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    The light of the open sky is brilliant after the darkness of the inner rooms. I blink and hear the roar of many voices. But this is not my army calling for me, this whisper growing to a rumble is not their roar of attack, the drumming of their swords on shields. The rippling noise of linen in the wind is not my embroidered angels and lilies against the sky, but cursed English standards in the triumphant May breeze. This is a different sort of roar from our bellowed hymns, this is a howl of people hungry for death: my death.


    Ahead of me, and towering above me as I step over the threshold from my prison into the town square, is my destination: a wood stack, with a stepladder of rough staves leaning against it. I whisper: A cross. May I have a cross? And then, louder: A cross! I must have a cross! And some man, a stranger, an enemy, an Englishman, one of those that we call goddams for their unending blaspheming, holds out a crucifix of whittled wood, roughly made, and I snatch it without pride from his dirty hand. I clutch it as they push me towards the wood pile and thrust me up the ladder, my feet scraping on the rough rungs as I climb up, higher than my own height, until I reach the unsteady platform hammered into the top of the bonfire, and they turn me, roughly, and tie my hands around the stake at my back.


    It all goes so slowly then that I could almost think that time itself has frozen and the angels are coming down for me. Stranger things have happened. Did not the angels come for me when I was herding sheep? Did they not call me by name? Did I not lead an army to the relief of Orlans? Did I not crown the Dauphin and drive out the English? Just me? A girl from Domrmy, advised by angels?


    They light the kindling all around the bottom, and the smoke eddies and billows in the breeze. Then the fire takes hold and a hot cloud shrouds me, and makes me cough, blinking, my eyes streaming. Already it is scalding my bare feet. I step from one foot to another, foolishly, as if I hope to spare myself discomfort, and I peer through the smoke in case someone is running with buckets of water, to say that the king that I crowned has forbidden this; or the English, who bought me from a soldier, now acknowledge that I am not theirs to kill, or that my church knows that I am a good girl, a good woman, innocent of everything but serving God with a passionate purpose.


    There is no saviour among the jostling crowd. The noise swells to a deafening shriek: a mixture of shouted blessings and curses, prayers and obscenities. I look upwards to the blue sky for my angels descending, and a log shifts in the pyre below me, and my stake rocks, and the first sparks fly up and scorch my jacket. I see them land and glow like fireflies on my sleeve, and I feel a dry scratching in my throat and I cough from the smoke and whisper like a little girl: Dear God, save me, Your daughter! Dear God, put down Your hand for me. Dear God, save me, Your maid . . .


    There is a crash of noise and a blow to my head and I am sitting, bewildered, on the floorboards of my bedroom, my hand to my bruised ear, looking around me like a fool and seeing nothing. My lady companion opens my door and, seeing me, dazed, my prayer stool tipped over, says irritably: Lady Margaret, go to bed. It is long past your bedtime. Our Lady does not value the prayers of disobedient girls. There is no merit in exaggeration. Your mother wants you up early in the morning, you cant stay up all night praying, it is folly.


    She slams the door shut and I hear her telling the maids that one of them must go in now and put me to bed and sleep beside me to make sure I dont rise up at midnight for another session of prayer. They dont like me to follow the hours of the church, they stand between me and a life of holiness, because they say I am too young and need my sleep. They dare to suggest that I am showing off, playing at piety, when I know that God has called me and it is my duty, my higher duty, to obey Him.


    But even if I were to pray all night, I wouldnt be able to recapture the vision that was so bright, just a moment ago; it is gone. For a moment, for a sacred moment, I was there: I was the Maid of Orlans, the holy Joan of France. I understood what a girl could do, what a woman could be. Then they drag me back to earth, and scold me as if I were an ordinary girl, and spoil everything.


    Our Lady Mary guide me, angels come back to me, I whisper, trying to return to the square, to the watching crowds, to the thrilling moment. But it has all gone. I have to haul myself up the bedpost to stand, I am dizzy from fasting and praying, and I rub my knee where I knocked it. There is a wonderful roughness on the skin, and I put my hand down and pull up my nightgown to see both knees, and they are the same: roughened and red. Saints knees, praise God, I have saints knees. I have prayed so much, and on such hard floors, that the skin of my knees is becoming hard, like the callus on the finger of an English longbow-man. I am not yet ten years old; but I have saints knees. This has got to count for something, whatever my old lady governess may say to my mother about excessive and theatrical devotion. I have saints knees. I have scuffed the skin of my knees by continual prayer, these are my stigmata: saints knees. Pray God I can meet their challenge and have a saints end too.


    I get into bed, as I have been ordered to do; for obedience, even to foolish and vulgar women, is a virtue. I may be the daughter of a man who was one of the greatest of English commanders in France, one of the great Beaufort family, and so heir to the throne of Henry VI of England, but still I have to obey my lady governess and my mother as if I were any other ordinary girl. I am highly placed in the kingdom, cousin to the king himself  though dreadfully disregarded at home, where I have to do as I am told by a stupid old woman who sleeps through the priests homily, and sucks sugared plums through grace. I count her as a cross I have to bear, and I offer her up in my prayers.


    These prayers will save her immortal soul  despite her true deserts  for, as it happens, my prayers are especially blessed. Ever since I was a little girl, ever since I was five years old, I have known myself to be a special child in the sight of God. For years I thought this was a unique gift, sometimes I would feel the presence of God near me, sometimes I would sense the blessing of Our Lady. Then, last year, one of the veteran soldiers from France, begging his way back to his parish, came to the kitchen door when I was skimming the cream, and I heard him ask the dairymaid for something to eat, for he was a soldier who had seen miracles: he had seen the girl they called the Maid of Orlans.


    Let him come in! I commanded, scrambling down from my stool.


    Hes dirty, she replied. Hes coming no closer than the step.


    He shuffled into the doorway, swinging a pack to the floor. If you could spare some milk, little lady, he whined. And perhaps a crust of bread for a poor man, a soldier for his lord and his country


    What did you say about the Maid of Orlans? I interrupted. And miracles?


    The maid behind me muttered under her breath, and raised her eyes, and cut him a crust of dark rye bread and poured a rough earthenware mug of milk. He almost snatched it from her hand and poured it down his throat. He looked for more.


    Tell me, I commanded.


    The maid nodded to him that he must obey me, and he turned and bowed. I was serving with the Duke of Bedford in France when we heard of a girl who was riding with the French, he said. Some thought her a witch, some thought her in league with the devil. But my doxy . . . The maid snapped her fingers at him and he choked down the word. A young woman I happened to know, a French young woman, told me that this girl Joan from Domrmy had spoken to angels and promised to see the French prince crowned and on the throne of France. She was only a maid, a girl from the country, but she said that angels spoke to her and called her to save her country from us.


    I was entranced. Angels spoke to her?


    He smiled ingratiatingly. Yes, little lady. When she was a girl no older than you.


    But how did she make people listen to her? How did she make them see she was special?


    Oh, she rode a great white horse, and she wore mens clothes, even armour. She had a banner of lilies and angels, and when they brought her to the French prince, she knew him among all his court.


    She wore armour? I whispered wonderingly, as if it was my life unfolding before me, and not the story of a strange French girl. What could I be, if only people would realise that the angels spoke to me, just as they did to this Joan?


    She wore armour and she led her men in battle. He nodded. I saw her.


    I gestured to the dairymaid. Get him some meat and small ale to drink. She flounced off to the buttery and the strange man and I stepped outside the dairy and he dropped to a stone seat beside the back door. I stood waiting, as she dumped a platter at his feet, and he crammed food into his mouth. He ate like a starving dog, without dignity, and when he was done and draining his mug I returned to the inquiry. Where did you first see her?


    Ah, he said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. We were set for siege before a French town called Orlans, certain to win. We always won in those days, before her. We had the longbow, and they didnt, we just used to slice them down, it was like aiming at the butts for us. I was a bowman. Then he paused as if ashamed at stretching the truth too far. I was a fletcher, he corrected himself. I made the arrows. But our bowmen won every battle for us.


    Never mind that, what about Joan?


    I am telling about her. But you have to understand that they had no chance of winning. Wiser and better men than she knew they were lost. They lost every battle.


    But she? I whispered.


    She claimed she heard voices, angels talking to her. They told her to go to the French prince  a simpleton, a nothing  to go to him and make him take his throne as king and then drive us from our lands in France. She found her way to the king and told him he must take up his throne and let her lead his army. He thought she might have the gift of prophecy, he didnt know  but he had nothing to lose. Men believed in her. She was just a country girl, but she dressed as a man at arms, she had a banner embroidered with lilies and angels. She sent a messenger to a church and there they found an old crusader sword exactly where she said it would be  it had been hidden for years.


    She did?


    He laughed and then coughed and spat phlegm. Who knows? Perhaps there was some truth in it. My dox . . . my woman friend thought that Joan was a holy maid, called by God to save France from us English. Thought she couldnt be touched by a sword. Thought she was a little angel.


    And what was she like?


    A girl, just a girl like you. Small, bright-eyed, full of herself.


    My heart swelled. Like me?


    Very like you.


    Did people tell her what to do all the time? Tell her she knew nothing?


    He shook his head. No, no, she was the commander. She followed her own vision of herself. She led an army of more than four thousand and fell on us when we were camped outside Orlans. Our lords couldnt get our men forwards to fight her; we were terrified of the very sight of her. Nobody would raise a sword against her. We all thought she was unbeatable. We went on to Jargeau and she chased after us, on the attack, always on the attack. We were all terrified of her. We swore she was a witch.


    A witch or guided by angels? I demanded.


    He smiled. I saw her at Paris. There was nothing evil about her. She looked like God Himself was holding her up on that big horse. My lord called her a flower of chivalry. Really.


    Beautiful? I whispered. I am not a pretty girl myself, which is a disappointment to my mother; but not to me, for I rise above vanity.


    He shook his head and said exactly what I wanted to hear. No, not pretty, not a pretty little thing, not girlish; but the light shone from her.


    I nodded. I felt that at that very moment, I understood  everything. Is she fighting still?


    God bless you for a little fool, no: shes dead. Dead, what  about twenty years ago.


    Dead?


    The tide turned for her after Paris, we threw her back from the very walls of the city but it was a close thing  think of it! She nearly took Paris! And then in the end a Burgundy soldier pulled her off her white horse in a battle, the beggar said matter-of-factly. Ransomed her to us, and we executed her. We burned her for heresy.


    I was horrified. But you said she was guided by the angels!


    She followed her voices to her death, he said flatly. But they examined her and said she was a virgin indeed. She was Joan the Maid in truth. And she saw true when she thought we would be defeated in France. I think we are lost now. She made a man of their king and she made an army out of their soldiers. She was no ordinary girl. I dont expect to see such a one again. She was burning up long before we put her on the pyre. She was ablaze with the Holy Spirit.


    I took a breath. I am such a one as her, I whispered to him.


    He looked down at my rapt face and laughed. No, these are old stories, he said. Nothing to a girl like you. She is dead and will be soon forgotten. They scattered her ashes so no-one could make her a shrine.


    But God spoke to her, a girl, I whispered. He did not speak to the king, nor to a boy. He spoke to a girl.


    The old soldier nodded. I dont doubt she was sure of it, he said. I dont doubt she heard the voices of angels. She must have done. Otherwise she couldnt have done what she did.


    I heard my governesss shrill call from the front door of the house and I turned my head for a moment as the soldier picked up his pack and swung it round on his back.


    But is this true? I demanded with sudden urgency as he started to walk in a long, loping stride towards the stable yard and the gate to the road.


    Soldiers tales, he said indifferently. You can forget them, and forget her, and God knows, nobody will remember me.


    I let him go, but I did not forget Joan, and I will never forget Joan. I pray to her by name for guidance and I close my eyes and try to see her. Ever since that day, every soldier that comes to the door of Bletsoe begging for food is told to wait, for little Lady Margaret will want to see him. I always ask them if they were at Les Augustins, at Les Tourelles, at Orlans, at Jargeau, at Beaugency, at Patay, at Paris? I know her victories as well as I know the names of our neighbouring villages in Bedfordshire. Some of the soldiers were at these battles, some of them even saw her. They all speak of a slight girl on a big horse, a banner over her head, glimpsed where the fighting was the fiercest, a girl like a prince, sworn to bring peace and victory to her country, giving herself to the service of God, nothing more than a girl, nothing more than a girl like me: but a heroine.
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    Next morning, at breakfast, I learn why I was banned from praying through the night. My mother tells me to prepare for a journey, a long journey. We are going to London, she says calmly. To court.


    I am thrilled at the thought of a trip to London but I take care not to exult like a vain proud girl. I bow my head and whisper: As you wish, Lady Mother. This is the best thing that could happen. My home at Bletsoe, in the heart of the county of Bedfordshire, is so quiet and dull that there is no chance for me to resist the perils of the world. There are no temptations to overcome, and no-one sees me but servants and my older half-brothers and -sisters and they all think of me as a little girl, of no importance. I try to think of Joan, herding her fathers sheep at Domrmy, who was buried like me, among miles of muddy fields. She did not complain of being bored in the country, she waited and listened for the voices to summon her to greatness. I must do the same.


    I wonder if this command to go to London is the voice I have been waiting for, calling me to greatness now. We will be at the court of the good King Henry VI. He must welcome me as his nearest kin, I am all but his cousin, after all. His grandfather and my grandfather were half-brothers, which is a very close connection when one of you is king and the other is not, and he himself passed a law to recognise my family, the Beauforts, as legitimate though not royal. Surely, he will see in me the light of holiness that everyone says is in him. He must claim me as both kin and kindred spirit. What if he decides I shall stay at court with him? Why not? What if he wants to take me as his advisor, as the Dauphin took Joan of Arc? I am his second cousin and I can almost see visions of the saints. I am only nine years old but I hear the voices of angels and I pray all night when they let me. If I had been born a boy I would be all but the Prince of Wales now. Sometimes I wonder if they wish I had been born a boy and that is why they are blind to the light that shines within me. Could it be that they are so filled with the sin of pride in our place that they wish I was a boy, and ignore the greatness that is me, as a holy girl?


    Yes, Lady Mother, I say obediently.


    You dont sound very excited, she says. Dont you want to know why we are going?


    Desperately. Yes, if you please.


    I am sorry to say that your your betrothal to John de la Pole must be ended. It was a good match when it was made when you were six; but now you are to dissent from it. You will face a panel of judges who will ask you if you wish your betrothal to be ended and you will say Yes. Do you understand?


    This sounds very alarming. But I wont know what to say.


    You will just consent to the end of your betrothal. You will just say Yes.


    What if they ask me if I think it is the will of God? What if they ask me if this is the answer to my prayers?


    She sighs as if I am tiresome. They wont ask you that.


    And then what will happen?


    His Grace, the king, will appoint a new guardian, and, in turn, he will give you in marriage to the man of his choice.


    Another betrothal?


    Yes.


    Can I not go to an abbey? I ask very quietly, though I know what her answer will be. Nobody regards my spiritual gifts. Now I am released from this betrothal can I not go now?


    Of course you cant go to an abbey, Margaret. Dont be stupid. Your duty is to bear a son and heir, a boy for our family, the Beauforts, a young kinsman to the King of England, a boy for the House of Lancaster. God knows, the House of York has boys enough. We have to have one of our own. You will give us one of our own.


    But I think I have a calling . . .


    You are called to be mother of the next heir of Lancaster, she says briskly. That is an ambition great enough for any girl. Now go and get ready to leave. Your women will have packed your clothes, you just have to fetch your doll for the journey.


    I fetch my doll and my own carefully copied book of prayers too. I can read French of course and also English, but I cannot understand Latin or Greek and my mother will not allow me a tutor. A girl is not worth educating, she says. I wish that I could read the gospels and prayers in Latin, but I cannot, and the handwritten copies in English are rare and precious. Boys are taught Latin and Greek and other subjects too; but girls need only be able to read and write, to sew, to keep the household accounts, to make music and enjoy poetry. If I were an abbess I would have access to a great library and I could set clerks to copy all the texts that I wanted to read. I would make the novices read to me all day. I would be a woman of learning instead of an untaught girl, as stupid as any ordinary girl.


    If my father had lived, perhaps he would have taught me Latin. He was a great reader and writer; at least I know that much about him. He spent years in captivity in France when he studied every day. But he died just days before my first birthday. My birth was so unimportant to him that he was in France on campaign, trying to restore his fortune, when my mother was brought to bed, and he did not come home again until just before my first birthday, and then he died; so he never knew me and my gifts.


    It will take us three days to get to London. My mother will ride her own horse but I am to ride pillion behind one of the grooms. He is called Wat and he thinks himself a great charmer in the stables and kitchen. He winks at me as if I would be friendly to a man such as him, and I frown to remind him that I am a Beaufort and he is a nobody. I sit behind him, and I have to take tight hold of his leather belt, and when he says to me; Right and tight? Righty tighty? I nod coldly, so as to warn him that I dont want him talking to me all the way to Ampthill.


    He sings instead, which is just as bad. He sings love songs and hay-making songs in a bright tenor voice and the men who ride with us, to protect us from the armed bands who are everywhere in England these days, join in with him and sing too. I wish my mother would order them to be silent, or at least command them to sing psalms; but she is happy, riding out in the warm spring sunshine, and when she comes alongside me she smiles and says: Not far now, Margaret. We will spend tonight at Abbots Langley and go on to London tomorrow. Are you not too tired?
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    I am so unprepared by those who should care for me that I havent even been taught how to ride, and I am not allowed even to sit on a horse of my own and be led, not even when we arrive in London and hundreds of people in the streets and markets and shops gawp at the fifty of our household as we ride by. How am I to appear as the heroine who will save England if I have to jog behind Wat, seated pillion, my hand on his belt, like some village slut going to a goose fair? I am not at all like an heir to the House of Lancaster. We stay at an inn, not even at court, for the Duke of Suffolk, my guardian, was terribly disgraced and is now dead, so we cannot stay in his palace. I offer up to Our Lady the fact that we dont have a good London house of our own, and then I think that She too had to make do with a common inn at Bethlehem, when surely Herod must have had spare rooms in the palace. There must have been more suitable arrangements than a stable, surely? Considering who She was. And so I try to be resigned, like Her.


    At least I am to have London clothes before we go to court for me to renounce my betrothal. My Lady Mother summons the tailors and the sempstresses to our inn and I am fitted for a wonderful gown. They say that the ladies of the court are wearing tall, conical headdresses, so high that a woman has to duck to get under a seven-foot doorway. The queen, Margaret of Anjou, loves beautiful clothes and is wearing a new colour of ruby red made from a new dye; they say it is as red as blood. My mother orders me a gown of angelic white by way of contrast, and has it trimmed with Lancaster red roses to remind everyone that I may be only a girl of nine years old but I am the heiress of our house. Only when the clothes are ready can we take a barge downriver to declare my dissent against my betrothal, and to be presented at court.


    The dissent is a tremendous disappointment. I am hoping that they will question me and that I might stand before them, shy but clear-spoken, to say that I know from God Himself that John de la Pole is not to be my husband. I imagine myself before a tribunal of judges amazing them like Baby Jesus at the synagogue. I thought I might say that I had a dream which told me that I was not to marry him for I have a greater destiny: I am chosen by God Himself to save England! I am to be Queen of England and sign my name Margaret Regina: Margaret R. But there is no opportunity for me to address them, to shine. It is all written down before we arrive and all I am allowed to say is, I dissent, and sign my name, which is only Margaret Beaufort, and it is done. Nobody even asks me for my opinion on the matter.


    We go to wait outside the presence chamber and then one of the kings men comes out and calls Lady Margaret Beaufort! and everyone looks around and sees me. I have a moment, a really wonderful moment, when I feel everyone looking at me and I remember to cast down my eyes, and despise worldly vanity, and then my mother leads the way into the kings presence chamber.


    The king is on his great throne with his cloth of estate suspended over the chair and a throne almost the same size beside him for the queen. She is fair-haired, and brown-eyed, with a round pudding face and a straight nose. I think she looks beautiful and spoilt, and the king beside her looks fair and pale. I cant say I see any great light of holiness at this first inspection. He looks quite normal. He smiles at me as I come in and curtsey, but the queen looks from the red roses at the hem of my gown to the little coronet that holds my veil, and then looks away as if she does not think much of me. I suppose, being French, she does not understand who I am. Someone should have told her that if she does not have a baby then they will have to find another boy to be their heir for the House of Lancaster and it could well be mine. Then I am sure she would have paid me more attention. But she is worldly. The French can be terribly worldly, I have observed it from my reading. I am sure she would not even have seen the light in Joan the Maid. I cannot be surprised that she does not admire me.


    Next to her is a most beautiful woman, perhaps the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. She is wearing a gown of blue with a silver thread running through which makes it shimmer like water. You would think her scaled like a fish. She sees me staring at her, and she smiles back at me, which makes her face light up with a warm beauty like sunlight on water on a summers day.


    Who is that? I whisper to my mother, who pinches my arm to remind me to be silent, Jacquetta Rivers. Stop staring, my mother snaps, and pinches my arm again to recall me to the present. I curtsey very low and I smile at the king.


    I am giving your daughter in wardship to my dearly loved half-brothers, Edmund and Jasper Tudor, the king says to my mother. She can live with you until it is time for her to marry.


    The queen looks away and whispers something to Jacquetta, who leans forwards like a willow tree beside a stream, the veil billowing around her tall headdress, to listen. The queen does not look much pleased by this news, but I am dumbfounded. I wait for someone to ask me for my consent so that I can explain that I am destined for a life of holiness, but my mother merely curtseys and steps back and then someone else steps forwards and it all seems to be over. The king has barely looked at me, he knows nothing about me, no more than he knew before I walked in the room, and yet he has given me to a new guardian, to another stranger. How can it be that he does not realise that I am a child of special holiness as he was? Am I not to have the chance to tell him about my saints knees?


    Can I speak? I whisper to my mother.


    No, of course not.


    Then how is he to know who I am, if God does not hurry up and tell him? Well, what happens now?


    We wait until the other petitioners have seen the king, and then go in to dine, she replies.


    No, I mean, what happens to me?


    She looks at me as if I am foolish not to understand. You are to be betrothed again, she says. Did you not hear, Margaret? I wish you would pay attention. This is an even greater match for you. You are first going to be the ward, and then the wife of Edmund Tudor, the kings half-brother. The Tudor boys are the sons of the kings own mother, Queen Catherine of Valois, by her second marriage to Owen Tudor. There are two Tudor brothers, both great favourites of the king, Edmund and Jasper. Both half-royal, both favoured. You will marry the older one.


    Wont he want to meet me first?


    Why would he?


    To see if he likes me?


    She shakes her head. It is not you they want, she says. It is the son you will bear.


    But Im only nine.


    He can wait until youre twelve, she says.


    I am to be married then?


    Of course, she says, as if I am a fool to ask.


    And how old will he be?


    She thinks for a moment. Twenty-five.


    I blink. Where will he sleep? I ask. I am thinking of the house at Bletsoe, which does not have an empty set of rooms for a hulking young man and his entourage, nor for his younger brother.


    She laughs. Oh, Margaret. You wont stay at home with me. You will go to live with him and his brother, in Lamphey Palace, in Wales.


    I blink. Lady Mother, are you sending me away to live with two full-grown men, to Wales, on my own? When I am twelve?


    She shrugs, as if she is sorry for it, but that nothing can be done. Its a good match, she says. Royal blood on both sides of the marriage. If you have a son, his claim to the throne will be very strong. You are cousin to the king and your husband is the kings half-brother. Any boy you have will keep Richard of York at bay for ever. Think of that, dont think about anything else.
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    My mother tells me that the time will pass quickly; but of course it does not. The days go on for ever and ever, and nothing ever happens. My half-brothers and -sisters from my mothers first marriage into the St John family show no more respect for me now that I am to be married to a Tudor than when I was to be married to a de la Pole. Indeed, now they laugh at me going to live in Wales, which they tell me is a place inhabited by dragons and witches, where there are no roads, but just huge castles in dark forests where water witches rise up out of fountains and entrance mortal men, and wolves prowl in vast man-eating packs. Nothing changes at all until one evening, at family prayers, my mother cites the name of the king with more than her usual devotion, and we all have to stay on our knees for an extra half hour to pray for the health of the king, Henry VI, in this, his time of trouble; and beg Our Lady that the new baby, now in the royal womb of the queen, will prove to be a boy and a new prince for Lancaster.


    I dont say Amen to the prayer for the health of the queen, for I thought she was not particularly pleasant to me, and any child that she has will take my place as the next Lancaster heir. I dont pray against a live birth for that would be ill-wishing, and also the sin of envy; but my lack of enthusiasm in the prayers will be understood, I am sure, by Our Lady, who is Queen of Heaven and understands all about inheritance and how difficult it is to be one of the heirs to the throne, but a girl. Whatever happens in the future, I could never be queen, nobody would accept it. But if I have a son he would have a good claim to be king. Our Lady Herself had a boy, of course, which was what everyone wanted, and so became Our Lady Queen of Heaven and could sign her name Mary Regina: Mary R.


    I wait till my half-brothers and -sisters have gone ahead, hurrying for their dinner, and I ask my mother why we are praying so earnestly for the kings health, and what does she mean by a time of trouble? Her face is quite strained with worry. I have had a letter from your new guardian, Edmund Tudor today, she says. He tells me that the king has fallen into some sort of a trance. He says nothing, and he does nothing, he sits still with his eyes on the ground and nothing wakens him.


    Is God speaking to him?


    She gives a little irritated sniff. Well, who knows? Who knows? I am sure your piety does you great credit, Margaret. But certainly, if God is speaking to the king then He has not chosen the best time for this conversation. If the king shows any sign of weakness then the Duke of York is bound to take the opportunity to seize power. The queen has gone to parliament to claim all the powers of the king for herself, but they will never trust her. They will appoint Richard, Duke of York, as regent instead of her. It is a certainty. Then we will be ruled by the Yorks and you will see a change in our fortunes for the worse.


    What change?


    If the king does not recover, then we will be ruled by Richard of York in place of the king, and he and his family will enjoy a long regency while the queens baby grows to be a man. They will have years to put themselves into the best positions in the church, in France, and in the best places in England. She bustles ahead of me to the great hall, spurred on by her own irritation. I can expect to have them coming to me, to have your betrothal overturned. They wont let you be betrothed to a Tudor of Lancaster. They will want you married into their house, so your son is their heir, and I will have to defy them if the House of Lancaster is to continue through you. And that will bring Richard of York down on me, and years of trouble.


    But why does it matter so much? I ask, half-running to keep up with her down the long passageway. We are all royal. Why do we have to be rivals? We are all Plantagenets, we are all descended from Edward III. We are all cousins. Richard, Duke of York, is cousin to the king just as I am.


    She rounds on me, her gown releasing the scent of lavender as it sweeps the strewing herbs on the floor. We may be of the same family but that is the very reason why we are not friends, for we are rivals for the throne. What quarrels are worse than family quarrels? We may all be cousins; but they are of the House of York and we are of the House of Lancaster. Never forget it. We of Lancaster are the direct line of descent from Edward III by his son, John of Gaunt. The direct line! But the Yorks can only trace their line back to John of Gaunts younger brother Edmund. They are a junior line, they are not descended from Edwards heir, they descend from a younger brother. They can only inherit the throne of England if there is no Lancaster boy left. So  think, Margaret!  what do you think they are hoping for when the King of England falls into a trance, and his child is yet unborn? What dyou think they dream, when you are a Lancaster heir but only a girl, and not even married yet? Let alone brought to bed of a son?


    They would want to marry me into their house? I ask, bewildered at the thought of yet another betrothal.


    She laughs shortly. That; or, to tell the truth, they would rather see you dead.


    I am silenced by this. That a whole family, a great house like York, would wish for my death is a frightening thought. But surely the king will wake up? And then everything will be all right. And his baby could be a son. And then he will be the Lancaster heir, and everything will be all right.


    Pray God the king wakes soon, she says. But you should pray that there is no baby to supplant you. And pray God we get you wedded and bedded without delay. For no-one is safe from the ambitions of the House of York.
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    The king dreams on, smiling in his waking sleep. In my room, alone, I try sitting, as they say he does, and staring at the floorboards, in case God will come to me as He has come to the king. I try to be deaf to the noises of the stable yard outside my window, and the loud singing from the laundry room where someone is thumping cloths on a washboard. I try to let my soul drift to God, and feel the absorbing peace that must wash the soul of the king so that he does not see the worried faces of his counsellors, and is even blind to his wife when she puts his new-born baby son in his arms and tells him to wake up and greet the little Prince Edward, heir to the throne of England. Even when in temper, she shouts into his face that he must wake up or the House of Lancaster will be destroyed.


    I try to be entranced by God, as the king is, but someone always comes and bangs on my door or shouts down the hall for me to come and do some chores, and I am dragged back to the ordinary world of sin again, and I wake. The great mystery for England is that the king does not wake, and while he sits, hearing only the words of angels, the man who has made himself Regent of England, Richard, Duke of York, takes the reins of government into his own hands, starts to act like a king himself, and so Margaret, the queen, has to recruit her friends and warn them that she may need their help to defend her baby son. The warning alone is enough to generate unease. Up and down England men start to muster their forces and consider whether they would do better under a hated French queen with a true-born baby prince in her arms, or to follow the handsome and beloved Englishman, Richard of York, to wherever his ambition may take him.
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    It is my wedding day  come at last. I stand at the door of the church in my best gown, the belt high and tight around my ribcage and the absurdly wide sleeves drowning my thin arms and little hands. My headdress is so heavy on my head that I droop beneath the wire support, and the tall, conical height. The sweep of the scarf from the apex veils my pale resentment. My mother is beside me to escort me to my guardian Edmund Tudor, who has decided  as any wise guardian would, no doubt  that my best interests will be served by marriage to him: he is his own best choice as caretaker of my interests.


    I whisper to my mother. I am afraid, and she looks down at me. My head is only up to her shoulder. I am twelve years old; but still a little girl, my chest as flat as a board, my body hairless beneath my thick layers of rich clothes. They had to pack my bodice with linen to give the impression of breasts. I am a child sent out to do a womans duty.


    Nothing to be afraid about, she says bluntly.


    I try again. I thought I would be a virgin like Joan of Arc, I say to her. I put my hand on her sleeve to tug at her attention. You know I did. I always did. I wanted to go to a convent. I still want to go. I may have a calling. It might be Gods will. We should take advice. We could ask the priest. We could ask him now, before it is too late. What if God wants me for His own? Then it would be blasphemy if I married.


    She turns to me, and takes my cold hand in hers. Margaret, she says seriously, you must know that you could never choose your own life. You are a girl: girls have no choice. You could never even choose your own husband: you are of the royal family. A husband would always have been chosen for you. It is forbidden for one of royal blood to marry their own choice. You know this too. And finally, you are of the House of Lancaster. You cannot choose your allegiance. You have to serve your house, your family, and your husband. I have allowed you to dream, and I have allowed you to read; but the time has come to put aside silly stories and silly dreams and do your duty. Dont think you can be like your father and run away from your duty. He took a cowards way out, you cannot.


    This sudden reference to my father shocks me. She never speaks of her second husband, my father, except in the vaguest and most general terms. I am about to ask, how did he run away, what was his cowards way out? when the doors of the church open, and I have to walk forwards and take the hand of my new husband, and stand before a priest and swear to be a wife. I feel his big hand take mine and I hear his deep voice answer the questions, where I just whisper. He pushes a heavy ring of Welsh gold on my finger and I have to hold my fingers together like a little paw to keep it on. It is far too big for me. I look up at him, amazed that he thinks such a marriage can go ahead, when his ring is too big for my hand and I am only twelve and he is more than twice my age: a man, tempered by fighting and filled with ambition. He is a hard man from a power-seeking family. But I am still a child longing for a spiritual life, praying that people will see that I am special. This is yet another of the many things that nobody seems to care about but me.
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    I am to start married life in the palace of Lamphey, Pembrokeshire, which is in the heart of horrible Wales. I have no time to miss my mother and my family in the first months for everything is so different that I have to learn completely new ways. Most of my time is spent with the servants and the women attendants in the castle. My husband and his brother storm in and out like rain. My lady governess has come with me, and my own maidservant, but everyone else is a stranger. They all speak Welsh and stare at me when I try to ask them for a glass of small ale or a jug of water for washing. I so long for a friendly face from home that I would even be glad to see Wat, the groom.


    The castle stands in desolate countryside. Around me is nothing but high mountains and sky. I can see the rain clouds coming like a wet curtain, half an hour before they pour down on the grey slate roofs and rain-streaked walls. The chapel is a cold and neglected building and the priest is very poor in his attendance; he does not even notice my exceptional piety. I often go there to pray and the light streams through the western window onto my bowed head, but nobody even notices. London is a nine-day arduous journey away, my old home is as far. It can take ten days for a letter to come from my mother, but she hardly ever writes. Sometimes I feel that I have been stolen from a battlefield and held to ransom in an enemy land, like my father. Certainly I could not feel more foreign and lonely.


    Worst of all, I have not had a vision since my wedding night. I spend every afternoon on my knees, when I close my privy chamber door and pretend to be sewing. I spend every evening in the damp chapel. But nothing comes to me. Not a vision of the stake, not the battles, not even the flicker of a banner of angels and lilies. I beg Our Lady for a vision of Joan the Maid; but She grants me nothing, and in the end, sitting back on my heels, I begin to fear that I was holy only when I was a virgin; I am nothing special as a wife.


    Nothing in the world could compensate me for this loss. I was raised to know myself as the daughter of a great man and an heir of the royal family, but my own private glory was that I knew that God spoke to me, directly to me, and that he sent me the vision of Joan the Maid. He sent me an angel in the guise of a beggar to tell me all about her. He appointed William de la Pole as my guardian so that he  having seen Joan  would recognise the same holiness in me. But then God, for some reason, forgot all about this sensible plan, and let me fall into the keeping of a husband who takes no interest in my holiness; and by roughly consummating the marriage vows, takes my virginity and visions in one awful night. Why I should be chosen by God and then neglected by Him, I cannot understand. It is not for me to question the will of God, but I have to wonder: why did He choose me in the first place if it was just to leave me here, abandoned in Wales? If He were not God, then one would think it very badly planned. It is not as if there is anything I can do here, and for sure, nobody sees me as a living light. It is even worse than Bletsoe, where at least people complained that I was excessively holy. Here they dont even notice and I am afraid that I am hidden under a bushel and there is nothing I can do to reveal myself as a beacon for the world.


    My husband is handsome and brave, I suppose. I hardly see him or his brother during the day, as they are constantly riding out to keep the kings peace against dozens of local uprisings. Edmund is always in the lead, Jasper, his brother, at his shoulder like a shadow. They even walk at the same pace, Edmund striding forwards, Jasper just behind, in step. They are only a year apart in age. I thought them twins when I first saw them together. They have the same unfortunate ginger hair and long thin noses, they both stand tall and lean now but I think they will run to fat in later life, which must be quite soon. When they talk they can finish each others sentences and they laugh all the time at private jokes. They hardly ever speak to me, and they never tell me what is supposed to be so funny. They are utterly fascinated by weapons and can spend the entire evening talking about the stringing of a bow. I cannot see the use of either of them in Gods will.


    The castle is in a constant state of alert because warring parties and bands of armed and disaffected soldiers come by all the time and raid the nearby villages. Just as my mother feared when the king first fell into his trance, there is unrest everywhere. Worse here than anywhere else, of course since it is half-savage already. And it made no real difference when the king recovered, though the common people were told to rejoice, for now he has fallen ill again, and some people are saying that this is how it will always be: we will live with a king who cannot be relied on to stay awake. This is obviously a disadvantage. Even I can see that.


    Men are taking arms against the kings rule, first complaining of the taxes raised to fight the unending French wars, and now complaining that the wars are over but we have lost everything we won under the kings braver father and grandfather. Everyone hates the queen, who is French herself, of course, and everyone whispers that the king is under the cats-paw in this marriage, and that a French woman rules the country and that it would be better if we were ruled by the Duke of York. Everyone who has a grievance against his neighbour takes this chance to pull down his fences or poach his game, or steal his timber, and then there is a fight and Edmund has to go out and make rough and ready justice. The roads are dangerous to travel because of roaming companies of soldiers that were formed in France and are now in the habit of forage and kidnap. When I ride out behind a servant into the little village that clusters around the walls of the castle, I have to take an armed guard with me. I see the white faces and hollow eyes of hunger, and nobody smiles at me, though you would think they would be glad that the new lady of the palace is taking an interest. For who will intercede for them on earth and in heaven if not I? But I cant understand what they say to me as they all speak Welsh, and if they come too close the servants lower their pikes and order them back. Clearly, I am not a light for the common people in the village, any more than I am in the palace. I am twelve  if people cannot see that I am a light in a dark world now, when are they going to see it? But how will anyone see anything here in miserable Wales, where they can see nothing for the mud?


    Edmunds brother Jasper is supposed to live a few miles away at Pembroke Castle; but he is rarely there. He is either at the royal court, trying to hold together the irritable accord between the York family and the king, in the interests of the peace of England; or he is with us. Whether he is riding out to visit the king, or coming home, his face grave with worry that the king has slipped into his trance again, he always manages to find a road which passes by Lamphey, and come for his dinner.


    At dinner, my husband Edmund talks only to his brother Jasper. Neither of them say so much as one word to me; but I have to listen to the two of them worrying that Richard, Duke of York, will make a claim on the throne on his own account. He is advised by Richard Neville, the Earl of Warwick, and these two, Warwick and York, are men of too vast an ambition to obey a sleeping king. There are many who say that the country cannot even be safe in the hands of a regent, and if the king does not wake, then England cannot survive the dozen years before his son is old enough to rule. Someone will have to take the throne; we cannot be governed by a sleeping king and a baby.


    We cant endure another long regency, we have to have a king, Jasper says. I wish to God you had married and bedded her years ago, at least we would be ahead of the game now.


    I flush and look down at my plate, heaped with overcooked and unrecognisable bits of game. They hunt better than they farm in Wales, and every meal brings some skinny bird or beast to the table in butchered portions. I long for fast days when we have only fish, and I impose extra fast days on myself to escape the sticky mess of dinner. Everyone stabs what they want with their dagger from a common plate, and sops up the gravy with a hunk of bread. They wipe their hands on their breeches, and their mouths on their coat-cuffs. Even at the high table we are served our meat on trenchers of bread that are eaten up at the end of the meal, there are no plates laid on the table. Napkins are obviously too French, they count it a patriotic duty to wipe their mouths on their sleeves, and they all bring their own spoons as if they were heirlooms, tucked inside their boots.


    I take a little piece of meat and nibble at it. The smell of grease turns my stomach. Now they are talking, in front of me as if I were deaf, of my fertility and the possibility that if the queen is driven from England, or her baby dies, then my son will be one of the kings likely heirs.


    You think the queen will let that happen? You think Margaret of Anjou wont fight for England? She knows her duty better than that, Edmund says with a laugh. There are even those who say that she was too determined to be stopped by a sleeping husband. They say she got the baby without the king. Some say she got a stable boy to mount her rather than leave the royal cradle empty and her husband dreaming.


    I put my hands to my hot cheeks. This is unbearable, but nobody notices my discomfort.


    Not another word, Jasper says flatly. She is a great lady and I fear for her and her child. You get an heir for yourself, and dont repeat gossip to me. The confidence of York with his quiver of four boys grows every day. We need to show them there is a true Lancaster heir in waiting, we need to keep their ambitions down. The Staffords and the Hollands have heirs already, wheres the Tudor-Beaufort boy?


    Edmund laughs shortly and reaches for more wine. I try every night, he says. Trust me. I dont skimp my duty. She may be little more than a child herself, with no liking for the act, but I do what I have to.


    For the first time, Jasper glances over to me, as if he is wondering what I make of this bleak description of married life. I meet his gaze blankly with my teeth gritted. I dont want his sympathy. This is my martyrdom. Marriage to his brother in this peasant palace in horrible Wales is my martyrdom; and I offer it up, and I know that God will reward me.
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    Edmund tells his brother nothing more than the truth. Every single night of our life, he comes to my room, slightly unsteady from the wine at dinner that he throws down his throat like a sot. Every night, he gets into bed beside me, and takes a handful of my nightgown as if it were not the finest Valenciennes lace hemmed by my little-girl stitches, and holds it aside so he can push himself against me. Every night I grit my teeth and say not one word of protest, not even a whimper of pain, as he takes me without kindness or courtesy, and every night, moments later, he gets up from my bed and throws on his gown and goes without a word of thanks or farewell. I say nothing, not one word, from beginning to end, and neither does he. If it were lawful for a woman to hate her husband I would hate him as a rapist. But hatred would make the baby malformed, so I make sure I do not hate him, not even in secret. Instead, I slide from the bed the minute he has gone and kneel at the foot of it, still smelling his rancid sweat, still feeling the burning pain between my legs, and I pray to Our Lady who had the good fortune to be spared all this by the kindly visit of the bodiless Holy Ghost. I pray to Her to forgive Edmund Tudor for being such a torturer to me, her child, especially favoured by God. I, who am without sin; and certainly without lust. Months into marriage I am as far away from desire as I was when I was a little girl; and it seems to me that there is nothing more likely to cure a woman of lust than marriage. Now I understand what the saint meant when he said that it was better to marry than to burn. In my experience, if you marry, you certainly wont burn.
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    One long year of loneliness and disgust and pain, and now I have another burden to bear. Edmunds old nursemaid becomes so impatient for another Tudor boy that she comes to me every month to ask if I am bleeding, as if I were a favourite mare at stud. She is longing for me to say no for then she can count on her fat old fingers and see that her precious boy has done his duty. For months I can disappoint her and see her wizened old face fall, but at the end of June I can tell her that I have not bled, and she kneels down in my own privy chamber and thanks God and the Virgin Mary that the House of Tudor will have an heir and that England is saved for the House of Lancaster.


    At first I think she is a fool, but after she has run to tell my husband Edmund and his brother Jasper, and they have both come to me like a pair of excited twins, and shouted their well wishes, and asked me if I would like anything special to eat, or if they should send for my mother, or whether I should like to gently walk in the courtyard, or to rest, I see that to them, this conception is indeed a first step towards greatness, and could be the saving of our house.


    That night, as I kneel to pray, at last I have a vision again. I have a vision as clear as if I were in my waking life, but the sun is as bright as in France, not Welsh grey. It is not a vision of Joan going to the scaffold, but a miraculous vision of Joan as she was called to greatness. I am with her in the fields near her home, I can feel the softness of the grass under my feet and I am dazzled by the brightness of the sky. I hear the bells tolling the Angelus, and they ring in my head like voices. I hear the celestial singing, and then I see the shimmering light. I drop my head to the rich cloth of my bed and still the blazing light burns the inside of my eyelids. I am filled with conviction that I am seeing her calling and I am being called myself. God wanted Joan to serve Him and now He wants me. My hour has come and my heroine, Joan, has shown me the way. I tremble with desire for holiness and the burning behind my eyes spreads through my whole body and burns, I am sure, in my womb where the baby is growing into the light of life and his spirit is forming.


    I dont know how long I kneel in prayer. Nobody interrupts me and I feel as if I have been in the sacred light for a whole year when I finally open my eyes in wonder, and blink at the dancing candle flames. Slowly, I rise to my feet, hauling myself up the bedpost, weak at the knees with my sense of the divine. I sit on the side of my bed in a state of wonder, and puzzle at the nature of my calling. Joan was called to save France from war and to put the true King of France on his throne. There must be a reason that I saw myself in her fields, that all my life I have dreamed of her life. Our lives must march in step. Her story must speak to me. I too must be called to save my country, as she was summoned to rescue hers. I have been called to save England from danger, from uncertainty, from war itself, and put the true King of England on his throne. When Henry the king dies, even if his son survives, I know it will be the baby now growing in my womb who will inherit. I know it. This baby must be a son  this is what my vision is telling me. My son will inherit the throne of England. The horror of war with France will be ended by the rule of my son. The unrest in our country will be turned into peace by my son. I shall bring him into the world, and I shall put him on the throne, and I shall guide him in the ways of God that I shall teach him. This is my destiny: to put my son on the throne of England, and those who laughed at my visions and doubted my vocation will call me My Lady, the Kings Mother. I shall sign myself Margaret Regina: Margaret the queen.


    I put my hand to my belly that is still as flat as a childs. King, I say quietly. You are going to be King of England, and I know that the baby hears me and knows that his destiny and that of all England is given to me by God, and is in my keeping.
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    My knowledge that the baby in my womb is to be king and that everyone will curtsey to me supports me through the early months, though I am sick every morning and weary to my soul. It is hot, and Edmund has to ride out through the fields where the men are making hay, to hunt down our enemies. William Herbert, a fierce Yorkist partisan, thinks to make Wales his own while there is a sleeping king and no-one to call him to account. He marches his men through our lands and collects our taxes under the pretext that he is ruling Wales for the regency of York. Indeed, it is true that he has been appointed by his good friend the Earl of Warwick to rule Wales; but long before that, we Tudors were put here by the king, and here we stay doing our duty, whether our king is awake or not. Both Herbert and we Tudors believe ourselves to be the only rightful rulers of Wales, properly appointed; but the difference is that we are right and he is wrong. And God smiles on me, of course.


    Edmund and Jasper are in a state of constant muted fury at the incursions of Herbert and the Yorkists, writing to their father Owen who is in turn riding out with his men, harrying York lands, and planning a concerted campaign with his boys. It is as my mother predicted. The king is of the House of Lancaster; but he is fast asleep. The regent is of the House of York and he is only too lively. Jasper is away much of the time, brooding over the sleeping king like a poor hen with addled eggs. He says that the queen has all but abandoned her husband in London, seeking greater safety for herself in the walled city of Coventry which she can hold against an army, and thinks that she will have to rule England from there, and avoid the treachery of the City of London. He says that the London merchants and half of the southern counties are all for York because they hope for peaceful times to make money, and care nothing for the true king and the will of God.


    Meanwhile every lord prepares his men and chooses his side, and Jasper and Edmund wait only till the end of haymaking, and then muster the men with their scythes and bill hooks and march out to find William Herbert and teach him who commands Wales. I go down to the gate of the castle to wave them farewell and bid them Godspeed. Jasper assures me that they will defeat Herbert within two days and capture Carmarthen Castle from him, and that I can look for them to come home in time for the harvest; but two days come and go and we have no news of them.


    I am supposed to rest every afternoon and my lady governess is ordered by my mother to take a renewed interest in my health, now I am carrying a child that could be a royal heir. She sits with me in the darkened rooms to make sure that I do not read by the light of a smuggled candle, or get down on my knees to pray. I have to lie on my bed and think of cheerful things to make the baby strong and blithe in his spirits. Knowing I am making the next king, I obey her, and try to think of sturdy horses and beautiful clothes, of the magic of the joust and of the kings court, and the queen in her ruby gown. But one day there is a commotion at my door and I sit up, and glance at my lady governess who, far from watching over me as the vessel preparing to bear the next king, is fast asleep in her chair. I get up and patter over to my door and open it myself and there is our maid Gwyneth, white-faced, with a letter in her hand. We cant read it, she says. Its a letter for someone. None of us can read.


    My lady governess is asleep, I say. Give it to me.


    Stupidly, she hands it over though it is addressed to my lady governess, and marked for her eyes alone. I break Jasper Tudors seal and open it. He has written from Pembroke Castle.


    
      
        
          Edmund wounded and captured by William Herbert. Held prisoner at Carmarthen. Prepare for attack as best you can there, while I go to rescue him. Admit no strangers; there is plague.

        

      

    


    Gwyneth looks at me. What does it say? she asks.


    Nothing, I say. The lie comes to my mouth so swiftly that it must be put there by God to help me, and therefore it does not count as a lie at all. He says that they are staying on a few days in Pembroke Castle. He will come back later.


    I close the door in her face and I go back to my bed and lie down. I put my hand on my fat belly that has grown bigger and now curves beneath my gown. I will tell them the news later tonight, I think. But first I must decide what to say and what to do.


    I think, as always, what would Joan of Arc do, if she were in my place? The most important thing would be to make sure that the future king is safe. Edmund and Jasper can look after themselves. For me, there is nothing more important than ensuring that my son is safe behind defensible walls, so when Black Herbert comes to sack the Tudor lands at least we can keep my baby safe.


    At the thought of William Herbert marching his army against me, I slide down to my knees to pray. What am I to do? I whisper to Our Lady, and never in my life would I have been more glad of a clear reply. We cant defend here, there isnt even a wall that goes all round, and we dont have the fighting men. I cant go to Pembroke if there is plague there, and anyway, I dont even know where Pembroke is. But if Herbert attacks us here how shall we be safe? What if he kidnaps me for ransom? But if we try to get to Pembroke, then what if I am ill on the road? What if travelling is bad for a baby?


    There is nothing but silence. Our Lady? I ask. Lady Mary?


    Nothing. It is a quite disagreeable silence.


    I sigh. What would Joan do? I ask myself. If she had to make a dangerous choice? What would Joan do? If I were Joan, with her courage, what would I do?


    Wearily, I rise to my feet. I walk over to my lady governess and take a pleasure in shaking her awake. Get up, I say. You have work to do. We are going to Pembroke Castle.
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    Edmund does not come home. William Herbert does not even demand a ransom for him, the heir to the Tudor name, and father of my child. In these uncertain times nobody can say what Edmund is worth and besides, they tell me he is sick. He is held at Carmarthen Castle, a prisoner of the Herberts, and he does not write to me, having nothing to say to a wife who is little more than a child, and I do not write to him, having nothing to say to him either.


    I wait, alone in Pembroke Castle, preparing for siege, admitting no-one from the town for fear they are carrying the sickness, knowing I may have to hold this castle against our enemies, not knowing where to send for help for Jasper is constantly on the move. We have food and we have arms and we have water. I sleep with the key to the drawbridge and the portcullis under my pillow; but I cant say that I know what I should do next. I wait for my husband to tell me; but I hear nothing from him. I wait for his brother to come. I wish his father would ride by and rescue me. But it is as if I have walled myself in and am forgotten. I pray for guidance from Our Lady who also faced troubled times when she was with child; but no Holy Ghost appears to announce to the world that I am the Lords vessel. It seems that there is to be no annunciation for me at all. Indeed, the servants, the priest, and even my lady governess are rapt in their own misfortunes and worries as the news of the kings strange sleep and the struggle of power between his queen and the countrys regent alerts every scoundrel to the opportunity of easy pickings to be made in a country without government, and Herberts friends in Wales know that the Tudors are on the run, their heir captured, his brother missing, and his bride all alone at Pembroke Castle, sick with fear.


    Then, in November, I get a letter addressed to me, to Lady Margaret Tudor, from my brother-in-law, Jasper. It is the first time in his life he has ever written to me, and I open it with shaking hands. He does not waste many words.


    
      
        
          Regret to tell you that your husband, my dearly beloved brother Edmund, is dead of the plague. Hold the castle at all costs. I am coming.

        

      

    


    I greet Jasper at the castle gate, and at once see the difference in him. He has lost his twin, his brother, the great love of his life. He jumps down from his horse with the same grace that Edmund had, but now there is only the noise of one pair of boots ringing iron-tipped heels on the stone. For the rest of his life he will listen for the clatter of his brother and hear nothing. His face is grim, his eyes hollowed with sadness. He takes my hand as if I am a grown lady, and he kneels and offers up his hands, in the gesture of prayer, as if he is swearing fealty. I have lost my brother, and you, your husband, he says. I swear to you, that if you have a boy, I will care for him as if he were my own. I will guard him with my life. I will keep him safe. I will take him to the very throne of England, for my brothers sake.


    His eyes are filled with tears and I am most uncomfortable to have this big, fully grown man on his knees before me. Thank you, I say. I look round in my discomfiture but there is no-one to tell me how to raise Jasper up. I dont know what I am supposed to say. I notice he doesnt promise anything to me if I have a girl. I sigh and clasp my hands around his, as he seems to want me to do. Really, if it were not for Joan of Arc, I would think that girls are completely useless.


    
      
    


    JANUARY 1457
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    I go into confinement at the start of the month. They put up shutters on my bedroom windows to close out the grey winter light. I cant imagine that a sky which is never blue and a sun which never shines can be thought so distracting that a woman with child should be shaded from it; but the midwife insists that I go into darkness for a month before my time, as the tradition is, and Jasper, pale with worry, says that everything must be done to keep the baby safe.


    The midwife thinks that the baby will come early. She feels my belly and says that he is lying wrongly but he may turn in time. Sometimes, she says, babies turn very late. It is important that they come out head first, I dont know why. She does not mention any details to Jasper but I know that he paces up and down outside my chamber every day. I can hear the floorboards creak as he tiptoes north and south, as anxious as a loving husband. Since I am in confinement I can see no man, and that is a great relief. But I do wish I could come out to church. Father William, here at Pembroke, was moved to tears by my first confession. He said he had never met a young woman of more piety. I was glad at last to find someone who understands me. He is allowed to pray with me if he sits one side of the screen and I the other, but it is not nearly as inspiring as praying before a congregation, where everyone can see me.


    After a week, I start to have terrible pain in the very bones of my body when I am walking the narrow confines of the chamber, and Nan the midwife and her fellow crone whose name sounds something like a squawk, and who speaks no English at all, agree that I had better go to bed and not walk any more, not even stand. The pain is so bad I could almost believe that the bones are breaking inside me. Clearly, something has gone wrong, but nobody knows what it is. They ask the physician but since he cannot lay a hand on me, nor do more than ask me what I think might be the matter, we get no further forwards. I am thirteen years old, and small for my age. How am I to know what is going wrong with the baby in my body? They keep asking me, does it really feel as if my bones are breaking inside me? And when I say yes, then they look at one another as if they fear it must be true. But I cant believe that I will die in childbirth. I cant believe that God will have gone to all this trouble to get me here in Wales, with a child who might be king in my womb, only to have me die before he is even born.


    They speak of sending for my mother, but she is so far away and the roads are so dangerous now that she cannot come, and besides, she would know no better than them. Nobody knows what is wrong with me, and now they remark that I am too young and too small to be with child at all, which is rather belated advice, and no comfort to me now I am so close to the birth. I have not dared to ask how the baby is actually going to come out of my belly. I fear very much that I am supposed to split open like a small pod for a fat pea, and then I am certain to bleed to death.


    I had thought the pain of waiting was the worst pain I could endure, but that was only until the night when I wake to an agony as if my belly were heaving up and turning over inside me. I scream in shock and the two women bounce up from their trestle beds and my lady governess comes running, and my maid, and in a moment the room is filled with candles and people fetching hot water and firewood and among it all, nobody is even looking at me though I can feel a sudden flood pour out of me, and I am certain that it is blood and I am bleeding to death.


    They fly at me and give me a lathe to bite on, and a sacred girdle to tie around my heaving belly. Father William has sent the Host in the Monstrance from the chapel and they put it on my prie dieu so I can fix my eyes on the body of the Lord. I have to say I am much less impressed by crucifixion now that I am in childbirth. It is really not possible that anything could hurt more than this. I grieve for the suffering of Our Lord, of course. But if He had tried a bad birth He would know what pain is.


    They hold me down on the bed but let me heave on a rope when the pains start to come. I faint once for the agony of it, and then they give me a strong drink which makes me giddy and sick, but nothing can free me from the vice which has gripped on my belly and is tearing me apart. This goes on for hours, from dawn till dusk, and then I hear them muttering to each other that the timing of the baby is wrong, it is taking too long. One of the midwives says to me that she is sorry but they are going to have to toss me in a blanket to make the baby come on.


    What? I mutter, so confused with pain that I dont know what she means. I dont understand what they are doing as they help me off the bed and bid me lie on a blanket on the floor. I think perhaps they are doing something which will relieve the gripping pain which makes me cry out until I think I can bear no more. So I lie down, obedient to their tugging hands and then the six of them gather round and lift the blanket between them. I am suspended like a sack of potatoes, and then they pull the blanket all at once and I am thrown up and drop down again. I am only a small girl of thirteen, they can throw me up into the air, and I feel a terrible flying and falling sensation and then the agony of landing and then they fling me up again. Ten times they do this while I scream and beg them to stop and then they heave me back into the bed and look at me as if they expect me to be much improved while I hang over the side of the bed and vomit between sobs.


    I lie back for a moment and for a blessed moment the worst of it stops. In the sudden silence I hear my lady governess say, very clearly: Your orders are to save the baby if you have to choose. Especially if it is a boy.


    I am so enraged at the thought of Jasper ordering my own lady governess to tell my midwives that they should let me die if they have to choose between my life or that of his nephew that I spit on the floor and cry out: Oh, who says so? I am Lady Margaret Beaufort of the house of Lancaster . . . But they dont even hear me, they dont turn to listen to me.


    Thats the right thing to do, Nan agrees. But seems hard on the little maid . . .


    It is her mothers order, my lady governess says, and at once I dont want to shout at them any more. My mother? My own mother told my lady governess that if the baby and I were in danger then they should save the baby?


    Poor little girl. Poor poor little girl, Nan says, and at first I think she is speaking of the baby, perhaps it is a girl after all. But then I realise she is speaking of me, a girl of thirteen years, whose own mother has said that they can let her die as long as a son and heir is born.
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    It takes two days and nights for the baby to make his agonising way out of me, and I do not die, though there are long hours when I would have done so willingly, just to escape the pain. They show him to me, as I am falling asleep, drowning in pain. He is brown-haired, I think, and he has tiny hands. I reach out to touch him but the drink and the pain and the exhaustion flood over me like darkness and I faint away.


    When I wake, it is morning and one of the shutters is opened, the yellow winter sun is shining in the little panes of glass, and the room is warm with the banked-up fire glowing in the fireplace. The baby is in his cradle, swaddled tight on his board. When the nursemaid hands him to me I cannot even feel his body, he is wrapped so tight in the swaddling bands that are like bandages from head to toe. She says he has to be strapped to his board so his arms and legs cannot move, so his head is kept still, to make sure that his young bones grow straight and true. I will be allowed to see his feet and his hands and his little body when they unwrap him to change his clout, which they will do at midday. Until then I can hold him while he sleeps, like a stiff little doll. The swaddling cloth is wrapped around his head and chin to keep his neck straight, and it finishes with a little loop on the top of his head. The poor women use the loop to hook their babies up on a roof beam when they are cooking, or doing their work, but this boy, who is the newest baby in the House of Lancaster, will be rocked and carried by a team of nursemaids.


    I lie him down on the bed beside me, and gaze at his tiny face, his little nose, and the smiling curves of his rosy eyelids. He is not like a living thing, but more like a little stone carving of a baby as you find in a church, placed beside his stone-dead mother. It is a miracle to think that such a thing has been made, has grown, has come into the world; that I made him, almost entirely on my own (for I hardly count Edmunds drunken labours). This tiny little object, this miniature being, is the bone of my bone and the flesh of my flesh and he is of my making, all of my making.


    After a little while he wakes, and starts to cry. For such a small object the cry is incredibly loud and I am glad the nursemaid comes in at a run and takes him from the room to the wet nurse. My own small breasts ache to suckle him, but I am bound up as tight as my swaddled baby, the two of us are strapped tight to do our duty: a baby who must grow straight, and a young mother who may not feed her child. His wet nurse has left her own baby at home, so that she can come and take up her position in the castle. She will eat better than she has ever eaten in her life before, and she is allowed a good ration of ale. She does not even have to care for my baby, she just has to make milk for him, as if she were a dairy cow. He is brought to her when he needs feeding and the rest of the time he is cared for by the maids of the nursery. She does a little cleaning, washing his clouts and linen, and helps in his rooms. She does not hold him except at feeding time. He has other women to do that. He has his own rocker to sleep by his cradle, his own two nursemaids to wait on him, his own physician comes once a week, and the midwives will stay with us until I am churched and he is christened. He has a larger entourage than me, and I suddenly realise that this is because he is more important than me. I am Lady Margaret Tudor, born a Beaufort, of the House of Lancaster, cousin to the sleeping King of England. But he is both a Beaufort and a Tudor. He has royal blood on both sides. He is Earl of Richmond, of the House of Lancaster, and has a claim, after the kings son, Prince Edward, to the throne of England.


    My lady governess comes into the room. Your brother-in-law Jasper asks you to agree to his name for the baby, she says. He is writing to the king and to your mother to tell them he is going to call him Edmund Owen, for the babys father and his Tudor grandfather.


    No, I say. I am not going to name my baby, who cost me so much pain, after a man who caused me nothing but pain. Or his stupid father. No, I wont call him Edmund.


    You cant call him Edward, she says. The kings son is Prince Edward.


    I am going to call him Henry, I say, thinking of the sleeping king who might wake for a boy of the House of Lancaster called Henry, though he slept through the birth of the prince called Edward. Henry is a royal name for England, some of our best and bravest kings have been called Henry. This boy will be Henry Tudor. I repeat the name proudly: Henry Tudor. And I think to myself, when the sleeping King Henry VI is dead, then this baby will be Henry VII.


    He said Edmund Owen, she repeats, as if I might be deaf as well as stupid.


    And I say Henry, I say. And I have called him this already. This is his name. It is decided. I have named him in my prayers. He is all but baptised Henry already.


    She raises her eyebrows at my ringing emphasis. They wont like it, she says, and she goes out of the room to tell my brother-in-law Jasper that the girl is being stubborn and will not name her son for her dead husband, but has chosen her own name for him and will not be dissuaded.


    I lie back against the pillows again and close my eyes. My boy will be Henry Tudor, whatever anyone says.


    
      
    


    SPRING 1457
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    I have to stay in my rooms for another six weeks after the birth of my boy, before I can go to the chapel and be cleansed of the sin of childbirth. When I come back to my rooms the shutters are down and the dark drapes have been taken away. There is wine in jugs and small cakes on plates, and Jasper has come to visit me, and congratulate me on the birth of my child. The nursemaids tell me that Jasper visits the baby in his nursery every day, as if he were the doting father himself. He sits by the cradle if the baby is asleep, he touches his cheek with his finger, he cups the tightly wrapped head in his big hands. If the baby is awake, Jasper watches him feed, or he stands over them when they unwrap the swaddling and admires the straight legs and the strong arms. They tell me that Jasper begs them to leave the swaddling off for a moment more so he can see the little fists and the fat little feet. They think it unmanly for him to hang over the cradle, and I agree; but all the Tudors only please themselves.


    He smiles at me tentatively, and I smile back. Are you well, sister? he asks.


    I am, I say.


    They tell me it was a difficult birth for you.


    It was.


    He nods. I have a letter from your mother for you, and she also wrote to me.


    He hands me one sheet of paper, folded square and sealed with my mothers Beaufort crest of the portcullis. I lift the seal carefully and read her letter. She has written in French and she commands me to meet her at Greenfield House in Newport, Gwent. That is all. She sends me no words of affection or inquiry after my son, her own grandson. I remember that she told them if it was a choice between a boy and me, then they should let me die, and I ignore her coldness and turn to Jasper. Does she tell you why I am to go to Newport? For she does not trouble herself to explain to me.


    Yes, he says. I am to take you with an armed escort and your baby is to stay here. You are to meet with Humphrey, the Duke of Buckingham. It is his house.


    Why am I to see him? I ask. I have a distant memory of the duke, who heads one of the great wealthy families of the kingdom. We are cousins of some sort. Is he to be my new guardian? Cant you be my guardian now, Jasper?


    He looks away. No. Its not that. He tries to smile at me but his eyes are soft with pity. You are to be married again, my sister. You are to be married to the Duke of Buckinghams son, as soon as your year of mourning is finished. But the contract of marriage and the betrothal is to take place now. You are to marry the dukes son: Sir Henry Stafford.


    I look at him and I know my face is horrified. I have to marry again? I blurt out, thinking of the agony of childbirth and the likelihood that it will kill me another time. Jasper, can I refuse to go? Can I stay here with you?


    He shakes his head. I am afraid not.


    
      
    


    MARCH 1457
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    A parcel, taken from one place to another, handed from one owner to another, unwrapped and bundled up at will is all that I am. A vessel, for the bearing of sons, for one nobleman or another: it hardly matters who. Nobody sees me for what I am: a young woman of great family with royal connections, a young woman of exceptional piety who deserves  surely to God!  some recognition. But no, having been shipped to Lamphey Castle in a litter, I now ride to Newport on a fat cob, seated behind a manservant, unable to see anything of the road ahead of me and glimpsing muddy fields and pale pasture-lands only through the jogging ranks of the men at arms. They are armed with lances and cudgels and are wearing the badge of the Tudor crest at their collars. Jasper is leading the way on his warhorse, and has warned them to be prepared for ambush from Herberts men, or trouble on the road from bands of thieves. Once we get closer to the sea there is also the danger of a marauding party of pirates. This is how I am protected. This is the country I live in. This is what a good king, a strong king, should prevent.


    We ride under the portcullis of Greenfield House and the gate slams shut behind us. We dismount in the courtyard before the house and my mother comes out to greet me. I have not seen her for almost two years, not since my wedding day, when she told me there was nothing to fear. Now as she comes towards me and I kneel for her blessing I realise that she will see from my face that I know she was lying to me that day, for I have faced the very fear of death itself, and learned that she was prepared to sacrifice me for a grandson. There was nothing to fear for her  so she was right about that. But there was much to fear for me.


    Margaret, she says quietly. She puts her hand on my head for a blessing and then raises me up and kisses me on both cheeks. Youve grown! And you are looking well!


    I long for her to hold me and hug me and tell me that she has missed me, but that would be to wish for a different sort of mother, and then I would have been a different girl. Instead she looks at me with cool approval and then turns, as the door of the house opens, and the duke comes out.


    Here is my daughter, she says. Lady Margaret Tudor. Margaret, this is your kinsman the Duke of Buckingham.


    I make a low curtsey. This is a duke most particular about his position; they say that he took his order of precedence to parliament to get a ruling on who should walk behind him. He raises me up and kisses me on both cheeks. You are welcome, he says. But you must be cold and tired from your journey. Come inside.


    The house is furnished with a luxury that I had almost forgotten, having spent these years in exile at Lamphey and Pembroke. Thick tapestries warm the stone walls, and the wooden beams above are gilded and brightly painted. Everywhere the dukes crest is picked out in new gold. The rushes on the floor are fresh and sweet so that every room is scented lightly with herbs and lavender, and in every great stone fireplace there are blazing logs and a lad going round with a basket to bring in more firewood. Even the firewood boy wears the dukes livery; they say that he has a small army always dressed and armed at his command. The boy even has boots. I think of the barefoot slovenliness of my husbands home and I feel a little better about this betrothal if it is going to take me into a house that is kept clean, with servants who are properly dressed.


    The duke offers me a glass of small ale, which is mulled hot and sweet, to warm me from the chill of travelling. As I am sipping it, Jasper comes into the room with another older man, greying hair at his temples, lines in his face; he must be forty if he is a day. I look to Jasper to introduce this stranger, and when I see his grave face I realise. With a little gasp of shock I understand that this old man is Henry Stafford, and that I am before my new husband. He is not a boy of my age like John de la Pole, my first betrothed. He is not a young man like Edmund  and God knows he was too old and too hard for me. No, this time they have picked out a man old enough to be my father, old enough to be my grandfather, my ancestor. He is forty years old, fifty years old, probably sixty. I realise I am staring, and I quite fail to curtsey until my mother says sharply, Margaret! and I mumble, Excuse me, and sink down in a gesture of humility, to yet another man, who will make me live with him wherever he chooses, and will make another heir to the Lancaster line on me, whether I like it or not.


    I see that Jasper is scowling down at his boots; but he raises his head to greet my mother with his usual courtesy and bows to the duke.


    I see you have kept my daughter safe through these most troubled times, my mother says to him.


    I will keep the whole principality safe if I can, he replies. At last we seem to be gaining ground. I have recaptured the castles that the York party took, and William Herbert is on the run, in hiding. If he stays within Wales I will catch him. We Tudors are well loved here, someone will betray him to me.


    And then? the Duke of Buckingham asks him. What then?


    Jasper shrugs. He knows it is not a question about the fate of William Herbert, nor even of Wales. It is the question that every Englishman asks himself these days: what then? How can we go on with a court so unpopular it dare not even live in London? How can we go on with a king who slips away into dreams without warning, and leaves a queen hated by so many? How can we face the future when their heir is just one little weak boy? How can we be safe when the kingdom slides into the keeping of our enemies: the House of York?


    I have tried to reason with Richard of York, and his advisor the Earl of Warwick, Jasper says. You know how hard I have tried to persuade them to work with the queen. I have talked and talked with the queen. But she is terrified of them and fearful that they will attack her and her son at the next illness of the king. And in their turn, they fear that she will destroy them when the king is well enough to do her bidding. I cant see a resolution.


    If they could be sent from the country? Buckingham suggests. One of them to Calais? Perhaps we could send York to Dublin?


    Jasper shrugs. I wouldnt sleep easy in my bed at night knowing that they were off our coasts with their own armies, he says. From Calais they command the narrow seas; no southern port would be safe. From Dublin, Richard of York could raise an army and come against us. And the Irish love York like a king already.


    Perhaps the king will stay well this time, my mother suggests hopefully.


    I realise how gravely ill His Grace has become from the awkward silence that greets this remark. Perhaps, the duke says.
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    They waste no time on courtship between Henry Stafford and me. They waste no time on giving us even a moment to meet. Why should they? This is a matter for the lawyers and the officers of the household who manage the wealth. It would not matter if Henry Stafford and I hated each other on sight. It matters not at all that I do not want to marry, that I am afraid of the wedding, afraid of consummating the marriage, afraid of childbirth, afraid of everything about being a wife. Nobody even asks if I have lost my childhood sense of vocation, if I still want to be a nun. Nobody cares what I think at all. They treat me like an ordinary young woman, bred for wedding and bedding, and since they do not ask me what I think, nor observe what I feel, there is nothing that gives them pause at all.


    They draw up the contracts and we sign them. We go to the chapel and before witnesses and before the priest we swear to marry each other in January so that I have a year to mourn my first marriage, which brought me so little joy and ended so soon. I will be fourteen years old and he will be not exactly forty, but still an old man to me: thirty-three years old.


    After the betrothal we go back to the house and my mother and I sit in the solar, where there is a fire burning, with our ladies around us, listening to the musicians play. I draw my stool a little closer to her so that we can speak privately for once.


    Do you remember what you said before I was married to Edmund Tudor? I ask her.


    She shakes her head and glances away as if she would avoid this conversation. I am very sure she does not want to be reproached for telling me there was nothing to fear, when she instructed my own lady governess to let me die. No, I dont remember, she says quickly. It feels like years ago.


    You said that I could not take the cowards way out, my fathers way out.


    She flinches from me even naming the man who has been buried in silence for so long. Did I?


    Yes.


    I cant imagine what I was thinking of.


    So what did he do?


    She turns away with a false laugh. Have you waited all this time to ask me to explain a silly thing I said at the church door?


    Yes.


    Oh, Margaret, you are so . . . She breaks off, and I wait to hear what I am that makes her toss her head like this and frown. You are so very serious.


    Yes. I nod. That is true. I am very serious, Lady Mother. I would have thought you would have known that by now. I have always been a serious person, a studious person. And you said something about my father that I think I have a right to understand. I take it seriously.


    She gets up and walks to the window, looking out as if admiring the dark evening. She shrugs her shoulders at the awkwardness of this daughter, her only Beaufort child. Her lady in waiting looks up at her in case she needs anything and I see the glance that passes between them. It is as if I am known to be a difficult girl, and I flush with embarrassment.


    Oh, sighs my mother. Its such a long time ago now, she says. How old are you now? Thirteen? For heavens sake, it is twelve years ago.


    Then you can tell me. I am old enough to know. And if you dont, then someone is bound to tell me something. You surely dont want me to ask the servants?


    The flush that comes to her face tells me that she does not want me to ask the servants, that they have been warned never to discuss this matter with me. Something happened twelve years ago that she wanted to forget, that she wanted me never to know. Something shameful happened.


    How did he die? I ask.


    By his own hand, she says quickly and quietly. If you must know. If you insist on knowing his shame. He left you and he left me and he died by his own hand. I was with child, a baby that I lost. I lost a baby in my shock and my grief, a baby that might have been a son for the House of Lancaster; but he didnt think about that. It was days before your first birthday, he didnt care enough for either of us even to wait to see you into your second year. And that is why I have always told you that your future lies in your son. A husband can come and go, he can leave on his own account. He can go to war or get sick or kill himself; but if you make your son your own, your own creation, then you are safe. A boy is your guardian. If you had been a boy I would have poured my life into you. You would have been my destiny.


    But since I was a girl you did not love me, and he did not wait to see my birthday?


    She looks at me honestly and repeats the dreadful words. Since you were a girl, of course not. Since you were a girl you could only be the bridge to the next generation; you could be nothing more than the means by which our family gets a boy.


    There is a short silence while I absorb my mothers belief in my unimportance. I see. I see. I am lucky to be valued by God, since I am not valued by you. I was not valued by my father.


    She nods as if it does not matter much. Still she does not understand me. She will never understand. She will never think that I am worth the effort of understanding. To her I am, as she so frankly tells me, a bridge.


    So why did my father kill himself? I return to her first revelation. Why would he do such a thing? His soul will have gone to hell. They must have told a string of lies to get him buried in holy ground. I correct myself. You must have told a string of lies.


    My mother comes back and sinks onto the bench by the warm fire. I did what I could to protect our good name, she says quietly. As anyone of a great name would do. Your father came back from France with stories of victory, but then people started to whisper. They said he had done nothing of any value, indeed he had taken the troops and money that his commander Richard of York  the great hero  needed to hold France for England. Richard of York was making progress but your father set it back. Your father set siege to a town but it was the wrong town, owned by the Duke of Brittany, and he had to return it to them. We nearly lost the alliance with Brittany through his folly. That would have cost the country dear, but he did not think of it. He set a tax to raise money in the defeated areas of France, but it was illegal; and worse, he kept all the revenue for himself. He said he had a great campaign plan; but he led his men round in circles and then brought them home again without either victory or plunder, so they were bitter against him, and said that he was a false lord to them. He was dearly loved by our king, but not even the king could pretend that he had done well.


    There would have been an inquiry in London about his conduct; he escaped that shame only by his death. There might even have been an excommunication from the Pope. They would have come for your father and accused him of treason, and he would have paid with his life on the block, and you would have lost your fortune, and we would have been attainted and ruined; he spared us that, but only by running away into death.


    An excommunication? I am more horrified by this than anything else.


    People wrote ballads about him, she says bitterly. People laughed at his stupidity and marvelled at our infamy. You cannot imagine the shame of it. I have shielded you from it, from the shame of him, and I get no thanks for it. You are such a child you dont know that he is notorious as the great example of his age of the change of fortune, of the cruelty of the wheel of fortune. He could not have been born with better prospects and better opportunities; but he was unlucky, fatally unlucky. In his very first battle in France, when he rode out as a boy, he was captured, and he was left in captivity for seventeen years. It broke his heart. He thought that nobody cared enough to ransom him. Perhaps that is the lesson that I should have taught you  never mind your studies, never mind your nagging for books, for a tutor, for Latin lessons. I should have taught you never to be unlucky, never to be unlucky like your father.


    Does everyone know? I ask. I am horrified at the shame I have inherited, unknowingly. Jasper, for instance? Does Jasper know I am the daughter of a coward?


    My mother shrugs. Everyone. We said that he was exhausted by campaigning, and died of his service to the king. But people will always gossip about their betters.


    And are we an unlucky family? I ask her. Do you think I have inherited his bad luck?


    She will not answer me. She gets to her feet and smoothes the skirt of her gown as if to brush away smuts from the fire, or to sweep away ill fortune.


    Are we unlucky? I ask. Lady Mother?


    Well, I am not, she says defensively. I was born a Beauchamp, and after your fathers death I married again and changed my name from his. Now I am a Welles. But you might be unlucky. The Beauforts may be. But perhaps you will change the luck, she says indifferently. You were lucky enough to have a boy, after all. Now you have a Lancaster heir.
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    They serve dinner very late; the Duke of Buckingham keeps court hours and is not troubled by the cost of candles. At least the meat is better cooked and there are more side dishes of pastries and sweetmeats than at Pembroke Castle. I see that at this table where everything is so beautiful, Jaspers manners are positively courtly, and I understand for the first time that he lives as a soldier when he is in his border castle on the very frontiers of the kingdom, but he is a courtier when he is in a great house. He sees me watching him and he winks at me as if we two share the secret of how we manage our lives when we do not have to be on our best behaviour.


    We eat a good dinner and afterwards there is an entertainment, some fools, a juggler, and a girl who sings. Then my mother nods to me and sends me to bed as if I were a child still, and before the grand company I can do nothing but curtsey for her blessing and go. I glance at my future husband as I leave. He is looking at the girl singer with his eyes narrowed, a little smile on his mouth. I dont mind walking out after I see that look. I am more sick of men, all men, than I dare to acknowledge to myself.


    Next day, the horses are in the stable yard and I am to be sent back to Pembroke Castle until my year of mourning is finished and I can be married again to the smiling stranger. My mother comes to bid me farewell, and watches the manservant lift me onto the pillion saddle behind Jaspers master of horse. Jasper himself is riding ahead with this troop of guards. The rear file are waiting for me.


    You will leave your son in the care of Jasper Tudor when you marry Sir Henry, my mother remarks, as if this arrangement has just occurred to her this minute, as I am leaving.


    No, he will come with me. Surely he will come with me, I blurt out. He must come with me. He is my son. Where should he be, but with me?


    Its not possible, she says decidedly. It is all agreed. He is to stay with Jasper. Jasper will care for him and keep him safe.


    But he is my son!


    My mother smiles. You are little more than a child yourself. You cannot look after an heir to our name, and keep him safe. These are dangerous times, Margaret, you should understand that by now. He is a valuable boy. He will be safer if he is at some distance from London, while the Yorks are in power. He will be safer in Pembroke than anywhere else in the country. Wales loves the Tudors. Jasper will guard him as his own.


    But he is my own! Not Jaspers!


    My mother comes closer and puts her hand on my knee. You own nothing, Margaret. You yourself are the property of your husband. Once again I have chosen a good husband for you, one near to the crown, kinsman to the Nevilles, son of the greatest duke in England. Be grateful, child. Your son will be well cared for, and then you will have more, Stafford boys this time.


    I nearly died last time, I burst out, careless of the man seated before me on the horse, his shoulders squared, pretending not to listen.


    I know, my mother says. And this is the price of being a woman. Your husband did his duty and died. You did yours and survived. You were lucky this time; he was not. Lets hope you take your luck onwards.


    What if I am not so lucky next time? What if I have the Beaufort luck and next time the midwives do as you ordered them, and let me die? What if they do as you command and drag a grandson out of your daughters dead body?


    She does not even blink. The baby should always be saved in preference to the mother. That is the advice of the Holy Church, you know that. I was only reminding the women of their duty. There is no need to make everything so personal, Margaret. You make everything into your own tragedy.


    I think it is my tragedy, if you are telling my midwives to let me die!


    She all but shrugs as she steps back. These are the chances that a woman faces. Men die in battle; women die in childbirth. Battle is more dangerous. The odds are with you.


    But what if the odds are against me, if I am unlucky? What if I die?


    Then you will have the satisfaction of knowing that you made at least one son for the House of Lancaster.


    Mother, before God, I say, my voice shaking with tears, I swear that I have to believe that there is more for me in life than being wife to one man after another, and hoping not to die in childbirth!


    She shakes her head, smiling at me as if my sense of outrage is like a little girl shouting over her toys. No, truly, my dear, there is nothing more for you, she says. So do your duty with an obedient heart. I will see you in January, at your wedding.
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    I ride back to Pembroke Castle in a surly silence and none of the signs of the coming spring down the greening lanes give me any pleasure at all. I turn my head away from the wild daffodils that make the high meadows a blaze of silver and gold, and I am deaf to the insistent, joyous singing of the birds. The lapwing soaring blunt-winged over a ploughed field and calling out his sharp whistle means nothing to me, for everything means nothing to me. The snipe diving downwards making a sound like a roll of drums does not call to me. My life will not be dedicated to God, will not be special in any way. I shall sign myself Margaret Stafford  I wont even be duchess. I shall live like a hedge sparrow on a twig until the sparrowhawk kills me, and my death will be unnoticed and unmourned by any. My mother herself has told me that there is nothing in my life that is worth doing, and the best I can hope is to avoid an early death in childbirth.


    Jasper spurs on ahead as soon as he sees the high towers of Pembroke, and so greets me at the castle gates with my baby in his arms, beaming with joy. He can smile! he exclaims before the horses even come to a standstill. He can smile. I saw it. I leaned over his cradle to pick him up, and he saw me, and he smiled. I am sure it was a smile. I did not think he would smile so early. But it was a smile for sure. Perhaps he will smile at you.


    We both wait expectantly, looking into the dark blue eyes of the little baby. He is still strapped up as if ready for the coffin, only his eyes can move, he cannot even turn his head. He is swaddled into immobility.


    Perhaps he will smile later, Jasper says consolingly. There! Did he then? No.


    It doesnt matter, since I am to leave him within a year anyway, since I have to go and marry Sir Henry Stafford. Since I now have to give birth to Stafford boys, even if I die in the trying. Perhaps he has nothing to smile about, perhaps he knows he is to be an orphan.


    Jasper turns with me towards the front door of the castle, walking beside me, my baby resting comfortably in his arms. They will let you visit him, he says consolingly.


    But you are to keep him. I suppose you knew. I suppose you all planned this together. You, and my mother, and my father-in-law, and my old husband-to-be.


    He glances down at my tearful face. He is a Tudor, he says carefully. My brothers son. The only heir to our name. You could choose no-one better to care for him than me.


    You are not even his father, I say irritably. Why should he stay with you, and not with me?


    Lady Sister, you are little more than a child yourself, and these are dangerous times.


    I round on him and stamp my foot. I am old enough to be married twice. I am old enough to be bedded without tenderness or consideration. I am old enough to face death in the confinement room and be told that my own mother  my own mother  has commanded them to save the child and not me! I think I am a woman now. I have a babe in arms and I have been married and widowed and now betrothed again. I am like a drapers parcel to be sent about like cloth, and cut to the pattern that people wish. My mother told me that my father died by his own hand and that we are an unlucky family. I think I am a woman now! I am treated as a woman grown when it suits you all, you can hardly make me a child again!


    He nods as if he is listening to me and considering what I have to say. You have cause for complaint, he says steadily. But this is the way of the world, Lady Margaret, we cannot make an exception for you.


    But you should! I exclaim. This is what I have been saying since my childhood. You should make an exception for me. Our Lady speaks to me, the holy Joan appears to me, I am sent to be a light to you. I cannot be married to an ordinary man and sent away to God knows where again. I should be given a nunnery of my own and be an abbess! You should do this, Brother Jasper, you command Wales. You should give me a nunnery, I want to found an order!


    He holds the baby close, and turns away from me a little. I think he is moved to tears by my righteous anger, but then I see his face is flushed and his shoulders are shaking because he is laughing. Oh, my lord, he says. Forgive me, Margaret, but oh, my lord. You are a child, a child, you are a baby like our Henry here, and I shall care for both of you.


    Nobody shall care for me, I shout. For you are all mistaken about me, and you are a fool to laugh at me. I am in the care of God and I am not going to marry anyone! I am going to be an abbess.


    He catches his breath, his face still bright with laughter. An abbess. Certainly. And will you be dining with us tonight, Reverend Mother?


    I scowl at him. I shall be served in my rooms, I say crossly. I shall not dine with you. Possibly I shall never dine with you again. But you can tell Father William to come to me. I will have to confess trespassing against those who have trespassed against me.


    I will send him, Jasper says kindly. And I will send the best of the dishes to your room. And tomorrow I hope you will meet me in the stable yard and I will teach you to ride on your own. A lady of your importance should have her own horse, she should ride a beautiful horse well. When you go back to England I think you should go on your own fine horse.


    I hesitate. I cannot be tempted by vanity, I warn him. I am going to be an abbess and nothing will divert me. You shall see. You will all see. You shall not treat me as a thing for trading and selling. I shall command my own life.


    Certainly, he says pleasantly. It is very wrong that you should feel we think of you like that, for I love and respect you, as I promised I would. I shall find you an expensive horse and you will look beautiful on his back and everyone will admire you, and it can all mean nothing to you at all.
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    I sleep in a dream of white-washed cloister walls and a great library where illuminated books are chained to the desks and I can go every day and study. I dream of a tutor who will lead me through Greek and Latin and even Hebrew, and that I will read the Bible in the tongue which is closest to the angels, and I will know everything. In my dream, my hunger for learning and my desire to be special is quieted, soothed. I think that if I could be a scholar I could live in peace. If I could wake every day to the discipline of the offices of the day, and spend my days in study, I think I would feel that I was living a life that was pleasing to God and to me. I would not care whether people thought I was special, if my life was truly special. It would not matter to me that people could see me as pious, if I could truly live as a woman scholar of piety. I want to be what I seem to be. I act as if I am specially holy, a special girl; but this is what I really want to be. I really do.


    In the morning, I wake and dress, but before I go for my breakfast I go to the nursery to see the baby. He is still in his cradle, but I can hear him cooing, little quiet noises like a duckling quacking to itself on a still pond. I lean over his cradle to see him, and he smiles. He does. There is an unmistakable recognition in his dark blue eyes, and the funny, gummy triangular grin which makes him at once less like a pretty doll, and tremendously like a little person.


    Why, Henry, I say, and the little beam widens, as if he knows his name, as if he knows my name, as if he knows me as his mother, as if he believes we are lucky and that we have everything to play for, as if we might have a life which is filled with promise, in which I have more to hope for than the meanest survival.


    He beams for a moment longer and then something distracts him. I can see a surprised look cross his face and in moments he is choking and crying and his rockers come forwards and brush me aside to take him out of the cradle and carry him off to the wet nurse. I let them take him, and I go down to the great hall to tell Jasper that Baby Henry has smiled at me too.
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    Jasper waits for me in the stable yard. A big dark horse is standing beside him, its large head bowed, its tail swishing. Is he for me? I ask. I try not to sound anxious but he is, undoubtedly, a very large horse indeed, and I have only ridden little ponies when led by the master of horse, or pillion behind a groom on long journeys.


    This is Arthur, Jasper says gently. And he is big. But he is very calm and steady and a good horse for you to learn to ride. He was my fathers warhorse, but he is too old now for jousting. Yet he is afraid of nothing, and he will carry you safely anywhere you command.


    The horse raises his head and looks at me and there is something so trustworthy about the steady darkness of his gaze that I step forwards and hold out my hand. The big head comes down, the wide nostrils sniff at my glove, then gently, he lips at my fingers.


    I shall walk beside you, and Arthur will go quietly, Jasper promises me. Come here and I will lift you up into the saddle.


    I go to him and he lifts me up and helps me to sit astride. When I am safely in the saddle he pulls down the hem of my gown so it falls evenly on either side of the horse and covers my boots. There, he says. Now keep your legs still, but gently pressed against him. That way he knows you are there, and you hold yourself steady. Take up the reins.


    I lift them and Arthurs big head comes up, alerted by my touch. He wont go off, will he? I ask nervously.


    Only when you give him a gentle kick, to tell him you are ready. And when you want him to stop, you make a gentle pull on the reins. Jasper reaches up and moves my hands so the reins are threaded through my fingers. Just let him walk two steps forwards so you know that you can make him start and stop.


    Tentatively, I give a little kick with both heels, and I am startled by the first big rolling stride forwards, and I pull on the reins. Obediently, he stops at once. I did it! I say breathlessly. He stopped for me! Did he? Did he stop because I told him?


    Jasper smiles up at me. He will do anything for you. You just have to give him a clear signal so he knows what it is that you want him to do. He served my father loyally. Edmund and I learned to joust on him, and now he will be your tutor. Perhaps he will live long enough and Baby Henry will learn to ride on him. Now walk him out of the stable yard and into the courtyard before the castle.


    More confidently, I give Arthur the signal to start and this time I let him go on. His huge shoulders move forwards but his back is so broad that I can sit firmly and steadily. Jasper walks at his head but he does not touch the rein. It is me, and me alone, who makes the horse walk to the courtyard and then through the gate, and then out to the road that leads down to Pembroke.


    Jasper strolls beside me as if he is out to take the air. He does not look up at me, nor glance at the horse. He gives the impression of a man walking beside a perfectly competent horsewoman; he is just there for company. Only when we have gone some distance down the road does he say: Would you like to turn him around now, and head for home?


    How does he turn?


    You turn his head by pulling it gently round. He will know what you mean. And you give him a little squeeze with your leg to tell him to go on walking.


    I do no more than touch the rein and the big head turns and Arthur circles around and heads for home. It is easy to walk back up the hill and then I steer him through the courtyard and to the stables and without telling, he goes to stand beside the mounting block, and waits for me to get off.


    Jasper helps me down and then slips me a heel of bread to give to the horse. He shows me how to keep my hand flat so Arthur can find his titbit with his gentle lips, and then he shouts for a stable boy to take the horse away.


    Would you like to ride again tomorrow? he asks. I could come out with you on my horse, they could go side by side and we could go further. Perhaps down to the river.


    I should like that, I say. Are you going to the nursery now?


    He nods. He is usually awake about now. They will let me undo the swaddling and he can kick for a bit. He likes it when he is free.


    You do like him very much, dont you?


    He nods, shyly. He is all I have left of Edmund, he says. He is the last of us Tudors. He is the most precious thing in the castle. And who knows? One day he might be the most precious thing in Wales, even in England itself.
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    In Henrys nursery I see that Jasper is a welcome and regular visitor. He has his own chair where he sits and watches the baby being slowly unwrapped from the swaddling bands. He does not flinch from the smell of the dirty clout nor turn his head away. Instead, he leans forwards and inspects the babys bottom carefully for any signs of redness or soreness, and when they tell him they have greased the baby with the oil from the sheep fleeces as he ordered, he nods and is satisfied. Then when the baby is cleaned they put a warm woollen blanket on Jaspers knees and he lies the baby on his back, and tickles his little feet and blows on his bare tummy, and the baby kicks and squirms with joy at his freedom.


    I watch this like a stranger, feeling odd and out of place. This is my baby but I dont handle him easily like this. Awkwardly, I go to kneel beside Jasper so I can take one of the little hands and look at the tiny fingernails and the creases in the fat little palm, the exquisite little lines around his plump wrist. He is beautiful, I say wonderingly. But are you not afraid of dropping him?


    Why would I drop him? Jasper asks. If anything, I am most likely to spoil him with too much attention. Your lady governess says a child should be left alone and not played with every day.


    Shed say anything which meant she could sit longer over her dinner or sleep in her chair, I say acidly. She persuaded my mother that I should not have a tutor for Latin because she knew it would make more work for her. I wont have her tutoring him.


    Oh no, Jasper says. Hell have a proper scholar. Well get someone from one of the universities, Cambridge probably. Someone who can give him a good grounding in everything hell need to know. The modern subjects as well as the classics: geography and mathematics as well as rhetoric.


    He leans forwards and plants a smacking kiss on Henrys warm little belly. The baby gurgles with pleasure and waves his little hands.


    Hes not likely to inherit, you know, I remind him, denying my own belief. He doesnt need the education of a prince. There is the king on the throne and Prince Edward to come after him, and the queen is young, she can easily have more children.


    Jasper hides the babys face with a little napkin and then whisks it away. The baby gives a little shout of surprise and delight. Jasper does it again, and again, and again. Clearly, the two of them could play this game all day.


    He may never be more than a royal cousin, I repeat. And then your care of him and his education will all have gone to waste.


    Jasper holds the baby close to him, warmed in his blanket. Ah no. He is precious on his own account, he says to me. He is precious as my brothers child and the grandson of my father, Owen Tudor, and my mother, God bless her, who was Queen of England. He is precious to me as your child  I dont forget your sufferings as you gave birth to him. And he is precious as a Tudor. As for the rest  we will learn the future as God wills. But if they ever call for Henry Tudor, then they will find that I have kept him safe and prepared him so that he is ready to rule.


    Whereas they will never call for me, and I wont be fit for anything but to be a wife, if I am even alive, I say irritably.


    Jasper looks at me and does not laugh. He looks at me and it is as if, for the first time in my life, someone has seen me, and understood me. You are the heir whose blood line gives Henry his claim to the throne, he says. You, Margaret Beaufort. And you are precious to God. You know that, at least. I have never known a woman more devout. You are more like an angel than a girl.


    I glow, the way a lesser woman would blush if someone praised her beauty. I didnt know you had even noticed.


    I have, and I think you have a real calling. I know that you cant be an abbess, of course not. But I do think you have a calling to God.


    Yes, but Jasper, what good is it being devout, if I am not to be an example to the world? If all that they will allow for me is a marriage to someone who hardly cares for me at all, and then an early death in childbed?


    These are dangerous and difficult times, he says thoughtfully, and it is hard to know what one should do. I thought that my duty was to be a good second to my brother, and to hold Wales for King Henry. But now my brother is dead, it is a constant battle to hold Wales for the king, and when I go to court the queen herself tells me that I should be commanded by her and not by the king. She tells me that the only safety for England is to follow her and she will lead us to peace and alliance with France, our great enemy.


    So how do you know what to do? I ask. Does God tell you? I think it most unlikely that God would speak to Jasper, whose skin is so very freckled, even now in March.


    He laughs. No. God does not speak to me, so I try to keep the faith with my family, with my king, and with my country in that order. And I prepare for trouble and hope for the best.


    I draw close to speak to him quietly. Do you think that Richard of York would dare to take the kings throne, if the king were to be ill for very long? I ask. If he does not get better?


    He looks bleak. I would think it a certainty.


    So what am I to do if I am far from you and a false king takes the throne?


    Jasper looks consideringly at the baby. Say that our King Henry dies and then the prince, his son.


    God forbid.


    Amen. Say that they die the one after the other. On that day this baby is the next in line to the throne.


    I know that well enough.


    Do you not think that this might be your calling? To keep this child safe, to teach him the ways of kingship, to prepare him for the highest task in the land  to see him ordained as king and take the holy oil on his breast and become more than a man, a king, a being almost divine?


    I dreamed of it, I tell him very quietly. When he was first conceived. I dreamed that to carry him and give birth to him was my vocation, as to bring the French king to Rheims was Joans. But I have never spoken of it to anyone but God.


    Say you were right, Jasper goes on, his whisper binding a spell around us both. Say that my brother did not die in vain, for his death made this boy the Earl of Richmond. His seed made this boy a Tudor and so half-nephew to the King of England. Your carrying him made him a Beaufort and next in direct line to the King of England. Say this is your destiny, to go through these difficult times and bring this boy to the throne. Do you not think this? Do you not feel it?


    I dont know, I say hesitantly. I thought I would have a higher calling than this. I thought I would be a mother superior.


    There is no more superior mother in the world, he said smiling at me. You could be the mother of the King of England.


    What would they call me?


    What? He is distracted by my question.


    What would they call me if my son was King of England but I was not crowned as a queen?


    He thinks. They would probably call you Your Grace. Your son would make your husband a duke, perhaps? Then you would be Your Grace.


    My husband would be a duke?


    Its the only way you could be a duchess. As a woman you could hold no title in your own right, I dont think.


    I shake my head. Why should my husband be ennobled, when it will be me who has done all the work?


    Jasper chokes back a laugh. What title would you have?


    I think for a moment. Everyone can call me My Lady, the Kings Mother, I decide. They can call me My Lady, the Kings Mother, and I shall sign my letters Margaret R.


    Margaret R? You would sign yourself Margaret Regina? You would call yourself a queen?


    Why not? I demand. I shall be the mother of a king. I shall be all-but Queen of England.


    He bows with mock ceremony. You shall be My Lady, the Kings Mother, and everyone will have to do whatever you say.


    
      
    


    SUMMER 1457
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    We do not speak of my destiny again, nor of the future of England. Jasper is too busy. He is gone from the castle for weeks and weeks at a time. In the early summer he comes back with his force in tatters and his own face bruised, but smiling. He rode down and captured William Herbert and the peace of Wales is restored, and the rule of Wales is again in our hands. Wales is held by a Tudor for the House of Lancaster, once more.


    Jasper sends Herbert to London as a proclaimed traitor, and we hear that he is tried for treason and held in the Tower. I shudder at that, thinking of my old guardian, William de la Pole, who had been in the Tower when I, a little girl, had been forced to declare myself free of him.


    It doesnt matter, Jasper tells me, hardly able to speak for yawning over dinner. Forgive me, sister, I am exhausted. I shall sleep for all of tomorrow. Herbert wont go to the block as he deserves. The queen herself warned me that the king will pardon and release Herbert, and he will live to attack us again. Mark my words. Our king is an expert at forgiveness. He will forgive the man who raises a sword against him. He will forgive the man who raises England against him. Herbert will be released, and in time he will come back to Wales and he and I will fight all over again for the same handful of castles. The king forgives the Yorks and thinks they will live with him in charity. This is a mark of his greatness, really, Margaret  you strive for sainthood and it must run in your family, for I think he has it. He is filled with the greatest of kindness and the greatest of trust. He cannot bear a grudge, he sees every man as a sinner striving to be good and he does what he can to help him. You cannot help but love and admire him. It is a mark of his enemies that they take his mercy as a licence to go on as they wish. He pauses. He is a great man; but perhaps not a great king. He is beyond us all. It just makes it very hard for the rest of us. And the common people only see weakness where there is greatness of spirit.


    But he is well now, surely? And the court is back in London. The queen is living with the king again and you hold Wales for him. He may stay well, their son is strong, they might have another child. Surely the Yorks will settle themselves to live as great men, under a greater king. They must know that this is their place?


    He shakes his head and spoons himself another bowl of stewed beef and a slice of manchet bread. He is hungry; he has been riding with his men for weeks. Truly, Margaret, I dont think the Yorks can settle. They see the king, they do their best sometimes to work with him; but even when he is well he is weak, and when he is ill, he is entranced. If I were not his man, bound heart and soul, I would find it hard to be loyal to him. I would be filled with doubt as to what comes next. I cannot in my heart blame them for hoping to control what comes next. I never doubt Richard of York. I think he knows and loves the king, and knows that he is of the royal line but not a king ordained. But Richard Neville, the Earl of Warwick, I would trust no further than I could see an arrow flight. He is so accustomed to ruling all the north, he will never see why he cannot rule a kingdom. Both of them, thank God, would never touch an ordained king. But every time the king is ill it leaves the question: when will he get better? And what shall we do until he is better? And the question nobody asks out loud: what shall we do if he never gets better at all?


    Worst of all is that we have a queen who is a law to herself. When the king is gone, we are a ship without a tiller and the queen is the wind that can blow in any direction. If I believed that Joan of Arc was not a holy girl but a witch, as some say, I would think she had cursed us with a king whose first loyalty is to his dreams and a queen whose first loyalty is to France.


    Dont say it! Dont say it! I object to the slight on Joan and put my hand quickly on his, to silence him. For a moment we are hand-clasped, and then gently he moves his hand from under mine, as if I may not even touch him, not even like this, like sister and brother.


    I speak to you now, trusting that it all goes no further than your prayers, he said. But when you are married, this January, I will talk to you only of family business.


    I am hurt that he should take his hand from my touch. Jasper, I say quietly. From this January, I will have nobody in the world that loves me.


    I will love you, he says quietly. As a brother, as a friend, as the guardian of your son. And you can always write to me and I can always reply to you, as a brother and a friend and the guardian of your son.


    But who will talk to me? Who will see me as I am?


    He shrugs. Some of us are born to a solitary life, he says. You will be married but you may be very much alone. I shall think of you: you in your grand house in Lincolnshire with Henry Stafford while I live here without you. The castle will seem very quiet and very strange without you here. The stone stairs and the chapel will miss your footstep, the gateway will miss your laughter, and the wall will miss your shadow.


    But you will keep my son, I say, jealous as always.


    He nods. I will keep him, even though Edmund and you are lost from me.


    
      
    


    JANUARY 1458
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    True to their word, my mother, Sir Henry Stafford, and the Duke of Buckingham come to Pembroke Castle in January, despite snow and freezing fog to fetch me for my wedding. Jasper and I are beside ourselves trying to get in enough wood for big fires in every chamber, and to wrest enough meat from a hungry winter countryside to prepare a wedding feast. In the end we have to reconcile ourselves to the fact that there can be no more than three meat dishes and two sweetmeat courses, and that there are very few crystallised fruits and only a few marchpane dishes. It wont be what the duke expects; but this is Wales in mid-winter, and Jasper and I are united by a sort of rebellious pride that we have done what we can and if it is not good enough for His Grace and my mother, then they can ride back to London where the Burgundian merchants arrive with a new luxury every day for those rich and vain enough to waste their money.


    In the end they hardly notice the poor fare for they stay for only two days. They have brought me a fur hood and gloves for the journey and my mother agrees that I can ride Arthur for some of the way. We are to leave early in the morning, to catch as much as we can of the short winter daylight, and I have to be ready and waiting in the stable yard so as not to disoblige my new family and my silent husband-to-be. They will take me first to my mothers house for our wedding, and then my new husband will take me to his house at Bourne in Lincolnshire, wherever that is. Another husband, another new house, another new country, but I never belong anywhere and I never own anything in my own right.


    When everything is ready I run back upstairs and Jasper comes with me to the nursery for me to say goodbye to my son. Henry has grown out of his swaddling bands and even out of his cradle. He now sleeps in a little bed with high bars on either side. He is so near to walking alone that I cannot bear to leave him. He can stand, endearingly bow-legged, clinging onto a prayer seat or a low stool, then he eyes the next safe haven and flings himself towards it, taking one staggering step and collapsing on the way. If I am ready to play with him, he will take my hands, and with me bent double to support him, walk the length of the room and back again. When Jasper comes into the nursery, Henry crows like a cockerel, for he knows that Jasper will go up and down, and up and down, like an obedient beast turning the threshing wheel, tirelessly holding Henrys little hands, while he pit-pats forwards on his fat little feet.


    But the magic moment when he walks alone has not yet happened, and I was praying he would do it before I have to leave. Now he will take his first step without me. And every step thereafter, I know. Every step of his life, and me not there to see him walk.


    I will write to you the moment he does it, Jasper swears to me.


    And write to me if you can make him eat meat, I say. He cant live his life on gruel.


    And his teeth, he promises me. I will write you as each new one comes in.


    I pull at his arm and he turns towards me. And if he is ill, I whisper. They will tell you to spare me worry. But it wont spare me worry if I think he is ill but nobody would tell me. Swear you will write to me if he is ill at all, or if he has a fall or any sort of accident.


    I swear, he says. And I will keep him as safe as I can.


    We turn towards the high-sided bed where Henry is holding the rail and beaming up at us. For a moment I catch a glimpse of the two of us reflected in the little lattice panes of the window behind him. I am nearly fifteen and Jasper will be twenty-seven next birthday. In the darkened glass we look like the parents of our boy, we look like the handsome young parents of a beloved heir. I will come to visit him as soon as I am allowed, I say miserably.


    My baby Henry does not know that I have come to say goodbye. He holds up his arms to be lifted up. I will bring you news of him whenever I am in England, Jasper promises.


    He leans down and picks up our boy. Henry clings to him and puts his little face against Jaspers neck. I step back and look at the both of them, trying to hold the picture of this boy of mine and his guardian, so that I can see it on my eyelids when I pray for them. I know I will see them at every office of prayer, five times a day. I know that my heart will ache for them both all through the day, every day, and at night, when I cannot sleep for longing for both of them.


    Dont come down to see me off, I say anguished. I will tell them that someone came and called you away. I cant bear it.


    He looks at me, his face strained. Of course I will come down and I will bring your son, he says bleakly. It would look most odd if I did not bid you farewell as your brother-in-law and the guardian of your son. You are betrothed now, Margaret, you must take care how you look to the world and how things appear to your future husband.


    You think I am going to consider him today, of all days? I burst out. When I have to leave you, when I have to say goodbye to my son? You think I care what he thinks of me when my heart is breaking?


    But Jasper nods. This day and every day. Consider him carefully. He will own all your property, all your land. Your good name is in his keeping, your sons inheritance will be decided by him. If you cannot be a loving wife  he lifts his hand to stop me arguing  then be at least a wife of whom he can make no complaint. His family is one of the greatest in the land. He will inherit a fortune. If he dies, some of that will come to you. Be a wife of whom he can make no complaint, Margaret. That is the best advice I can give to you. You will be his wife, that is to be his servant, his possession. He will be your master. You had better please him.


    I dont step towards him, and I dont touch him. After that time at dinner when I put my hand on his and he took his hand away I have never touched him. I may be a girl of fourteen, but I have my pride; and besides, some things are too powerful for words. At least let me tell you this once that I dont want to marry him, and I dont want to leave here, I say flatly.


    Over my sons round head Jasper smiles at me, but his eyes are dark with pain. I know, he says. And I can tell you that I shall be filled with grief when you are gone. I will miss you.


    You love me as a sister, I insist, daring him to contradict me.


    He turns away, takes one step, and then comes back to me. Henry gurgles and reaches his arms out to me, thinking this is a game. Jasper stops short  just half a pace away from me, close enough for me to feel his warm breath on my cheek, close enough for me to step towards him, into his arms, if I only dared. You know I cant speak, Jasper says tightly. You will be Lady Stafford within a week. Go with the knowledge that I will think of you every time I lift your boy from his bed, every time I kneel for my prayers, every time I order my horse, every hour of every day. There are words that cannot in honour be said between the Earl of Pembroke and Lady Stafford, so I will not say them. You will have to be satisfied with this.


    I rub my eyes hard and my fists come away wet with tears. But this is nothing, I say fiercely. Nothing to what I would say to you. Not at all what I want to hear.


    As it should be. This way you have nothing to confess, neither to a priest nor a husband. And neither do I. He pauses. Now go.


    I lead the way down the stairs to the courtyard of the castle where the horses are waiting. My betrothed gets down heavily from his saddle and lifts me on to my horse, and murmurs again that it is a long way and I might like to ride pillion, or take a litter, and I say, once more, that I have learned to ride, that I like to ride, and that Arthur, the horse that Jasper gave me, will carry me steadily and safely all day.


    The guards are mounted, they line up and dip their banners to the Earl of Pembroke, with the little Earl of Richmond, my boy, in his arms. Sir Henry throws him a casual salute. Jasper looks at me and I look back at him for one unflinching moment, and then I turn my horses head and I ride away from Pembroke, the castle and its earl. I do not turn my head to see if he is looking after me; I know that he is.
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    We go to my mothers house at Bletsoe and I am married in the little chapel with my half-sisters in attendance. This time, I do not ask my mother if I can be spared the wedding and she does not reassure me with false promises. I look sideways at my new husband and think that though he is twice my age perhaps he will be kinder to me than a younger man would be. As I kneel at the altar for my wedding blessing I pray with all my heart that he is so old as to be impotent.


    They give us a wedding feast and put us to bed and I kneel at the foot of the bed and pray for courage, and that his strength may fail him. He comes into the room before I am finished and takes off his gown, letting me see him naked, as if there is no awkwardness at all. What are you praying for? he asks, bare-chested, bare-arsed, just utterly gross and shocking and yet he speaks as if he did not know it.


    To be spared, I blurt out, and at once clap my hand to my mouth in horror. I am so sorry, I beg your pardon. I meant to be spared from fear.


    Amazingly, he shows no flare of temper. He does not even seem to be angry. He laughs as he gets into bed, still naked. Poor child, he says. Poor child. You have nothing to fear from me. I will try not to hurt you, and I will always be kind to you. But you must learn to mind your tongue.


    I flush scarlet with misery and get into the bed. He gently pulls me towards him and puts his arm around me and holds me to his shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world. No man has ever held me before, and I am rigid with fear at his touch and at the smell of him. I am waiting for the rough lunge that Edmund always made, but nothing happens. He does not move and his quiet breathing makes me think he is asleep. Little by little I dare to breathe, and then I feel myself rest into the softness of the bed and the fineness of the linen. He is warm and there is something comforting about his bulk and quietness, lying beside me. He reminds me of Arthur the horse, so strong and large and gentle. I realise that God has answered my prayers and that my new husband must be so old at thirty-three as to be completely impotent. Why else would he lie still and quiet, his hand just gently stroking my back? Lady Mother be praised! He is unmanned, and lying beside him feels like being safe and warm and even beloved. He does not move, he makes no noise but a quiet sigh, and as my anxiety slips away, I fall asleep in his arms.


    
      
    


    SUMMER 1459
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    I have been married a year and a half before I see my brother-in-law Jasper again and as I wait for him, in the hall of our grand manor in Lincolnshire, I feel strangely embarrassed, as if I am ashamed of the easy comfort of my life with my husband, Sir Henry. I expect Jasper will find me much changed, and I know that I am changed. I am less haunted than the girl who swore she did not want to marry anyone, I am far happier than the girl who railed against her mother for saying there was no future for her but wedding and bedding. In the past eighteen months I have learned that my husband is not impotent, but on the contrary very kind and very gentle to me. His tenderness and sweetness have taught me tenderness in return, and I would have to admit to being a happy and satisfied wife.


    He gives me much freedom in our life together, he allows me to attend chapel as often as I wish, I command the priest and the church that adjoins our house. I have ordered the services to run to the daily order of a monastery, and I attend most of them, even the offices of the night on holy days, and he makes no objection. He gives me a generous allowance and encourages me to buy books, I am starting to create my own library of translations and manuscripts, and occasionally he sits with me in the evenings and reads to me from the gospel in Latin and I follow the words in an English translation that he has had copied for me, which I am slowly coming to understand. In short, this man treats me more as his young ward than his wife, and provides for my health, my education and my religious life.


    He is kind and considerate for my comfort, and he makes no complaint that a baby has not yet been conceived, and he does his duty gently.


    And so, waiting for Jasper, I feel strangely ashamed, as if I have found a safe haven and ignobly run away from the danger and fears of Wales. Then I can see the cloud of dust on the road, hear the hoofbeats and the clatter of the arms, and Jasper and his men rattle into the stable yard. He is with fifty mounted horsemen, all of them carrying weapons, all of them grim-faced as if ready for a war. Sir Henry is at my side as we step forwards to greet Jasper, and any hope that I had that he might have taken my hand, or kissed my lips, vanishes when I see that Sir Henry and Jasper are anxious to talk to each other and neither of them need me there at all. Sir Henry grasps Jaspers elbows in a hard embrace. Any trouble on the road?


    Jasper slaps him on the back. A band of brigands wearing the white rose of York but nothing more, he says. We had to fight them off and then they ran. Whats the news around here?


    Sir Henry grimaces. The county of Lincolnshire is mostly for York, Hertfordshire, Essex and East Anglia for him or for his ally Warwick. South of London, Kent is half-rebel as usual. They suffer so much from the French pirates and the blockade of trade that they see the Earl of Warwick in Calais as their saviour and they will never forgive the French queen for her birth.


    Will I get to London unscathed, dyou think? I want to go the day after tomorrow. Are there many armed bands raiding the highway? Should I ride cross-country?


    As long as Warwick stays in Calais, you will only face the usual rogues. But they say he could land at any time, and then he would march to meet York at Ludlow and your paths could cross on the way. Better send scouts ahead of you and keep a party following behind. If you meet Warwick you will find yourself pitched into battle, perhaps the first of a war. Are you going to the king?


    They turn and walk into the house together and I follow, the mistress of the house only in name. Sir Henrys household servants always have everything prepared. I am little more than a guest.


    No, the king has gone to Coventry, God bless and keep him, and he will summon the York lords to meet with him there and acknowledge his rule. It is their test. If they refuse to go then they will be indicted. The queen and the prince are with the king for their own safety. I am commanded to invest Westminster Palace and hold London for the king. I am to be ready for a siege. We are preparing for war.


    Youll get no help from the merchants and the City lords, my husband warns him. They are all for York. They cannot do business while the king cannot keep the peace, and thats all they think of.


    Jasper nods. Thats what I heard. I will overrule them. I am ordered to recruit men and build ditches. I will turn London into a walled town for Lancaster, whatever the citizens want.


    Sir Henry takes Jasper into an inner room, I follow, and we close the door behind us so that they can speak privately. There are few in the whole country who could deny that York has just cause, my husband says. You know him yourself. He is loyal to the king, heart and soul. But while the king is ruled by the queen and while she conspires with the Duke of Somerset there will be no peace and no safety for York nor any of his affinity. He hesitates. No peace for any of us in truth, he adds. What Englishman can feel safe if a French queen commands everything? Will she not hand us over to French?


    Jasper shakes his head. But still she is Queen of England, he says flatly. And mother to the Prince of Wales. And the chief lady of the House of Lancaster, our house. She commands our loyalty. She is our queen, whatever her birth, whatever friends she keeps, whatever she commands.


    Sir Henry smiles his crooked smile, which I know, from a year of his company, means that something strikes him as overly simple. Even so, she should not rule the king, he says. She should not advise him instead of his council. He should consult York and Warwick. They are the greatest men of his kingdom, they are leaders of men. They must advise him.


    We can deal with the membership of the royal council when the threat from York is over, Jasper says impatiently. There is no time to discuss it now. Are you arming your tenants?


    I?


    Jasper shoots a shocked look at me. Yes, Sir Henry, you. The king is calling on all his loyal subjects to prepare for war. I am recruiting men. I have come here for your tenants. Are you coming with me to defend London? Or will you march to join your king at Coventry?


    Neither, my husband says quietly. My father is calling up his men, and my brother will ride with him. They will muster a small army for the king and I would think that is enough from one family. If my father orders me to accompany him, I will go, of course. It would be my duty as his son. If Yorks men come here I will fight them as I would fight anyone marching over my fields. If Warwick tries to ride roughshod over my land I will defend it; but I wont be riding out this month on my own account.


    Jasper looks away, and I blush with shame to have a husband who stays by the fireside when the call to battle is heard. I am sorry to learn it, Jasper says shortly. I took you for a loyal Lancastrian. I would not have thought this of you.


    My husband glances towards me with a little smile. I am afraid my wife also thinks the less of me, but I cannot, in conscience, go out and kill my own countrymen to defend the right of a young, foolish Frenchwoman to give her husband bad advice. The king needs the best of men to advise him and York and Warwick are the best of men, proven true. If he makes them into his enemies then York and Warwick may march against him, but I am sure that they intend to do no more than force the king to listen to them. I am certain they will do nothing more than insist on being in his council and having their voices heard. And since I think that is their right, how can I, in conscience, fight against them? Their cause is just. They have the right to advise him and the queen has not. You know that as well as I.


    Jasper leaps to his feet in a swift, impatient movement. Sir Henry, in honour, you have no choice. You must fight because your king has called on you, because the head of your house has called on you. If you are of the House of Lancaster, you follow the call.


    I am not a hound to yelp at the hunting horn, my husband says quietly, not at all stirred by Jaspers raised voice. I dont give tongue to order. I dont bay for the chase. I will go to war should there ever be a cause I think worth dying for  and not before. But I do admire your, er . . . martial spirit.


    Jasper flushes to the roots of his ginger hair at the older mans tone. I think this is no laughing matter, sir. I have been fighting for my king and for my house for two years, and I must remind you that it has cost me dear. I lost my own brother at the walls of Carmarthen, the heir to our name, the flower of our house, Margarets husband who never saw his son . . .


    I know, I know, and I am not laughing. I too have lost a brother, remember. These battles are a tragedy for England, no laughing matter. Come, let us go in to dine and forget our differences. I pray that it will not come to a fight, and so must you. We need peace in England if we are to grow strong and rich again. We conquered France because the people were divided among themselves. Let us not lose our way, as they did, let us not be our own worst enemies in our own country.


    Jasper would argue; but my husband takes him by his arm and leads him to the great hall where the men are already seated, ten to a table, waiting for their dinners. When Jasper comes in his men hammer the table with the hilts of their daggers as applause, and I think it a great thing that he is such a commander, and so beloved of his men. He is like a knight errant from the stories; he is their hero. My husbands servants and retainers merely bow their heads and doff their caps in silent respect as he goes by. But no-one has ever cheered Henry Stafford to the rafters. No-one ever will.


    We walk through the deep rumble of male noise to the high table and I see Jasper glance over at me as if he pities me for marrying a man who will not fight for his family. I keep my eyes down. I think that everyone knows I am the daughter of a coward, and now I am the wife of a coward, and I have to live with shame.


    As the server of the ewery pours water over our hands and pats them with the napkin, my husband says kindly, But I have distracted you from the great interest for my wife: the health of her son. How is young Henry? Is he well?


    Jasper turns to me. He is well and strong. I wrote you that his back teeth were coming through, they gave him a fever for a few days but he is through that now. He is walking and running. He is speaking a lot, not always clearly, but he chatters all the day. His nursemaid says that he is wilful, but no more than befits his position in the world and his age. I have told her not to be too severe with him. He is Earl of Richmond, he should not have his spirit broken, he has a right to his pride.


    Do you tell him of me? I ask.


    Of course I do, he says with a smile. I tell him that his mother is a great lady in England and will come and see him soon, and he says Mama! just like that.


    I laugh at his impression of a two-year-olds fluting voice. And his hair? I say. Is it coming through red like Edmunds?


    Ah no, Jasper says with a disappointment that I dont share. We did not breed true in that, as it turns out. His hair is in ringlets and brown, like a bright bay horse. His nursemaid thinks he will go more fair in the summer when he is out in the sunshine, but he wont be a brass-head like us Tudors.


    And does he like to play? And does he know his prayers?


    He plays with his bat and his ball, he will play all day if someone will throw a ball for him. And he is learning the Lords Prayer and his catechism. Your friend Father William sees him every morning for prayers, and his nursemaid sets him at the foot of his bed every night, and makes him stay there. He is ordered to pray for you by name.


    Do you have playmates for him? my husband asks. Children from the neighbouring houses?


    We are very isolated in the castle, Jasper replies. There are no families of his breeding nearby. There are no suitable companions for a boy such as him. He is Earl of Richmond, and kinsman to the king. I cannot let him play with children from the village, and besides, I would be afraid of illness. He plays with his nursemaids. I play with him. He does not need any others.


    I nod. I dont want him playing with village children who might teach him rough ways.


    Surely, he needs to be with children of his own age, my husband demurs. He will need to match himself against other lads, even if they are from the village and from cottages.


    I will see when the time comes, Jasper says stiffly. He needs no companions but those I give him, for now.


    There is an awkward silence. And does he eat well? I ask.


    Eats well, sleeps well, runs about all day, Jasper says. He is growing well too. He will be tall, I think. He has Edmunds shape: long and lean.


    We will go and visit him as soon as it is safe to travel, my husband promises me. And Jasper, you are sure you can keep him safe there?


    There is not a Yorkist left in Wales who could raise enough troops to take Pembroke village, let alone my castle, Jasper assures us. William Herbert is the kings man now, he has turned his coat completely since his pardon, he is a Lancaster man now. Wales is safer than England for a Lancaster boy. I hold all the key castles and patrol the roads. I will keep him safe, as I promised. I will always keep him safe.
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    Jasper stays with us only two nights, and in the days he rides out among our tenants and musters as many men as will go with him to march to London to defend it for the king. Few of them are willing to go. We may be of the House of Lancaster; but everyone who lives close enough to London to hear the gossip of the court knows better than to lay down his life for a king that they have heard is half-mad, and a queen who is a Frenchwoman and a virago as well.


    On the third day, Jasper is ready to ride away again, and I have to say goodbye to him. You seem happy at any rate, he says to me quietly in the stable yard as his men saddle up and mount onto their saddles.


    I am well enough. He is kind to me.


    I wish you could persuade him to play his part, Jasper says.


    I do what I can, but I doubt he will listen to me. I know he should serve, Jasper, but he is older than me and thinks he knows better.


    Our king could be fighting for his very right to rule, Jasper says. A true man would be at his side. One of the House of Lancaster should not wait to be summoned, let alone ignore the call.


    I know, I know, I will tell him again. And you tell Baby Henry that I will come and see him as soon as the roads are safe to travel.


    There will be no peace and safety for travel until York and Warwick submit to their rightful king! Jasper says irritably.


    I know that, I say. But for Sir Henry . . .


    What?


    He is old, I say with all the wisdom of a sixteen-year-old. He does not understand that God gives us a moment sometimes, and we have to seize it. Joan of Arc knew that, you know it. Sometimes God gives us a moment of destiny and we have to hear the call and rise to it.


    Jaspers smile warms his face. Yes, he says. You are right, Margaret. That is how it is. Sometimes there is a moment and you have to answer it. Even if some think you are nothing more than a foolish hound to the hunting horn.


    He kisses me as a brother-in-law should do, gently on the mouth, and he holds my hands for a moment. I close my eyes and feel myself sway, dizzy at his touch, and then he lets me go, turns his back on me and swings into the saddle.


    Is our old horse Arthur still carrying you well? he asks, as if he does not want either of us to notice he is leaving me again, and riding into danger.


    Yes, I say. I ride out on him most days. Go with God, Jasper.


    He nods. God will protect me. For we are in the right. And when I am in the very heat of battle I know that God will always protect the man who serves his king.


    Then he wheels his horse and rides at the head of his men, south to London, to keep the palace of Westminster safe from our enemies.


    
      
    


    AUTUMN 1459
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    I hear nothing of Jasper until one of our tenants who was persuaded to follow him comes back to his home in the middle of September, strapped on his own little pony, one arm a suppurating stump, his face white, and the smell of death on him. His wife, a girl only a little older than me, screams in terror and faints as they bring him to their door. She cannot nurse him, she does not know what to do with these rotting remains of the young man she married for love, so they bring him up to the manor for better care than they can manage in his dirty cottage. I turn a spare room in the dairy into a sick room, and I wonder how many more will come home wounded from Jaspers hastily recruited band. Jaspers volunteer tells my husband that Warwicks father, the Earl of Salisbury, was marching his army of men to meet with the Duke of York at Ludlow when two of our lords, Dudley and Audley, prepared an ambush for him at Market Drayton, on the road to Wales. Our force was double the size of Salisburys army, our man John said that the York soldiers went down on their knees and kissed the ground of the field, thinking it would be their deathbed.


    But the York army played a trick, a trick that Salisbury could play since his men would do anything for him  fall back, stand, attack  so he commanded them to withdraw, as if giving up the fight. Our cavalry rode them down, thinking they were chasing a runaway force, and found that they were the ones who were caught, just as they were wading through the brook. The enemy turned and stood, fast as a striking snake and our men had to fight their way uphill through ground that became more and more churned as they tried to charge the horses through it, and drag our guns upwards. The York archers could shoot downhill into our men, and their horses died under them, and they were lost in the mud and the mess and the hail of arrows and shot. John said that the river was red with blood of the wounded and the dying, and men who waded through to escape the battle were dyed red.


    Night fell on a battlefield where we had lost the cause, and our men were left in the fields to die. The York commander Salisbury slipped away before the main body of our army could come up, and deceitfully left his cannon in the field and paid some turncoat friar to shoot them off all night. When the royal army thundered up at dawn, ready for battle, expecting to find the Yorks standing on the defensive with their cannon, ready to massacre the traitors, there was no-one there but one drunk hedge-friar, hopping from firing pan to firing pan, who told them that their enemy had run off to Ludlow, laughing about their victory over the two Lancaster lords.
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    So, battle has been met, my husband says grimly. And lost.


    They didnt engage the king himself, I say. The king would have won, without a doubt. They just met two of our lords, not the king in command.


    Actually, they faced nothing more than one threadbare friar, my husband points out.


    Our two lords would surely have won if the forces of York had fought fairly, I insist.


    Yes, but one of those lords is now dead, and the other is captured. I think we can take it that our enemies have won the first round.


    But there will be more fighting? We can regroup? When Joan failed to take Paris she didnt surrender . . .


    Ah, Joan, he says wearily. Yes, if we take Joan as our example we should go on to the death. A successful martyrdom beckons. You are right. There will be more battles. You can be sure of that. There are now two powers marching around each other like cocks in a pit, seeking advantage. You can be sure that there will be a fight, and then another, and then another, until one or the other is sickened by defeat or dead.


    I am deaf to his scathing tone. Husband, will you go now to serve your king? Now that the first battle has been fought, and we have lost. Now that you can see that you are badly needed. That every man of honour has to go.


    He looks at me. When I have to go, I will, he says grimly. Not before.


    Every true man in England will be there but you! I protest hotly.


    Then there will be so many true men that they wont need a faint-heart like me, says Sir Henry, and walks from the sick chamber where Jaspers volunteer is dying, before I can say more.
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    There is coldness between Sir Henry and me after this, and so I dont tell him when I receive a crumpled piece of paper from Jasper with his spiky ill-formed writing that says simply:


    
      
        
          Dont fear. The king himself is taking the field. We are marching on them  J

        

      

    


    Instead, I wait till we are alone after dinner and my husband is fingering a lute without making a tune, and I ask: Have you any news from your father? Is he with the king?


    They are chasing the Yorks back to their castle at Ludlow, he says, picking out a desultory little melody. My father says there are more than twenty thousand turned out for the king. It seems that most men think that we will win, that York will be captured and killed, though the king in his tender heart has said he will forgive them all if they will surrrender.


    Will there be another battle?


    Unless York decides he cannot face the king in person. It is one sort of sin to kill your friends and cousins; quite another to order your bowmen to fire at the kings banner and him beneath it. What if the king is killed in battle? What if York brings his broadsword down on the kings sanctified head?


    I close my eyes in horror at the thought of the king, all but a saint, being martyred by his own subject who has sworn loyalty to him. Surely, the Duke of York cannot do it? Surely he cannot even consider it?


    
      
    


    OCTOBER 1459
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    As it turned out, he could not.


    When the army of York came face to face with their true king on the battlefield, they found that they could not bring themselves to attack him. I was on my knees for all of the day that the York forces drew up behind their guns and carts and looked down the hill to Ludford Bridge and the kings own banners. They spent the day parlaying, as I spent the day wrestling with my prayers, and in the night, their sinful courage collapsed beneath them and they ran away. They ran like the cowards they were and in the morning the king, a saint, but thank God not a martyr, went among the ranks of the York common soldiers, abandoned in their lines by their commanders, and forgave them and kindly sent them home. Yorks wife, the Duchess Cecily, had to wait before the town cross in Ludlow as the kings mob poured in, hungry for plunder, the keys to the castle in her hand, her two little boys George and Richard trembling on either side of her. She had to surrender to the king and take her boys into imprisonment, not knowing where her husband and two older sons had fled. She must have been shamed to her soul. The great rebellion of the House of York and Warwick against their divinely appointed king was ended in a brawl of looting in Yorks own castle, and with their duchess in prison clutching her little traitorous boys who wept for their defeat.


    They are cowards, I whisper to the statue of Our Lady in my private chapel. And You punished them with shame. I prayed that they would be defeated and You have answered my prayers and brought them low.


    When I rise from my knees, I walk out from the chapel a little taller, knowing that my house is blessed by God, is led by a man as much a saint as a king, and that our cause is just and has been won without so much as an arrow being loosed.
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    Except that it is not won, my husband observes acidly. There is no settlement with York nor answer to his grievances. Salisbury, Warwick, and the two older York boys are in Calais, and they wont be wasting their time there. York has fled to Ireland and he too will be gathering his forces. The queen has insisted that they all be arraigned as traitors, and now she is demanding lists of every able-bodied man in every county of England. She thinks she has the right to summon them directly to her army.


    Surely she means only to ask the lords to call up their own men as usual?


    He shakes his head. No, she is going to raise troops in the French way. She thinks to command the commons directly. Her plan is to have lists of young men in every county and raise them herself, to her standard, as if she were a king in France. No-one will stand for it. The commons will refuse to go out for her  why should they, shes not their liege lord  and the lords will see it as an act against them, undermining their power. They will suspect her of going behind their backs to their own tenants. Everyone will see this as bringing French tyranny to England. She will make enemies from her natural allies. God knows, she makes it hard to be loyal to the king.


    I take his gloomy predictions to confession and tell the priest that I have to confess the sin of doubting my husbands judgement. A careful man, he is too discreet to enquire about my doubts  after all, it is my husband who owns the chapel and the living and pays for the chantries and masses in the church; but he gives me ten Hail Marys and an hour on my knees in remorseful prayer. I kneel, but I cannot be remorseful. I am starting to fear that my husband is worse than a coward. I am starting to fear the very worst of him: that he has sympathies with the York cause. I am beginning to doubt his loyalty to the king. My rosary beads are still in my hand when I acknowledge this thought to myself. What can I do? What should I do? How should I live if I am married to a traitor? If he is not loyal to our king and our house, how can I be loyal to him as a wife? Could it be possible that God is calling me to leave my husband? And where would God want me to go, but to a man who is heart and soul loyal to the cause? Would God want me to go to Jasper?


    Then, in July, everything my husband had warned about the Calais garrison becomes terribly true, as York launches a fleet, lands in Sandwich, halfway to London, and marches on the capital city, without a shot being fired against him, without a door slammed shut. God forgive the men of London, they fling open the gates for him and he marches in to acclaim, as if he is freeing the City from a usurper. The king and the court are at Coventry, but as soon as they hear the news, the call goes out across the country that the king is mustering and summoning all his affinity. York has taken London; Lancaster must march.


    Are you going now? I demand of my husband, finding him in the stable yard, checking over the harness and saddles of his horses and men. At last, I think, he sees the danger to the king and knows he must defend him.


    No, he replies shortly. Though my father is there, God keep him safe in this madness.


    Will you not even go to be with your father in danger?


    No, he says again. I love my father, and I will join him if he orders me; but he has not commanded me to his side. He will unfurl the standard of Buckingham, he doesnt want me under it, yet.


    I know that my anger flares in my face and I meet his glance with hard eyes. How can you bear not to be there?


    I doubt the cause, he says frankly. If the king wants to retake London from the Duke of York, I imagine he only has to go to the City and discuss terms. He does not need to attack his own capital, he has only to agree to speak with them.


    He should cut York down like a traitor and you should be there! I say hotly.


    He sighs. You are very quick to send me into danger, wife, he remarks with a wry smile. I must say, I would find it more agreeable if you were begging me to stay home.


    I beg you only to do your duty, I say proudly. If I were a man I would ride out for the king. If I were a man I would be at his side now.


    You would be a very Joan of Arc, I am sure, he says quietly. But I have seen battles and I know what they cost, and right now, I see it as my duty to keep these lands and our people in safety and peace while other men scramble for their own ambition, and tear this country apart.


    I am so furious I cannot speak, and I turn on my heel and walk away to the loosebox where Arthur, the old warhorse, is stabled. Gently he brings his big head down to me and I pat his neck and rub behind his ears and whisper that he and I should go together, ride to Coventry, find Jasper, who is certain to be there, and fight for the king.
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    Even if Arthur and I had ridden out, we would have got there too late. The king had his army dug in outside Northampton, a palisade of sharpened stakes before them to bring down the cavalry, their newly forged cannon primed and ready to fire. The Yorks, led by the boy Edward, Earl of March, the traitors Lord Fauconberg and Warwick himself in the centre, came on in three troops in the pouring rain. The ground churned into mud under the horses hooves and the cavalry charge got bogged down. God rained down on the rebels and they looked likely to sink in the quagmire. The boy Edward of York had to dig deep to find the courage to lead his men through ground which was a marsh, against a hail of Lancaster arrows. He would surely have failed and his young face would have gone down in the mud; but the leader on our right, Lord Grey of Ruthin, turned traitor in that moment, and pulled the York forces up over the barricade and turned on his own house in bitter hand-to-hand fighting which pushed our men back toward the River Nene, where many drowned, and let Warwick and Fauconberg come on.


    In victory they were merciless. They let the common men go, but anyone in armour was killed without offer of ransom. Worst of all, they marched into our camp and found the kings own tent, His Grace inside, sitting thoughtfully, as peaceful as if he were praying in his own chapel, waiting for them to capture him as the great prize of the battle.


    Terribly, treasonously, they take him.
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    Two nights later my husband comes to me in my chamber as I am dressing for dinner. Leave us, he says abruptly to my lady in waiting, and she glances at me, and then seeing the darkness in his face, flicks out of the room.


    My father is dead, he says, without preparation. I have just had word. England has lost a great duke in the mud of Northampton, and I have lost a dear father. His heir, my nephew, little Henry Stafford, has lost his grandfather and protector.


    I gasp as if the air has been knocked out of me. I am sorry. I am so sorry, Henry.


    They cut him down in a muddy field while he was trying to get to his horse, he continues, sparing me nothing. He, and the Earl of Shrewsbury, Lord Beaumont, Lord Egremont, dear God, the list is endless. We have lost a generation of noblemen. It seems that the rules of war are changed and there is no capture and ransom in England any more. There is no offer of surrender. It is the rule of the sword and every battle must be to the death. It is the rule of savagery.


    And the king? I breathe. They have not dared to hurt him?


    The king is captive, and they have taken him as their prisoner to London.


    Prisoner? I cannot believe my ears.


    As good as.


    And the queen?


    Missing with her son.


    Missing?


    Not dead. I believe run away. In hiding. What a country this is becoming. My father . . .


    He swallows his grief and turns to look out of the window. Outside the trees are rich and fat and green and the fields beyond are turning golden. It is hard to imagine a field of churned mud and my father-in-law, that vain aristocrat, clubbed down while running away.


    I shall not dine in the hall tonight, my husband says tightly. You can go in, or be served in your rooms as you like. I will have to ride to Northampton and fetch his body home. I shall leave at dawn.


    I am sorry, I say again, weakly.


    There will be hundreds of sons making the same journey, he says. All of us riding with broken hearts, all of us thinking of vengeance. This is what I feared would come, this is what I have dreaded. It is not very bright and honourable as you have always thought it; it is not like a ballad. It is a muddle and a mess, and a sinful waste, and good men have died and more will follow.
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    I hide my fears from my husband till he leaves for the journey on the high road south, but of course I am in utter terror for Jaspers safety. He will have been where the fighting was the worst, there is no doubt in my mind that anyone going to the kings tent will have had to get past Jasper. He cannot be alive if the king has been captured. How can he still live, when so many are dead?


    I get my answer even before my husband returns home again.


    
      
        
          Sister, I have taken a very great lady and her son to safety and they are in hiding with me. I will not tell you where, in case this letter falls into traitors hands. I am safe and your son is safe as I left him. The lady will be safe with me until she can get away. It is a reverse for us, but it is not over, and she is full of courage and ready to fight again. J

        

      

    


    It takes me a moment to realise that he has the queen in safekeeping, that he spirited her from the battle and has her in hiding in Wales. Of course, the king may be imprisoned, but while she is still free we have a commander, while her son is free we have an heir to the throne. Jasper has guarded our cause, has guarded the most precious heart of our cause, and there is no doubt in my mind that she will be safe with him. He will have her in hiding at Pembroke or Denbigh Castle. He will keep her close, I dont doubt, and she will be grateful for his protection. He will be like a knight errant to her, he will serve her on bended knee and she will ride behind him, her slim hands on his belt. I have to go to the chapel and confess to the priest that I am filled with the sin of jealousy but I dont say exactly why.
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    My husband comes home in sombre mood having buried his father, and delivered up his nephew to his new guardian. Little Henry Stafford, the new Duke of Buckingham, is only five years old, poor child. His father died fighting for Lancaster when he was only a baby, and now he has lost his grandfather too. My husband is stunned at this blow to his house, but I cannot sympathise; for who should be blamed for our defeat, but him and all those who chose to stay at home, though their queen summoned them and we were in the utmost danger? My father-in-law died because he was defeated in the battle. Whose fault is that but that of the son who would not ride beside him? Henry tells me that the Duke of York entered London with the king riding alongside him, as his prisoner, and was greeted by a stunned silence. The citizens of London turn out to be only half-hearted traitors, and when York put his hand on the marble throne to claim kingship for himself, there was no support for him.


    Well, how could there be? I ask. We have a king already. Even the faithless men of London know that.


    My husband sighs as if he is tired of my convictions, and I notice how weary and old he looks, a deep groove between his eyebrows. Grief sits heavy on him with the responsibility for his house. If our king is a prisoner, and our power is thrown down, then someone will take the little duke from us and have him as their ward for the profit of his lands. If my husband were great with either Lancaster or York he might have had a say in the disposition of his nephew, the future head of our family. If he had exerted himself he would now be one of the great men. But since he chose to stay home, he is of no account to anyone. He has made himself as nothing. The great decisions of the world will be made without him, and he cannot even guard his own, as he said he would.


    They have put together an agreement.


    What agreement? I ask him. Who has agreed?


    He throws his travelling cape to one of the household men. He drops into a chair and beckons a pageboy to pull off his boots. I wonder if he is ill, he looks so grey and weary. Of course he is very old to have made such a great journey, he is thirty-five years old. The king is to keep the throne till his death, and then the next king is to be York, he says shortly. He glances at my face and then looks away. I knew you wouldnt like it. Theres no need to trouble yourself, it probably wont hold.


    The Prince of Wales is to be robbed of his rights? I can hardly frame the words, I am so shocked. How can he be Prince of Wales and not become king? How can anyone think that they can pass over him?


    Henry shrugs. You are all to be robbed, you who were in the line of succession. You, yourself, are no longer of the ruling house now. Your son is no longer related to a king, nor is he one of the heirs to the throne. It will be York; York, and his line. Yes, he repeats to my stunned face. He has won for his sons what no-one would give to him. It is Yorks sons who will come after the king. The new royal line is to be the House of York. The Lancasters are to be the royal cousins. That is what they have agreed. That is what the king has sworn to follow.


    He rises up in his stockinged feet and turns for his rooms.


    I put a hand on his arm. But this is just what Joan saw! I exclaim. When her king was put aside, and his inheritance given to another. This is just what she saw when she took her king to be crowned in Rheims, despite a blasphemous agreement that he should not be crowned. She saw that the order of God was put aside and she fought for the true heir. This is what inspired her to be great. She saw the true heir and she fought for him.


    He cannot muster his usual smile for me. And so what? Do you think you can take Edward, Prince of Wales, to London and have him crowned despite his defeat, despite this agreement? Will you lead a beaten army? Will you be Englands Joan?


    Someone has to be, I cry out passionately. The prince cannot be robbed of the throne. How could they agree to this? How could the king agree to this?


    Who knows what he thinks, poor soul? my husband says. Who knows what he understands now, or even if he can stay awake? And if he goes to sleep or even dies and York takes the throne, at least York will be able to hold the country to peace.


    Thats not the point! I shout at him. York is not called by God. York is not of the senior line from Edward III. York is not of the royal house  we are! I am! My son is! This is my destiny that the king is giving away! I give a shaking sob. I was born for this, my son was born for this! The king cannot make us into royal cousins, we were born to be the royal line!


    He looks down at me and his brown eyes are for once not kindly, but dark with anger. Enough, he growls. You are a stupid young woman of, what?  only seventeen years old, and you understand nothing, Margaret. You should be silent. This is not a ballad or a tale, this is not a romance. This is a disaster that is costing the men and women of England every day. This is nothing to do with Joan of Arc, nothing to do with you, and God Himself knows, nothing to do with Him.


    He pulls away from me and he goes, treading carefully up the stairs to his room. He is stiff from his long ride and he hobbles, bow-legged. I watch him go with hatred, my hand over my mouth to stifle my sobs. He is an old man, an old fool. I know the will of God better than him, and He is, as He has always been, for Lancaster.
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    I am right in this, and my husband, for all that he is my husband and set over me, is wrong, and this is proved at Christmastide when the Duke of York, who is supposed to be so clever, so brilliant in battle, is caught outside his own castle walls of Sandal, with a small guard, among them his son Edmund, the Earl of Rutland, and both York and his boy are brutally killed by our forces. So much for the man who would be king and would claim the royal line!


    The queens army takes his hacked body and makes mock of him, and beheads the corpse and sticks his head above the gates of York with a paper crown on his head, so he can view his kingdom before the crows and buzzards peck out his dead eyes. This is a traitors death, and with it die the hopes of York, for who is left? His great ally the Earl of Warwick has only useless daughters, and the three remaining boys of York, Edward, George, and Richard, are too young to lead an army on their own account.


    I do not exult over my husband, for we have settled to living quietly together and are celebrating Christmas with our tenants, retainers, and servants, as if the world were not trembling with uncertainty. We do not speak of the divided kingdom, and though he has letters from merchants and tradesmen in London he does not tell me their news, nor that his family are constantly urging him to revenge the death of his father. And though he knows that Jasper writes to me from Wales, he does not ask of his newly won castle of Denbigh, and how Jasper so bravely reclaimed it.


    I send my son Henry a little cart on wooden wheels, that he can pull along, for his Christmas present, and my husband gives me a shilling to send to him for fairings. In return I give him a silver sixpence to send to the little Duke of Buckingham, Henry Stafford, and we do not speak of the war, or of the queens march south at the head of five thousand murderous, dangerous Scots, stained like eager huntsmen with the blood of the rebel York, or of my belief that our house has triumphed again, and will come to victory next year, as it must since we are blessed by God.
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