, triumphant, takes his old enemy King Henry from the Tower and proclaims him fit to rule and fully restored. He is now the liberator of his king and the saviour of the House of Lancaster, and the country is filled with joy. King Henry is confused by this turn of events, but they explain to him, slowly and kindly once a day, that he is king again, and that his cousin Edward of York has gone away. They may even tell him that we, Edwards family, are hiding in Westminster Abbey for he orders or they order in his name that the sanctuary of the holy places shall be observed, and we are safe in our self-imposed prison.


    Every day, the butchers send us meat, the bakers send us bread, even the milkmaids from the green fields of the city bring us pails of milk for the girls, and the fruit-sellers from Kent bring the best of the crop to the abbey and leave it at the door for us. They tell the churchwardens that it is for the poor queen at her time of trouble, and then they remember that there is a new queen, Margaret of Anjou, only waiting for a fair wind to set sail and return to her throne, and they trip over their words and finally say, You know who I mean. But make sure she has it, for fruit from Kent is very good for a woman near her time. It will make the baby come easier. And tell her that we wished her well and we will come again.


    It is hard for my girls to have so little news of their father, hard for them to be kept inside in the few small rooms, since they were born to the best of things. They have lived all their lives in the greatest palaces of England; now they are confined. They can stand on a bench to look out of the windows at the river, where the royal barge used to take them up and down between one palace and another, or they can take turns to get on a chair and look out of the grating at the streets of London, where they used to ride and hear people bless their names and their pretty faces. Elizabeth, my oldest girl, is only four years old, but it is as if she understands that a time of great sorrow and difficulty has come on us. She never asks me where her tame birds are, she never asks for the servants who used to pet her and play with her, she never asks for her golden top or her little dog, or her precious toys. She acts as if she had been born and bred in this little space, and she plays with her baby sisters as if she were a paid nursemaid, ordered to be cheerful. The only question she poses is: where is her father? and I have to learn to become accustomed to her looking up at me, a little puzzled frown on her round face, asking, Is my father the king here yet, Lady Mother?


    It is hardest of all on my boys, who are like confined lion cubs in the small space and prowl around, bickering. In the end, my mother sets them exercises, sword play with broom handles, poems to learn, jumping and catching games that they have to do every day, and they keep a score and hope that it will make them stronger in the battle they long for, which will restore Edward to the throne.


    As the days grow shorter and the nights grow darker I know that my time is coming and my baby is due. My great terror is that I will die here, in childbirth, and my mother will be left here alone, in our enemys city, guarding my children.


    Do you know what will happen? I ask her bluntly. Have you foreseen it? And what will happen to my girls?


    I see some knowledge in her eyes but the face she turns to me is untroubled. You arent going to die, if thats what youre asking, she says bluntly. You are a healthy young woman and the kings council is sending Lady Scrope to care for you, and a pair of midwives. There is no reason to think that you will die, any more than there was with any of the others. I expect you to survive this, and to have more children.


    The baby? I ask, trying to read her face.


    You know he is healthy, she says, smiling. Anyone who has felt that child kick knows he is strong. There is no reason for you to fear.


    But there is something, I say certainly. You foresee something about Edward, my baby prince Edward.


    She looks at me for a moment and then she decides to speak honestly. I cant see him becoming king, she says. I have read the cards and I have looked at the reflection of the moon on the water. I have tried asking the crystal, and looking into the smoke. Indeed, I have tried everything I know which is inside the laws of God and is allowed in this holy space. But to tell you the truth, Elizabeth: I cannot see him being king.


    I laugh out loud. Is that it? Is that all? Dear God, Mother, I cannot see his own father being king again, and he is crowned and ordained! I cannot see myself being queen again, and I have had the holy oil on my breast and the sceptres in my hand. I dont hope for a Prince of Wales here, just a healthy boy. Just let him be born strong and grow to be a man and I will be content. I dont need him to be King of England. I just want to know that he and I will live through this.


    Oh, youll live through this, she says. An airy wave of her hand dismisses the cramped rooms, the girls truckle beds in one corner, the servants straw mattresses on the floor in another, the poverty of the space, the chill of the cellar, the damp in the stone of the walls, the smoking fire, the dauntless courage of my children, who are forgetting that they ever lived anywhere better. This is nothing. I expect to see us rise from this.


    How? I ask her disbelievingly.


    She leans over and she puts her mouth to my ear. Because your husband is not growing vines and making wine in Flanders, she says. He is not carding wool and learning to weave. He is equipping an expedition, making allies, raising money, planning to invade England. The London merchants are not the only ones in the country who prefer York to Lancaster. And Edward has never lost a battle. Dyou remember?


    Uncertainly, I nod. Even though he is defeated and in exile, it is true that he has never lost a battle.


    So when he comes against Henrys forces, even when they are captained by Warwick and driven on by Margaret of Anjou, dont you think he will win?


    
      [image: ]

    


    It is not a proper confinement, as a queen should be confined, with a ceremonial retirement from court six weeks before the date of the birth, and a closing of the shutters and a blessing of the room.


    Nonsense, my mother says buoyantly. You retired from daylight itself, didnt you? Confinement? I should think no queen has ever been so confined. Who has ever been confined to sanctuary before?


    It is not a proper royal birth with three midwives and two wet nurses, and rockers and noble godmothers and mistresses of the nursery standing by, and ambassadors waiting with rich gifts. Lady Scrope is sent by the Lancaster court to make sure that I have everything I need, and I think this a gracious gesture from the Earl of Warwick to me. But I have to bring my baby into the world with no waiting husband and court at the door, and almost none to help me, and his godfathers are the Abbot of Westminster and the Prior, and his godmother is Lady Scrope: the only people who are with me, neither great lords of the land nor foreign kings, the usual godfathers for a royal baby, but good and kind people who have been trapped at Westminster with us.


    I call him Edward, as his father wants, and as the silver spoon from the river predicted. Margaret of Anjou, with her invasion fleet held in port by storms, sends me a message to tell me to call him John. She does not want another Prince Edward in England to rival her son. I ignore her words as from a nobody. Why would I listen to the preferences of Margaret of Anjou? My husband named him Edward, and the silver spoon came from the river with his name on it. Edward he is: Edward, Prince of Wales he shall be, even if my mother is right and he is never Edward the king.


    Amongst ourselves we call him Baby, and no one calls him the Prince of Wales, and I think as I drift into sleep after the birth, all warm with him in my arms, half drunk from the birthing cup that they have given me, that perhaps this baby will not be king. There have been no cannons fired for him and no bonfires lit on hilltops. The fountains and conduits of London have not run with wine, the citizens are not drunk with joy, there are no announcements of his arrival racing to the great courts of Europe. It is like having an ordinary baby, not a prince. Perhaps he will be an ordinary boy and I will become an ordinary woman again. Perhaps we will not be great people, chosen by God, but just happy.
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