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I


She had always known that she was destined to be Queen of England. But it made no difference either to herself or to her upbringing. She had accepted her destiny as a child does—a romantic tale; for she was to marry the most romantic prince in the world. It never occurred to her that life and romance are, for princes at least, poles apart.


She had been two years old when her father, Dom John Duke of Braganza of the royal house of Portugal, had been offered the crown... if he could take it. The country lay beneath the armed heel of Spain; the land dispossessed, its farms burnt, its daughters raped; and Philip of Spain flaunted a double crown. Would Dom John, the whole nation implored—high fidalgo to simple peasant—send the invader packing, wrest the crown from the usurper’s head and put it upon his own? He had accepted; he’d had no choice. Already he had been summoned to Madrid—and death; the part he had already played in resistance and his royal blood made death certain. When the choice lies between certain death and the choice of a crown, what man could refuse? Certainly not Dom John, urged on by a wife that had no mind to be a widow and every mind to be a Queen.


So he took his choice and won his crown. The little Catherine left the country villa where she was born and came to the royal palace of Lisbon. That she was now a royal princess she did not know.


When she was seven—and an engaging little creature—her father sent an embassy to the friendly King of England, the first Charles, to negotiate a marriage with the fifteen-year-old Prince of Wales. But it had come to nothing. There were tensions between Charles and his people; and the English were not so much in love with his foreign Queen Henrietta Maria, that flouted their religion and had refused to be crowned. They had no mind for another foreigner—and a Papist at that!


A few years later the King of England went to the block and the son for whom Catherine had been destined became a wanderer—homeless and penniless; and her father put the idea aside—forgotten. Not so her mother. Donna Luisa was never one to put anything aside that might serve her country.


But meanwhile Catherine must be educated; at eight she was sent away to the convent that stood within the gate of Alacantra—a famous school that accepted only the noblest in the land. It suited the child well; truly religious, she delighted in the beauty, the order and the spirit of The Sacred Heart.


‘She has a vocation,’ Mother Superior said—and only one eye on a handsome dowry, ‘one day she will make a great abbess.’


‘My daughter’s vocation is to be a wife and mother!’ Donna Luisa said, a little sharp. ‘I know my child. One day she will love a man as deeply as she now loves God.’


And the good Mother crossing herself; Luisa added, ‘And, moreover, it is a child that loves dancing and music and fine clothes. She loves God enough to thank Him with a true heart; but she would not make a good nun. And that is as well; for her vocation is to serve her country. And that, Reverend Mother, is also a way of serving God.’


In the quiet of the convent the child grew to a girl. It was an education well suited to a lady whose life must be spent within the walls of her husband’s estate—to carry herself with propriety towards God and her fellows; to order a great house and everything that pertains thereto—the properties of herbs and the making of simples; and the use of her needle both in plain and fine work. But for a royal princess who is destined to be a Queen, who must go out into a strange, free world to hold her own with the most accomplished women in the courts of Christendom, it was not enough; not nearly enough.


So Catherine grew up in a world that had little to do with the world outside the convent. Like her companions she never saw a man save a priest, or her father or a brother; but, like all the others, as she grew up, she joined in the talk young girls will indulge in anywhere—the man they should marry and the children they meant to have. Nor was it to be wondered at. They were high-born Portuguese and most of them betrothed from infancy; yet it did not stop them from whispering of lovers—romantic and handsome. But for all of them the hero of heroes, the most desired lover in the world was the young, uncrowned King of England—with scarce a pillow to rest his handsome head.


Even to Portugal came tales of his charms. He was handsome, he was gay, he was witty, he was kind. He had the most exquisite manners; and, when he danced, the whole court—whether in Paris or the Hague—would stop to watch him. ‘You must be patient and wait for your prince—he is worth waiting for!’ they would say, half-teasing. And, indeed, for her alone, no match had been arranged. There were suitors aplenty; she was a princess of a royal house and a pretty thing with a rich dowry—her father’s only daughter. But Donna Luisa refused them all. The girl was meant for the English prince. So when her schoolfellows teased her she said nothing; a girl does not jest about her destined husband... but she dreamed of him at night.


She was eighteen when the death of her father came crashing into her gentle paradise. She had not known he was ill, had not seen him sink day by day into death; she had, indeed, seen little of him at all. Now she would see him never again. Weeping she treasured her memories of babyhood. How he would throw her into the air and catch her again on his strong arms; how, all-unknowing she had persuaded him to his crown. Her second birthday when the messengers came; and while he sat, troubled, Donna Luisa had put the baby into his arms. And he, melted by her infant charms, had declared her worthy of a royal sire. The little story made her weep yet more bitterly—for all she was grown-up and must take her place in the world.


Home again she saw almost as little of her mother as before. Donna Luisa was Regent now; Alphonso, the King, was not fit to rule. Childhood illness had left him a vicious, violent weakling, sick in mind and body. Donna Luisa had been a devoted wife, she remained a loving, anxious mother; she was to become known as the wisest ruler in Europe.


Catherine’s life now was even more enclosed than that of the convent, where there had been, at least, playfellows in plenty. Here, even married women came seldom into court and unmarried girls almost never. She had, for company, her ladies and her duenna, beloved Maria de Penalva, that had guarded her infancy. It was the secluded life of a Portuguese noblewoman and Catherine did not quarrel with it.


So one year went by and then another; and, though she was for the most part content, one thing grieved her. The girls that had been her friends at school were married; they would come bringing their babies for her to see and her heart would turn over; she loved children.


When her friends had gone carrying away their babies, she would go to her chamber sighing because she was twenty and unwed. She would look at herself in the glass and wonder if she could be thought pretty. The glass showed her a small, neatly-shaped young woman with large brown eyes and dark formal curls framing a fine-featured face. But was she truly pretty? What of her mouth? The two front teeth projecting a little, gave a small pout to the upper lip. Sometimes she deplored it; sometimes it pleased her. It lent character to the neat pretty face. Yes... she was pretty. But how long would prettiness last? Portuguese women ripened all too soon.


She need not have troubled her head. It was a very young face. Save for her father’s death she had known little grief and less experience. It was, moreover, a face that must always keep something of youth, so innocent the eyes; they mirrored a desire to be good, an essential purity no experience would entirely dim.


So although suitors offered for her hand, they were refused. Donna Luisa never lost sight of her ambition—her daughter should be Queen of England. One must, of course, wait with patience till the time came; but come it would—of that Donna Luisa had not the slightest doubt. This most passionate ambition was only partly for the girl herself; it was even more for love of her country. England would strengthen Portugal against hated Spain; and Portugal would make good return with gold and lands... and the beloved Infanta.


Donna Luisa was the first to recognise the changing wind; to understand that the English had tired of their dreary Commonwealth and wanted their King again. And, Cromwell being dead, and no-one strong enough to say them nay, their King they meant to have. But the time to realise her ambition was not yet. For how can a King with no pillow to his head share his bed with a wife? So again she must wait upon her dearest hope; and her daughter remained unwed.


When Charles came home again Catherine was twenty-two and looked younger. Charles was thirty now, and not a young thirty. Adventures—in love as well as in war—had left their mark. Now that he was a King the question of his marriage loomed at once. The people wanted a settled peace; they had had enough unrest. They had their King; now they wanted their heir. No more trouble. And especially no trouble with the King’s brother James, heir to the crown till Charles should beget him a son. James, they suspected, had leanings to the Catholic faith.


Donna Luisa had long angled for the English King; now was the time to bait the hook. She was the more encouraged to hear from her ambassador in Paris that King Louis was much inclined to the match; and, more. Henrietta-Maria was already in England to whisper on the matter—a whisper big with offers of friendship and a vast sum of money for the groom’s private purse. Of course Louis favoured the match; Donna Luisa could well understand it. England and Portugal allied in marriage against hated and hateful Spain would suit his game well.


The Portuguese ambassador to England, Dom Francisco de Mello, moved cautiously in the matter. He was Catherine’s godfather and stood firm by his princess’s dignity.


His first approach was to my lord Manchester the King’s chamberlain. ‘It is good to be back in England,’ Dom Francisco said, in his careful English, ‘my country’s joy is great that the son of Portugal’s old friend wears his crown again.’


‘We thank God for it!’ Manchester said.


‘God gives; but we must learn to keep His gifts. Your King must grasp his crown with a firm hand. He must marry and beget an heir. All Christendom waits upon his choice.’


‘The choice is the King’s!’ my lord reminded him, a little stiff.


‘But naturally. Now! We have in Portugal a princess very fit for your King. In beauty, in age and virtue, none fitter. And we should give a dowry equal to her merits. Were your King to search throughout Christendom he could find none fitter.’


‘She is a Catholic,’ my lord objected and added with quick courtesy, ‘For myself, I have nothing against Catholics; nor the King, neither. But our English people!’ He shrugged. ‘A Catholic bride would cause some anger. The times are unsettled; we cannot afford it.’


‘She is firm in her faith but she would make no trouble. She has been bred by a wise mother never to meddle in State affairs; nor, indeed, would she know how. She would be well content to enjoy her own worship and not concern herself with others.’ He paused; he said weightily, ‘I have authority to open negotiations with your King; and to offer such advantages as, I believe, no other power in Europe can offer.’


‘But I have no such authority,’ my lord reminded him.


Their eyes met; it was clear without words that the proposal would be carried to the King.


‘...if you are interested, sir,’ my lord Manchester finished.


‘I am interested; very.’ Charles pulled his pocket inside out; it flapped emptily. ‘The exact state of my treasury! I’m at my wits’ ends. Let’s hear the offer again.’


‘De Mello’s right,’ he said when he had listened for the second time. ‘There isn’t another country in Christendom could make such an offer. Half-a-million sterling!’


‘More than any Queen of England has ever brought; or so I believe, sir. And with it the Isle of Bombay—all its bays and castles...’


‘It’s more than bays and castles, more than the island itself,’ Charles said softly. ‘Trade. Freedom to trade with India.’


Manchester nodded. ‘They offer Tangier, also.’


‘A fine harbour; good in all weather. It opens up new trade in the Mediterranean.’


‘And they offer us further freedom to trade,’ Manchester reminded him. ‘Trade with Brazil; trade with the Indies.’


‘And that’s the richest gift of all,’ Charles said. ‘So many powers—ourselves included—have tried for that. Yet one and all, we’ve been denied. Now it’s offered freely. Portugal’s offer could bring great wealth to this poor country of ours, that needs it, God knows! But, tell me again, what Portugal asks in return.’


‘Very little. Freedom for the Infanta to worship in her own faith; and to set up a chapel in any house where she may live. And, for your part, sir, you undertake to stand by Portugal against Spain—if need be.’


‘To keep Spain down is the duty of wise rulers and good Christians. Yes, I know, I know! We’ve sworn a peace with Spain. But I trust Philip no more than a mad dog. The offer tempts me; it tempts me!’ He was silent for a while; then he said, loud and clear, ‘I’ll not touch it if an ugly wife be thrown into the bargain. Is she well-favoured, this Infanta?’


‘Pretty and gentle—so de Mello says.’


‘He’s like to be prejudiced—her country’s ambassador and her godfather to boot. I’ll not touch an ugly wife to save my crown. But... pretty; gentle? I note there’s naught said about wits. Well, so much the better; a woman’s aye best in her proper place. No need of wits in bed. Yes, I’ll consider of the matter; but first I must talk to Hyde.’


My lord Chancellor Sir Edward Hyde heard his King in troubled silence. Before he gave an opinion he must consider the matter with care; he had many enemies. But his first duty was to his King. He loved Charles better than he loved his own children—so they said. He had served his King in exile, sharing poverty hard to a man of full habit. And it had left its mark; scarce fifty, he looked past sixty. The King had shown himself grateful; but there were plenty to bespatter a man’s most honest acts. Nor had his daughter’s marriage eased his position; it had added to his glory— and with it, to the number of his enemies.


Anne Hyde had married the King’s brother James, next in succession. This amazing thing she had done by wit and will. She was well enough to look at but not half so handsome as a dozen others. She’d caught young James when she’d been maid-of-honour to his sister Mary of Orange. There had been a secret betrothal—Anne had sworn it. And good reason! Her swelling belly proclaimed it. Their marriage had been secret, too—in Hyde’s own house. He, good man, had not been able to withstand his girl’s tears and lamentations, though afterwards he swore he’d known nothing about it. He’d been afraid; very much afraid. What had the daughter of a simple lawyer to do with the heir to the throne? For his own sake he’d wished Anne at the devil. A chancellor has sufficient enemies without raising up more; enemies that said boldly he’d engineered the whole thing himself, enemies eaten up with jealousy because of his greatness. Lord Chancellor of England; father to Madam the duchess of York—that might one day be a Queen.


Marriage of the King’s heir. It should have been used to bargain with; all Christendom would have been eager with offers, one outbidding the other. Anne’s marriage had been plain treason. He remembered Charles’ kindness in the matter.


‘I had rather, as God hears me, sir, have seen my girl the Duke’s whore than his wife!’ Hyde had said, screwing his face against the tears and, in that moment, almost believing it. ‘I’d not complain if you took off her head.’


Charles had laughed outright. ‘Destroy a little Stuart in the making; there’s treason indeed! Come now, no more nonsense. The thing’s done and can’t be undone. We must make the best of it.’


Now Hyde’s eye followed the tall figure of the King as he strode about the room. Charles was but new-come home—not yet crowned, indeed—and there was trouble enough already. There were cavaliers who had staked their all upon the King and whom the King without injustice could not always restore to their own; could not offer, even, fitting recompense. There were Catholics to whom a grateful King had promised freedom to worship—and an affronted Church of England demanding obedience of all; there were sour Puritans stirring up mischief everywhere. Trouble aplenty—without adding of it by a Catholic marriage.


‘Sir,’ he said, ‘the King’s marriage must please the people.’


‘I’ll please my people every way I can; but the woman in my bed must please me, first!’


‘Sir, it must please the people first.’


‘The woman in my bed is my own affair,’ Charles said obstinate.


‘True—if the woman be not your wife,’ Hyde said, irritating the King with his bluntness. ‘But a wife’s a different matter. Sir, you are but lately come home. There’s joy in your return but it has not yet settled to a firm love. It will settle—give it time and favour.’


Charles made no answer. He strode about the great room examining the dozen or so clocks that ticked away; he had a passion for clocks. Drawing a dial from his pocket, checking it against another and yet another, as was his fashion when bored, he reminded Hyde, without rudeness, that the good man was overlong in talk.


‘Sir,’ and Hyde was not to be hurried, ‘choose a Protestant lady; choose one beautiful and well-endowed—so you please both the people and yourself.’


‘And which lady do you recommend?’ Charles was dangerously quiet. He had already made up his mind in favour of the Infanta and her irresistible dowry. He was in no mind to be crossed.


‘The Princess Henrietta,’ Hyde began tactless, earnest.


The King’s face darkened. Just like the blundering old fool to remind him he’d been madly in love with the girl; but her mother the old dragon of Orange had rejected a penniless King. That refusal and the manner of it still burned. Now, with all Europe waiting upon his choice he’d ally himself only with a house that appreciated the honour.


He was about to say so in no uncertain terms; but the old fellow loved him and had served him well; and no amount of annoyance, however just, should be allowed to obscure the fact. He said now, with the smile that won men’s hearts as well as women’s, ‘I’ll not take Henrietta of Orange. But find me a well-favoured Protestant Princess—and why not?’ And answered himself. ‘Oddsfish there are none. Why man, they’re foggy all. No, I’m for the little girl from Portugal. Pretty I hear and amiable... and well gilded. The little Catherine it shall be!’




II


Charles was disturbed. He had sent Dom Francisco home with full power to complete the marriage treaty. He had sent gracious letters to Donna Luisa and to Dom Alphonso the King. He had written to the Infanta—as charming a letter as bride ever received; it was enough to make a woman much more experienced than Catherine inclined to love him. There was joy aplenty in Lisbon. Dom Francisco had been raised to the dignity of Count—the Conde da Ponte. The treaty had been signed and here was the new count back again in England with the document that awaited only the groom’s signature.


And now Charles was not at all sure he wanted the match. He’d been on the point of signing when Bristol, his ambassador, arrived hurrying from Spain. ‘Hold your hand, sir,’ he said at once, still out of breath one might say. ‘You cannot wed the Portuguese Infanta, not though they hang her with gold, head to foot. She is not for England; and she is not for you.’


Charles said nothing. He knew Bristol for a mischief-maker and suspected that, for this particular mischief, Spain was paying well.


Bristol went on urging. ‘It is not only that she’s ugly; it is not only that she’s unhealthy. It is worse, far worse. Sir, she is so deformed she can never bear a child. It is well-known. And Hyde, if he speak the truth must admit it.’


‘If that were true Hyde would have told me.’


‘Would he, sir? Might he not have reasons of his own for keeping dumb?’


Charles might be impatient, often, with Hyde but never did he doubt his honesty nor would he allow any other to question it.


‘Hyde knows his duty,’ he said very stiff.


‘But does he do it?’ Bristol asked pale and anxious. ‘Speak with de Vatteville. He’ll bear me out.’


‘I have no doubt of it—he’s Spain’s ambassador. And Spain, I gather, is anxious to break the match. Portugal strengthened by England is an other matter from Portugal standing alone—not that she’s done badly till now.’


Bristol being gone, Charles strode restless about the room. If this were true it altered things; altered them considerably. He must consider with the greatest care—before he was irrevocably bound.


De Vatteville came all eager to bear out Bristol’s news.


‘Sir, the Infanta is ugly beyond any word; she is black as a dried olive. She is sickly and ill-tempered. Never in a thousand years could she bear a child. For such a bride would you court your people’s displeasure in a Catholic marriage? There are Protestant brides worthy of the King of England. My King will give any Protestant bride you may choose, a dowry to equal whatever Portugal offers.’


‘We thank you for your thought of us and shall consider the matter,’ Charles said and sent for Hyde.


‘Spain, it seems is frenzied, lest we ally ourselves with Portugal. And that seems reason enough, almost, for the match! Philip’s so alarmed he offers me a dowry equal to anything Portugal would give... if I marry a Protestant bride.’


Hyde laughed himself red in the face.


‘You may well laugh!’ Charles said. ‘Spain offering to dower a Protestant bride! But then there’s no Catholic marriage that wouldn’t upset Spain’s balance of power. The idea of Spain so warmly espousing our heretic cause! I laugh with you!’


‘The Portuguese match would bring us advantages Spain would raise heaven and hell to prevent—that, sir, is clear. As you say, for that, alone, we should go on with it.’


‘But, if the girl’s deformed; if she cannot bear children?’


‘Sir, I have made my enquiries. Small she is; but perfectly made. In shape she’s like Madam your mother; and she, God be thanked, had children aplenty! As for the Infanta being barren—there’s no man can know it; she’s a virgin. Sir, you have gone so far, your honour’s in it. Would you, for a spiteful lie, hold an innocent lady up to shame? Sir, think! Being refused by you—and for such a reason—who would ask her hand in marriage? She is forever ruined.’


‘You are right.’ Charles was contrite. ‘And yet I know not what to do.’


‘You are best not seeing the Portuguese ambassador until you do know, sir.’


Hyde had spoken from a true heart. He was not to know that, in the near future, tongues would wag against him, accusing him of urging a childless marriage that his own grandchild might wear the crown. He had never seriously considered such a thing. Of the King’s virility there was proof enough; and, in a young virgin, one assumed fertility.


A humiliated Dom Francisco retired to his bed. But not for long.


Travellers into Portugal came with a quite different tale. The Infanta was the prettiest of princesses and the sweetest of ladies—not that she was all sugar-water, neither; she had a high spirit. She was charming and altogether fit to be a great King’s wife.


And then to crown it, Louis wrote from France. The Infanta was a princess of great beauty and admirable endowments; but for obligations of State he would have married her himself. He offered his brother of England three hundred thousand golden crowns to buy a bridegroom’s fallals, together with a secret promise that should there be trouble with Spain, France would stand shoulder-to-shoulder with England.


A bride, pretty, wealthy and amiable. New and great opportunities for trade; French gold and a French blessing; and support against Spain. Charles was inclined to hesitate no longer. And then, Donna Luisa who knew well that the affair halted, sent a miniature of her daughter.


Charles and Hyde studied it together.


The picture showed a pretty brunette with chestnut curls dressed in the Portuguese manner. The little face was set between two stiff triangles of transverse curls that hung in ever-widening fall to the young shoulders. And, to add to the strange style, a top-knot sweeping to the back of the head left the smooth forehead bare. It was a quaint and altogether charming picture.


Charles laughed aloud. ‘She will scarce set the fashion here! Yet the forehead’s good. And those eyes! They could hold me captive for ever and a day.’


‘God grant it!’ Hyde said. ‘The mouth I fancy shows self-will. See how it pouts.’


‘I like spirit in a woman—so long as it is not directed against me!’ Charles sighed, thinking of his fierce mistress Barbara Palmer.


Dom Francisco recovered his health; the negotiations came to a happy end. The half-million sterling stood ready in sealed bags; the governor of Bombay had received Donna Luisa’s orders. The governor of Tangier had received his also; and the Fleet that was to carry the bride into England would first take possession of the town.


For his part Charles promised his bride freedom of worship together with a chapel in whatsoever house she might choose to live. She was to receive an income of forty thousand pounds, to be paid even should she become a widow and choose to return to her own country. There was clear agreement for mutual help against Spain; and, finally, if either side broke any part of the conditions before the marriage the contract should be null and void.


There was one more thing; and Dom Francisco made a virtue of necessity. ‘Sir,’ he told the King, ‘as a mark of our trust in you and of our great friendship, we shall send the Infanta to England, unwed. It is a thing, I believe, that has never happened to a royal bride before.’


‘I believe it, also. Always there’s been a marriage first. But—’ and Charles spoke drily, ‘let us be plain with each other. There’s another reason—and a good one; Donna Luisa isn’t called the wisest ruler in Christendom for nothing! The Pope has never recognised Portugal as an independent kingdom; he still considers it part of the kingdom of Spain. For the Infanta to marry a heretic—and for that marriage to take place in her own country—you would need a papal dispensation. And you would get it. But it would be a dispensation for the daughter of the Duke of Braganza; not for the daughter and sister of a King. Such a slight Donna Luisa would not endure; nor, indeed, should I care for it myself. It would not add to the value of my bride. So she shall be married here.’


The King was to be married. England should have its heir—its Protestant heir. True the lady was a Papist, but the children should be brought up in the Protestant faith—the King had sworn it. Rejoicings everywhere—fireworks and feasting. Only in her house in King Street Mistress Barbara Palmer paced the floor and twisted her fine lace kerchief to shreds... and wished she could get her hands upon the bride.


Now Dom Francisco had no reason to complain of his treatment; he took precedence over every other ambassador. Chancellor Hyde paid a state visit, two gentlemen going before bearing the mace and a purse full of gold. Mistress Palmer raged when she heard it. Hyde should pay for this; Hyde, insufferable puritan, that would not allow his wife to visit the King’s mistress, Hyde that could have stopped the marriage.


A wise Charles hurried his coronation.


‘I’ll have no such trouble as our father had,’ he declared.


James nodded. ‘Mam was never crowned; she’d have no truck, she said, with the ceremonies of a heretic church.’


‘And thereby caused great anger. No. I’ll be crowned here and now.’


St. George’s Day, in the year of grace sixteen hundred and sixty-one, Charles was crowned with greater ceremony than any King ever before. Among the new-made peers shone Edward Hyde, first earl of Clarendon... which did not endear him to his enemies.


A day of greatest splendour—ribands and arches and garlands and tapestries; and all of them wetted by rain and dried again in the sunshine; and wetted and dried again, in true April weather; while, joybells pealing and fountains of wine sprang, the crowd shouted itself hoarse as their King debonair and handsome beneath a canopy of blue silk went to his crowning.


And, at night, the great ceremonies and the feasting being done, the King went secretly—yet not so secretly but that he might not be marked—out of Whitehall and into a certain house in King Street and into the bed of a certain Mistress Palmer.




III


VIVA IL REY DI GRAN BRITANNIA! They cried it everywhere in the streets of Lisbon where above ribands and flowers floated the royal standard of England. For Dom Francisco was home again; home with the marriage treaty complete. He had brought with him a letter for Catherine; and a little packet besides.


When she could escape to her own chamber she opened her letter.


To the Queen of Great Britain my lady and wife whom God preserve...


She could read no more. Her future was drawing all too near. She was leaving her own land with its sunshine and its warmth and its kind hearts for the damp, the fogs of England. She was going to a strange land whose language she could not speak; where her religion was hated and, at best, despised. The English were a cold nation; cut off in their little island, proud and ignorant. They disliked foreigners. How should she fare among them? What should she do in this strange land, living with an unknown man, sleeping in his bed, bearing his children?


She could not do it. The old romantic dream fell to pieces.


She picked up the letter again. It was written in Spanish, and her eye moved slowly. Spanish was her mother’s native tongue; Catherine could both read and speak it—but not with ease.


The signing of the marriage contract had given him great happiness, Charles wrote. But he was restless; she and she, alone, could bring him content. He recommended Dom Francisco, who has served me in what I regard as the greatest good in the world, to the good graces of Donna Luisa, our Queen and mother. He signed himself the very faithful husband of your majesty whose hand he kisses.


A most sweet letter; yet bringing her marriage so close, it must add to her fears. She sat there, letter fallen to the floor, packet unopened upon her knee. At the lifting of a latch she started; Donna Luisa stood in the doorway. Catherine rose to make her curtsey; with a gesture, Donna Luisa forbade it. They must talk now, Queen to Queen. She motioned to Catherine to sit and to pick up the letter.


Madam the Queen Regent said, brisk and cheerful, ‘The King of England has written me a very proper letter. He has written, also to you,’ and held out a hand for Catherine’s letter. Queen and Queen they might be; but they were still mother and child. She ran a quick glance over the paper.


‘Very proper, also. He has good manners this King of England. But what is here?’ She picked the packet from the girl’s lap. ‘I have your permission?’ It was the first time she had ever asked her daughter’s permission for anything; she did not, however wait for an answer. With the silver knife she wore at her waist she cut the wrappings through.


She looked; she smiled; she handed the contents to Catherine.


It was a miniature of the King of England. The face between the long dark curls was older than they had expected; but the wide mobile mouth gave him a laughing look. Yet there was sadness behind the laughter; it was clear in the eyes. He looked kindly, he looked debonair; he looked both grave and gay. This was no prince out of an old tale; this was a man. Catherine’s heart went out to him.


Now that the contract was signed she was no longer the Infanta; she was Madam the Queen of England. And, as a Queen was treated by all. With freedom to arrange her own life she found little to alter save that, for the first time, she arranged her own little journeys. Except for the convent she had not left the palace above ten times in her life; now she paid her devotions to shrines outside the city praying for happiness in her marriage.


In this, her first taste of freedom, the sun had never shone so bright, the winds blown so gentle. Delightful days when, with all the honours of a reigning Queen, she moved freely among a people that openly showed their love. As for her new life, her deepest fear was gone; she had seen her husband’s pictured face; she was already a woman half in love. Now she longed to see the man himself. But even at her happiest a shadow remained—grief at leaving her own land—so that she would wake in the night to find the Queen of England’s pillow wet with tears.


Summer was passing. The English ships had not yet arrived, they were still about their business in Tangier; but she would not have hurried these last days balanced so delicately between fearful joy and joyful fear.


The King of England—and even to herself she dared not name him Charles—had sent her an English tailor that she might be dressed in English fashion; for the ladies of Portugal wore still the hooped skirts of Charles’ grandmother. Donna Luisa would not admit them.


‘It is not fitting that a man’s hand should touch the body of the Infanta of Portugal,’ she said.


‘I am the Queen of England,’ Catherine said, very quick.


‘The Queen of England shall decide—when she is in England. But, indeed, daughter, I care not at all for the shameless garments of the English court... so flowing, so thin, to show the shape beneath. And the bosom bare for all to see; and the hair hanging loose in wanton curls! I trust my daughter will show a seemlier fashion. The Queen of England should set the mode.’


‘If the English fashion is shameless I shall, indeed, prefer our own,’ Catherine said. But... That doubt she kept to herself.


Charles laughed when he heard the tale and sent his bride two English gowns—one of white and silver damask; the other of rose silk; and with them the promise of a chestful of such gowns.


‘Then you can keep them for England!’ Donna Luisa said.


In the privacy of her chamber, Maria de Penalva her godfather’s sister on guard, she tried on the rose gown.


It was charming; the colour cast a warm glow upon the pretty olive cheeks; a glow deepened by the lowness of the neck—she was all unused to the display of small, high breasts.


‘It is not decent,’ the duenna cried and proceeded to spoil the shape by pinning up the neck with brooches. ‘As for the skirts! I can see the shape of your leg quite plain. No wonder Madam your mother objects. Yes, here or in England, you must wear the guarda.’


‘The guarda!’ Catherine said admiring the delicate movement outlined in silk. ‘It hasn’t been seen in England or in France—oh for years! Madam Henrietta Maria sent it out of fashion when she went to England, a bride—more than thirty years.’


‘Forty!’ Penalva corrected. ‘But—forty, fifty, a hundred even! Your mother will not allow you to wear that gown!’


Catherine said, enjoying the freedom, the lightness of the English fashion, ‘My lord the King of England would never send me what is not decent.’


Penalva sniffed, forgetting herself.


‘I speak of my husband,’ Catherine reminded her. ‘You may go, Penalva.’


She was learning English but very slowly. Her godfather came, often, to practise with her but she had little patience; it was too slow a way to learn about her new country and the man who was to be her husband.


‘Talk to her in her own tongue, brother,’ Penalva said. ‘She’ll hear little enough of it where she’s going. Soon she’ll forget it altogether.’


‘Never!’ Catherine cried out and was surprised at her own passion.


Dom Francisco told her about the King of England—how he had the gift to charm a bird off a tree. There were other things of which he might have spoken; but they were not the things even a godfather could discuss with a young girl. There was a tale that filled her with pride; she remembered it all her life.


‘When the English sentenced their King to death,’ Dom Francisco said, ‘the young Charles—he would be seventeen or so—wrote to the Parliament begging for his father’s life. Whatever the cost to himself, he would pay it. And he enclosed a blank sheet; nothing upon it but his own signature sealed with his own seal. And this blank sheet? For the Parliament to write its own terms. The Prince’s death-warrant it could have been... had it been used. It never was used. But, on the back, so I am told, someone has written, Prince Charles. His carte-blanche to save his father’s life.’


She listened and the tears ran down her cheeks. She had loved her own father; but could she have shown so much courage, so much love?


‘You will hear much about the King of England,’ her godfather said, ‘and some of it not to his credit—he’s a man like any other! But there’s a wisdom in him and a great compassion.’


She could never be done asking about the King of England; and always there was something new. He had a quick wit, a merry tongue; and a mind for sciences and arts alike. He had gathered about him a group of leaned men—famous, some of them. They were engaged in studying the universe—the properties of air and water; minerals, and, indeed, everything in the world of nature. It was called the Royal Society. It was, one might say, the King’s plaything—save that there was no play but dedicated work.


And, besides, he loved fine pictures and good craft-work; and fine gardens, Dom Francisco said. Even now he was making the gardens at Whitehall and Hampton Court beautiful for his Queen. And he loved animals; not only horses and dogs but foxes and all wild creatures. But he did not tell her that he loved all women—if they were handsome enough.


Autumn passed and winter; and it was spring again. Lord Sandwich had garrisoned Tangier and stayed to see all safe; now he was on his way. On a golden day of spring when peach and almond stood rosy against a deep blue sky, the watchman from his tower sighted the English ships. And now—the voice of the guns rolling across the water welcoming and returning welcome—Donna Luisa bade her daughter to the Regent’s chamber.


In the royal palace there were furnishings of great beauty; but Donna Luisa’s rooms were as sparse as a convent cell. Catherine would have sat at her feet but two equal chairs stood waiting.


Donna Luisa said, when they had seated themselves, ‘There are two things about which I must speak. The first is less important; yet it is important, too. It is the English gown. It is not fitting men should see a woman’s shape. I beg that you will respect your country’s custom and wear the Guarda Infanta. The Infanta needs no guard to her virtue. But men—and English men! You go, I fear, to an unvirtuous court. But it may be—since queens set the fashion—that your example may bring the English ladies to copy you and so to protect their virtue—which God knows they need.’


Catherine said nothing. She could not believe that, after their light and easy gowns, English ladies would go back to the hampering weight of the great wired skirts.


Donna Luisa fell to silence. This second was something she did not find it easy to say. At last, ‘It is an unvirtuous court,’ she said again.


And now Catherine must listen; she could not dismiss the Queen Regent of Portugal as she had dismissed Maria de Penalva.


‘The King of England is not chaste. He has already two sons; the one a priest in the Jesuit school in Rome, begot—’ and her mouth was wry, ‘when his father was not above fifteen. And the other—a boy that lives now in Paris; God send he remain there! From his boyhood, the King, I think, has never lacked a mistress.


‘I have thought long and prayed much, asking God whether I should send you to such a husband. And, always I find the same answer. This is no private marriage. It is not Catherine marrying Charles. It is Portugal marrying England. It is a marriage to protect our hard-won freedom. You are Portugal, my child.’


She paused. She said, very slow, ‘This marriage—I believe I am right; but if I am wrong then I ask God and you to forgive me.’ Her sigh was deep. ‘The King of England has a mistress—had, perhaps I should say. Your godfather tells me all is over between them; that the King of England, having good principles, vows to lead a virtuous life. I trust to God that is true. But men! Your father was virtuous but there are few like him. You know your brothers...’


Yes, she knew about her brothers!


‘If the King has truly broken with her, then all is well. But, if not...’ she sighed again. ‘There’s little you can do; but that little must be done. You must never allow that woman into your presence; nor to be mentioned in your hearing. I tell you her name that you may remember it. It is Palmer.’ Donna Luisa’s nose pinched as at a bad smell. ‘She has a good husband, so I am told. Such women should be whipped. But she has another name now. The King has raised her—the slut! He has made her a countess. The name is Castlemaine. Castlemaine. Remember it. The husband, they say, tried to refuse the title—and who can blame him—a title that descends to the heirs of her body. Hers! It says enough, I think. Still—a parting gift, maybe. Let us pray for it!


‘Now,’ she said slow and unwilling, ‘the King’s women—those he has had in the past—they are not your concern...’


‘Yet still they must trouble my heart.’


‘Then keep that trouble where it belongs—in your heart; let none see it, least of all the King. But, daughter, if there should be a woman now, after your marriage...’


‘There will not be. The King of England is good—my godfather has told me. He’ll not see me wronged.’


‘God grant it.’ Donna Luisa fetched a sigh from the bottom of her heart. She rose; the talk was over.




IV


From her high window Catherine watched the procession ride in and sighed that her father had not lived to see this day. First to greet England’s ambassador came the open coaches carrying fidalgoes dressed in their proudest; and after them the mounted heralds, their trumpets glittering in the sunshine. Now, with a cheering to waken the dead, my lord Sandwich himself, riding, six white horses to his open coach, with postilions and outriders in scarlet and gold. On either side the great, gilded coach walked an escort of Portuguese gentlemen, feathered hat in hand and sword by side. Portugal had put on her most gorgeous show.


She was still at her window when Donna Luisa came into the room. She said, ‘My child, you know well how I have asked myself whether I have chosen aright for you; asked and asked! Today I have my answer. My lord Sandwich was delayed on his way back from Tangier. He came up with Spanish ships all armed and making in our direction. He asked no question; he attacked and sent them flying. Now the whole city sings England’s praises.’


Catherine said, ‘Praise be to God that makes my duty so clear.’


For two whole days nothing but rejoicing. Bullfights and bonfires; fireworks and fountains of wine; dancing in the streets of Lisbon and in its palaces.


On the third day Donna Luisa and the Infanta received my lord ambassador in audience. For the first time he was to set eyes on his Queen. Thereafter he would report to his King; she knew it and was frightened a little. But, though she died for it, no-one should guess at her fear.


At the sight of her in so outmoded a costume, and crowned by the fantastic hair, Lord Sandwich gave no sign of surprise; but he was none the less startled. Yet, in spite of himself he was charmed; she looked so young, so gentle. He marked her good points for the benefit of his King—the clear skin, the great dark eyes, the richness of that tormented hair. Charles favoured brunettes; he would be pleased.


Joybells everywhere. And then a jarring note that might well put an end to their ringing.


The half-million sterling, the precious gold gilding the bride no longer existed.


It was Donna Luisa’s misfortune rather than her fault. The money had truly been put aside; but she had been forced to use some of it to keep back the Spanish invaders. ‘I can pay half,’ she told Lord Sandwich, ‘it stands ready in sacks. If his Majesty will content himself with that, I will pay the rest within a year; and that I swear.’


Only half the gold promised to a poverty-stricken husband; the gold that made the bride acceptable to a country that did not welcome a queen of her faith!


The treaty had been broken. There need be no marriage. But the Infanta, so innocent, so gentle, so gracious? To refuse her now would make her the scorn of Europe. And there was one other matter, also, to be considered.


‘Madam,’ he said at length, ‘the lady is of more value than all her dowry put together.’ And did not add that, Tangier already garrisoned, England withdrawing her soldiers would look foolish, indeed.


She understood him without words; had indeed banked upon it. Now she said, ‘I thank you, my lord. And one more kindness your good heart will not refuse. Let not my daughter hear of this affair Keep it secret for this one year and there’s no need she should ever know. The money shall be paid.’


The sacks stood ready upon the quay; Sandwich, idly poking with his cane, found them soft and yielding. He poked more fiercely and out trickled... sugar. He bade a fellow untie the next and the next. Sugar, sugar also; sugar and spices instead of gold. Anger drove him hot-foot to the palace. Twice, twice his King had been cheated!


Donna Luisa met him with an abject air that sat ill upon her. She had not told the whole truth—she confessed it. Driven by her country’s needs she had spent not half the gold; but all. Now she was frantic with her offers. She would beg, she would borrow; she would strip herself of all she could lay hands upon—the crown jewels even. A pretty state of affairs! My lord was deeply perplexed. Here he was with the bride on his hands—and all England waiting. Refuse her now—and who could blame him? Not a soul in England; not a crowned head in Europe, not even the arch-deceiver herself. But what of the girl; the girl blameless and gentle and young? Would Charles wish to humiliate her, Charles so chivalrous towards women?


He said, at last, ‘I will take the sacks; but not in part payment. Let that be clear. My King is no huckster to peddle your wares. Your Jew da Silva shall come with the goods and dispose of them as he can. The money shall be handed to us in part payment.’


Donna Luisa bowed; she asked, humble still, ‘And your promise... not to tell my daughter.’


‘My promise stands.’


St. George’s Day sixteen hundred-and-sixty-two; a good day for a royal bride to depart into England. Already she had made her Farewells to the nuns of the Sacred Heart and to all those that had known her from childhood. Now it remained to make her last Farewell to the mother that had planned for her, guided her, looked to her interests. Just how Donna Luisa had looked to those interests, Catherine, fortunately, did not know. Farewell to the brothers that had shared her childhood; farewell to the land of her birth forever to be left behind.


She came from her chamber this lovely April day; and it was as though she must carry each single thing she saw engraved upon her heart for ever. She walked slowly beneath the weight of the great ceremonial court-dress, six maids of honour carried the train; the ostrich feathers of her head-dress, precariously perched, added to her discomfort.


At the door of her chamber her two brothers waited. They took her each by the hand, they moved, all three, down the great staircase. The train of ladies and fidalgoes followed.


Where the staircase led to the chapel, Donna Luisa waited.


And now was the moment of parting. Catherine bent to kiss her mother’s hand; but this Donna Luisa would by no means allow. She put both arms about the girl and kissed her, smiling the stiff smile that mirrored Catherine’s own. To show grief in this moment must shame them both.


Her brothers took her again by the hand and down into the great hall they went and left Donna Luisa standing. As Catherine went through the grand entrance door she turned to catch a last sight of the mother she was never to see again; and down to the ground she went in her deepest curtsey. Donna Luisa lifted a hand in blessing; and Catherine went out into the sunshine and left her there in the dim palace.


She took her place in the coach; it was open to the sky and the curtains drawn back so that the crowds might take their last Farewell. She sat upright between her two brothers, not daring to move her head lest the high feathers or her court-dress strike one or other in the eye, her face stiff with the effort not to weep. As they moved slowly through the narrow streets she caught sight of her godfather in the first coach; he was Marquez de Sande now, honoured still further for his share in this great occasion. He was going with her—ambassador-extraordinary—to England. At the sight of this kind familiar face her heart a little lifted.


Behind travelled the coaches with her household train, both English and Portuguese—a very large household as befits a Queen. Among them would be riding the English gentleman Edward Montague, cousin to my lord Sandwich. Charles had chosen him to be her grand equerry and Master of the Horse. He was young; and she thought frivolous—light-hearted, perhaps was the kinder word. She smiled, remembering his laughter; and the way his eyes would look straight into her own, showing an admiration Portuguese custom considered it seemlier to disguise. She might a little disapprove; but she found it pleasing. With him travelled three almoners chosen by her mother; chief of them was l’Abbé Ludovic Stuart, lord of Aubigny and cousin to the King. He was her chief confessor also; together with Richard Russell he would take care of her conscience. In addition there were six Portuguese chaplains, and everywhere lesser priests in their dark robes. Plenty to care for her soul! And, for her body, physicians, a perfumer and a barber—the last very needful; for who, in England, would otherwise dress her hair? And, lest she find food unpalatable in a strange land, four bakers, two cooks and two confectioners.


Of personal attendants there were six maids of honour together with their governess—and all chosen less for beauty than for rank. The Queen’s two duennas rode alone; ladies of the highest rank—her dear familiar Donna Maria de Portugal, countess of Penalva; and Donna Elvira de Vilpena, countess of Ponteval, wife to the new accredited ambassador. They were middle-aged both, as duennas should be, and stiff with etiquette.


Through streets hung with cloth of gold, with flowers, with playing fountains, the coaches took their slow way. Every bell pealing, every gun booming, they drove to the cathedral. There she listened to the mass and thought of the cold religion of her new land; and wondered whether God might use her, all unworthy, an instrument of His Grace, to bring the heretics back to the fold. But, seeing no milord present—since they walked in the cloisters during the service—she thought it unlikely; and sighed a little.


Out of the dim church and into the light of the April day came the procession; and, with boys and girls dancing to flutes before the royal coach they came upon the quay, to the blue waters of the bay where the tall ships waited to carry her away.


The coaches stopped. Her brother, the King, alighted to hand her into the royal barge; and, as it moved towards the Royal Charles, she stood watching the ever-widening riband of water divide her from the country of her birth.


The admiral’s ship towered above her; a very great ship; six hundred her crew, and eight brass cannon sending out blinding arrows of light. She stood upon the deck, having climbed with some difficulty; for though she was light in movement, the great farthingale—the guarda infanta—was no help. Her brother the King took her hand and placed it within that of Sandwich; and now she was in his care. And, though she stood surrounded by her ladies and her chief officers, she felt desolate and alone.


It was my lord that conducted her to her cabin, her brothers following. It was fit for any Queen in Christendom—the walls hung with cloth-of-gold, the curtains and cushions of red satin, the bedcovering of red satin and white; the appointments all of gold. Catherine had no eyes for this richness. This was the moment of last Farewell. Her brothers took her in their arms and blessed her—lewd young men upon whose tongues the solemn words sounded strange. Now those ladies that were to leave kissed her hand, made their reverences and stepped back. She was alone.


Penalva came hurrying to comfort her dearest child. Catherine sat there, secluded from all eyes; etiquette demanded it. But they were leaving; her brothers were leaving. She was being carried out of their lives forever. She could endure it no longer. She was up, and lifting the heavy skirts, went hurrying up the narrow stairs, the guarda infanta sticking and wedging. Behind her Penalva hastened, crying out her protests... Madam, it is not correct, it is not seemly. Her brothers were descending into the barge as she came upon the deck; the King turned and, seeing her there, in defiance of all convention, with gesture commanded her below. Sadly she obeyed; and the wretched guarda blocking the narrow stairs, she vowed she would change, at once, into an English gown; and—her first gesture of defiance—tore the absurd feather from her hair and trod upon it with small determined feet.


There was a grinding and a jarring throughout the great ship. ‘They weigh anchor, Madam,’ Penalva said, cheerful. But, instead of forward movement, the ship moved towards land. Donna Elvira de Vilpena came in. ‘The wind’s against us, Madam. They’re casting anchor again.’


Torn between joy of not yet leaving Portugal utterly behind, and the awkwardness of remaining after the ceremonious leave-taking, she asked for her godfather. ‘He sails in the Gloucester, Madam, with the English milords,’ Vilpena said.


She need not have feared an anti-climax. As evening fell, there came the sharp crack of fireworks. Hooded—as was seemly for an unmarried girl—she came on deck to see the world ablossom with coloured lights. Across the bay the city was ablaze with light, and all the English ships were hung with lanterns. There was no darkness anywhere; not in the bay where the water ran in ribands of coloured light, nor in the city, nor in the night sky that blossomed in showers and flowers of light. On the deck her ladies stood, hooded everyone; they laughed and clapped their hands under the watchful eyes of the two duennas and the correct and stern governess of the maids of honour.


Against the forecastle young Edward Montague stood smiling at this guilelessness; and wondering what the court would make of these ridiculous women in their ridiculous clothes... A sad disappointment; no amorous adventures here! Yet, put them in Christian clothing—or better still no clothing at all—and who could say? At present, the only comely one was the new Queen; she was, in her own way, charming. Would she learn to play her part in the lewd games of the court? She would find him a willing partner.


Looking at her face uplifted to the sky he thought such games were not for her. There was an innocence about her, a... purity; he boggled at the word but could find none better. He found her absurdly touching. He was a harum-scarum young man, not over-virtuous; but now he was taken with a sudden sentiment of chivalry. He vowed to serve her to the best of his endeavour.




V


The wind changed; the water was calm as they put out to sea. Standing to catch a last glimpse of the land she loved, Catherine did not notice the wind had changed again. They were in for a rough journey. Wind turned to gale; waves swept the ships that pitched and tossed. The whole convoy, English and Portuguese alike, the very sailors were sick. Catherine’s ladies lay upon their beds and prayed endlessly for abatement of the storm. Catherine longed to do the same; but she must set an example. She would crawl from her bed and go from one to another with words of good cheer; then back she would crawl to fling herself upon the bed—from which she had prudently ordered the red-and-white satin to be removed—and, as the cabin rose and fell, tried to hold in the sickness.


Through storm and stress the ship held course. In the second week of May they sighted the Isle of Wight; and, a message being signalled that His Royal Highness, James, Duke of York, meant to come aboard, they cast anchor within a mile or so of Portsmouth.


And now Catherine found herself trembling. What would this new brother think of her? She picked up a looking-glass. A small green face stared back. Storm and sickness had not added to her charms. Her ladies must do their best for her; he would be here within the hour. Certainly he would write to the King of this first meeting, and, looks apart, he might find it hard to like her that must take from him the hope of a crown. She prayed he would not find her too easy to dislike.


In the stateroom all was ready. My lord Sandwich had transformed it into a presence-chamber; a great chair beneath a canopy stood together with a smaller one without a canopy. She sat in the great chair wearing the English gown of white-and-silver; she was pale as the gown itself. And, since there was no-one to dress her hair in English style, she wore it, tortured still, in Portuguese fashion. She looked anxious; and, in spite of her dignity, a little forlorn. But good Penalva, though not full-recovered from the monstrous journey, had schooled her well. It would take death itself to make Donna Maria forget the smallest detail of court etiquette.


So sitting, Catherine heard the ring of footsteps, heard my lord Duke announced. She rose and made three steps—three and no more—towards this new brother that knelt before her. And, still kneeling, he would have kissed her hands; but she, defying the strict etiquette of her mother’s court, stretched out two impulsive hands to help him to his feet. He stood before her tall and heavy, fair and florid—a comely man, save that he was somewhat pockmarked. He did not wear the fashionable periwig but his own red-brown hair falling in curls to his shoulders. She noted, with a down-dropping heart, the unsmiling eyes, the stubborn chin. He had, she thought, a cold and formal look; yet, if one dealt gently with him, one might, perhaps, win him for a friend.


He kissed her hand but not her cheek. ‘It was my right and my pleasure,’ he told her later, ‘but I left the first kiss for your husband.’ Which when she thought about it, showed him to be neither cold nor formal.


She seated herself in the great chair; and, since she had so little English, waved towards the second chair that he might also sit. And, when he would not, she pointed to the tabouret at her feet and there he seated himself. And now he began to speak in Spanish though the interpreter stood by. He stammered more than a little, and she thought it must be because the tongue was strange to him; she was to learn that, embarrassed, he stammered always.


Now, stammering and halting, he said, ‘Madam, my sister and my Queen, I desire to serve you as your brother and most humble subject.’ He asked her about her journey, regretting the foul storms. ‘But,’ he told her and he was smiling—a smile that made his heavy face attractive—‘there’s no mark of the storm upon you!’ which was gallant rather than true. And now, seeing her so little and so kind, he was stammering less; and she, her fears calmed, was smiling also, gracious, and in spite of dark-ringed eyes, pretty.


He told her why the King was not himself come to meet her.


‘It is the Parliament,’ he said in his halting Spanish, and stammering still. ‘Two months ago he besought Parliament to hasten its business that he might be free in time. But—’ he shrugged, ‘Parliament is the mother of talkers; a breeder of words, for the most part, useless. But, believe me, Madam, he can no longer support himself in patience, so great his desire to see you,’ and found himself wondering whether Charles dallied still with his Castlemaine. ‘Rest assured, Madam, he will be in Portsmouth as soon as Parliament shall release him.’


So reasonable the explanation she could not be sorry for the delay. She looked peaked and pale; her own mother could not have complimented her upon her looks.


James asked if he might present the gentlemen that waited to kiss her hand. He brought, first, the Master of the King’s Household, my lord Duke of Ormonde, who recommended himself to her the more since he had brought her a letter from the King. Later, when she learned of his long and faithful service to his master, she was to love him with more cause. Next James presented my lord Chesterfield that was to be her Chamberlain, thereafter the rest were presented, each in his degree; and each she received with a smiling grace.


The first meeting had come to an end. James bowed very deep; Catherine stood up to go with him to the door. ‘It is not for the Queen,’ he said.


‘It is my pleasure to do so out of love!’ she told him and had her way.


The Royal Charles lay outside Portsmouth till news should come that the King was on his way. Every day James came aboard; and every day Catherine found him more kind. He asked to see her in the dress of her own country; and next day, there she was in her finest Portuguese gown. Even to her it looked odd and felt odder. But for all that he did not smile. ‘I like it well,’ he said, ‘but I like you best as an Englishwoman.’ It was as near a compliment as he could get, this silent man that seemed older than his brother the King.


‘Have a care of him,’ Penalva said. ‘It is a man that, this way or that, means to have his own way. His marriage—’


‘It honours him!’ Catherine said, very quick.


‘If he had been content to abide by his bargain, yes, but—’ Penalva had long had the tale from her brother, ‘He is capricious where women are concerned; lecherous, too, I hear. And his wife is one to hold the whip—and that suits him not at all. So when the first babe was born and when, alas, it died—the babe for which he’d married her—he tried to rid himself of his encumbrance. He swore that the child was none of his; nor could one say, rightly, whose child. She’d been over-free, he said, with her favours. And the King’s friends said so, too.’


‘And the King?’


‘He’d have none of it. Had there been truth in the tale they should have told him before—and would have told him, he said. Nor did he think the lady one to imperil her future for a light pleasure. No! York was married. He’d made his bed and must lie therein. There must be no more such talk, the King said. And he paid even greater respect than before to his brother’s wife, and to her father.’


She sent later to Montague, and he, having a little Spanish, confirmed the tale. And when she asked the names of those that had so spitefully used a woman, all unwilling he gave them.


‘Berkeley; he swore he’d enjoyed her favours. And Buckingham’s that a known liar; and Rochester, a most lewd man.’


She repeated their names. ‘I shall remember them.’


‘Madam,’ he cried out, ‘it is not wise to set yourself against the King’s friends.’ And, when she made no answer save by the setting of her chin, ‘Handle them with care,’ he advised. ‘And, most of all, my lord duke of York. A good friend but a bad enemy.’


So, although York’s kindness continued, Catherine could neither like nor trust him; but she remembered Montague’s warning and behaved with all courtesy. And that was as well for it was true—a good friend he could be, but the worst of enemies.


On a fine morning, they heard the guns thundering that the King was on his way. Catherine sent for the Master of the ship and, thanking him for his care of her and hers, gave him a collar of pure gold, for which he thanked her with all his heart. ‘It is less for the collar of gold,’ he said, ‘than for your golden words.’ She sent him, also, gold sufficient to speak her thanks to all, down to the smallest cabin-boy.


There are some to say she had a closed hand; but those that knew her, knew also that she scorned meanness in any shape. When money was scarce—as it was during her years in England—she must, indeed give less than she desired. There were times, indeed, when she must count each penny; but she had rather gone without bread than scant her thanks.


Now, as land came nearer, Catherine that had, for the most part, stayed in her stateroom in obedience to her country’s etiquette, came now on deck to watch; she was in England now, and here it was proper to show her face.


In Portsmouth harbour the mayor and aldermen were gathered, all very fine in new scarlet and fur, with gold chains about their necks. When James, stepping ashore, handed her from the barge, the great guns spoke again and again; and young and gracious and small and pretty she looked, smiling her thanks so that the sky rang with the cries of joy. So, into the State coach, with the curtains put aside that all might see her; and with a cheering and a crying of blessings upon her head; with the booming of guns and the music of pipe and tabor, the coach moved slowly through the cobbled streets till she came, at last, to the King’s House, there to await her unknown groom.




VI


Charles, the coach swaying and bumping along the Portsmouth Road, was troubled. It was late; each in his corner his cousin Rupert and Buckingham slept. Rupert preserved his dignity even in sleep; Buckingham, wig awry, snored a little—as usual he had taken overmuch to drink. The ring of hooves as the troops rode with him, and Buckingham’s snores kept him from sleep. He gave himself up to his thoughts.


After all his adventuring with women he was about to settle down at last. The women he had slept with, whether of high birth or low, had been beauties; quick of wit and full of charm. Now he was to take a wife—and God alone knew whether she were black as a dried plum or fresh as plum-blossom. He’d heard she was black as a bat; that she had a long back and short legs so that when she sat she seemed to be tall and when she stood she was clearly a dwarf. But James had written that she was a pretty thing; and Chesterfield, that judge of women, had said that she was exactly shaped.


Well, whatever she was like he’d wed her tomorrow; and he’d do his best to make her a good husband. He’d said as much to Clarendon when the old boy had lectured him like a father. Clarendon was faithful but tedious... tedious; Barbara detested him.


Rupert stirred and sat up. He pulled down the window and took in a deep breath of the summer night air. Wide-awake now he had no mind for Buckingham’s snores; he aimed a sharp kick and the snores ceased.


‘Not asleep, Charles?’ Rupert grinned across at his cousin. ‘All night vigil; asking a blessing upon your sword?’ There was a suggestion of lewdness that the King did not miss. He said, very earnest, ‘I mean to start a fresh page, cousin. A virgin page with a virgin bride.’


‘In the night all cats are grey,’ Rupert said.


‘Are you saying all women are alike in bed?’ Buckingham spoke suddenly from his corner. ‘Nothing further from the truth!’ And he let out a great laugh.


‘They’re all alike in one thing! There’s not one of them all that’s ever refused our Charles. I cannot think this new little creature should be different from the rest. But suppose, sir, you cannot love her,’ Rupert asked, a trifle waspish.


‘Then still I’ll cherish her as a good husband should. I’ll be faithful; I swear it!’


‘No woman’s bed but your wife’s!’ Again Buckingham neighed his great laugh. ‘It’s not only yourself you must reckon with—there’s my cousin; have you forgot Barbara? You know well the night the bride landed there were bonfires before every house—save hers.’


‘You could not expect it,’ Charles said, reasonable.


‘You could expect it. And you should expect it!’ Rupert was sharp. ‘Your mistress should show respect to your Queen. You’re too easy, Charles.’


‘It is no time to cross her now,’ Charles said, curt.


‘Was there ever a time?’ Rupert’s voice was dry.


Charles flushed. Even at the best of times she was uncertain in temper; when roused—a fury; the whole world knew it. Now, pregnant as she was, she could—if sufficiently roused—do herself, or the child, or the King himself, some mischief. But she was beautiful in her furies and he loved the fire of her spirit. They said of him, he knew it, that on occasion, he knelt, asking her pardon. That was nonsense. He knelt in spirit before her beauty. He’d been foolish enough to say so once to Buckingham and had been misunderstood... or perhaps not misunderstood. Buckingham, tongue in cheek, playing his pranks.


Barbara was so beautiful just now. A beautiful woman near her time is a noble sight, he thought. A richness in the body, a delicacy in the face; a dusting of fatigue through which her beauty cries aloud. There’s a pull upon the heart of the man that has filled her with his child that makes him long to put his heart beneath her heel.


Did she sleep now, bright hair spread upon the pillow; or did she pace her chamber restless in her rage? Last night—a wild cat—she’d refused to come into bed. Yet she had little cause to complain. He’d slept with her every night until now. No need to reform till the key was actually turned in wedlock.


Rupert’s voice cut across his thoughts. ‘She says she’s to be made a lady of the Bedchamber; that you promised. But that’s a piece of nonsense...’


‘It is not nonsense. I did promise. And, why not?’


‘You know very well why not—your voice gives you away!’


Charles said nothing. He did know; none better. And he’d refused at first; he’d gone on refusing while she went through the usual performance—fire to tears... You cannot so shame me; leaving me out you make me the laughing-stock of the whole court. I rather die... I and the child together. And that not immediately moving him she had thrown her arms about his neck reminding him that the appointment would give her the right to lodgings in Whitehall, near, very near the King... You could come to my bed and no eye to see, no tongue to wag... Did she, he wondered, truly believe that possible? And then, seeing him determined still, she’d reminded him—for the hundredth time—of the debt he owed her; of her father killed in his cause; her own good name sullied.


He’d almost laughed in her face at that last. Everyone knew her capers with Buckingham, with Chesterfield... and others. But then she’d wept, her lovely face a flower bedewed with tears; and that—though he’d seen it often enough—he hadn’t been able to resist. Meet him with anger, meet him with pride and he’d know how to answer; but beseech him with tears and the heart melted within him.


He said now, ‘Yes, I have promised; and whatever you or anyone may think, the promise shall be kept. From my wife I fear no difficulty.’ And since there was no reply from Rupert, said, a little anxious, ‘She’s amiable, I hear.’


‘She’s a woman!’ Buckingham shrugged.


‘She has a high spirit,’ his cousin reminded him.


‘Then she must learn to bend it to her husband’s will!’ Buckingham, persuader to folly, put in, very sharp.


Charles’ smile was wry. He was alive to the nonsense of submitting to his mistress in this matter and expecting obedience from his wife.


Buckingham said, watching his face, ‘It will be a curious pleasure to feel virtuous when you do your duty in bed! But then—when pleasure becomes duty it’s no longer a pleasure.’


Charles said nothing. He was looking forward to his marriage with something of dread. He had slept with women a-plenty; but he’d never wived before. Buckingham’s jest rankled. Women were a delight; but they were a damned nuisance! Certainly Barbara was; and possibly, that untried virgin his wife.


Well, he’d done his best to make things pleasant for his little foreign bride. He’d seen to it that Hampton Court, where they were to spend their honeymoon, was looking its best. The grass was brilliant and velvet-soft; the clipped hedges curious and perfect; the trees in young leaf and blossom. The freshness of the year must be over in Lisbon; she should have the delight of an early English summer when the sun is gentle and the breezes light. Portugal was a paradise, he’d heard—pomegranate and peach and almond all a-flower. But the great park at Hampton Court with its honey-sweet limes and the great chestnuts bright with pyramids of flowers, must be hard to beat. England, he thought now—as he had throughout his wandering years—there’s no place so lovely!


And inside the great house matched the outside in beauty. There were tapestries worked from Raphael cartoons brought from Italy in his grandfather’s time; there were pictures famous throughout Christendom and furniture finer than could be found anywhere outside Paris—and perhaps not even there.


And surely the little girl from Portugal must be overjoyed with her bedroom with its bedcurtains of crimson velvet worked with pure silver. They had cost eight thousand pounds—though he had not paid for them; they were a wedding-gift from the States of Holland and they held a certain melancholy pleasure. They had graced the bridal chamber of his sister Mary when she’d married Orange. Now she, poor girl was dead; and her son had lost no time selling them back to the States of Holland—twelve-year-old William, already showing himself devoid of graceful sentiment, the close-fisted young prig. Now they hung in the bride’s room at Hampton Court. If Mary could know it would, he hoped, give her pleasure.


He thought, saddened, how Mary and their youngest brother Gloucester, smitten down by the dread small-pox, had died here in England within a few days of each other. They’d come to celebrate his homecoming... two years ago. A glorious year saddened by their deaths. He found himself praying that his bridal year would be unmarred but he was not hopeful. There were already troubles a-plenty. Trouble over freedom for worship, which he alone, so it seemed, desired; trouble over money, trouble with some that truly deserved more of him than he was able to give. And the endless struggle with Parliament. He had truly hoped to be in Portsmouth himself to welcome his bride; but Parliament, with no consideration, had kept him. Let him be never so brisk he had not been able to stay the spate of words Parliament had spewed forth. And that business done at long last, he’d sat with his Council till midnight to deal with more private business. That had been last night. All this day he’d been involved and, not until nine o’clock tonight had he been free at last. Weary, and not at all looking forward to meeting his bride, he had had to fight with himself not to sleep with Barbara once more. But his farewell as a bachelor had been made; a sense of fitness kept him away.


Now, deep in his thoughts, he spoke neither to Rupert nor to Buckingham. There was silence except for the beat of hooves from the troops riding with him. It was midnight before they reached Guildford and yawning mightily, changed into my lord Chesterfield’s coach. ‘You’re in a mighty hurry, Charles,’ Rupert said peevish. ‘God save us, man, we’re not all hastening to our brides!’


‘And if we were,’ Buckingham added, ‘it would be wise to take a night’s sleep first. She’ll keep I hope!’


‘You speak of your queen,’ Charles said a little sharp.


Bumped unmercifully in the springless coach, his thoughts dwelt upon the girl committed to his care. Girl! She was past her twenty-third birthday; older by a year-and-a-half than Barbara. But she must seem younger; everyone spoke of her girlish looks. And, indeed, a woman is as old as her experience. And she—from convent to the closed etiquette of her mother’s court—what experience had she? Now she was in a strange country awaiting her unknown husband. If he, with all his experience, found the meeting disturbing, what of her? He swore he would be good to her.


And she would need it. The business of bedding! To a man a necessary and pleasant affair; to some women—like Barbara—even more necessary, even more pleasant. But there were others, virgin and chaste; to them their first bedding could be difficult, repugnant even. Such women must be won. If he wanted his heir he must first win his wife. Well, it had never been hard for him to win a woman. They dropped into his hand like a ripe plum—and not because he was a king; it had been so with the wandering prince.


He began to think now of the women that had loved him. The first woman in his bed—older than he by some years; and kind. She’d given him his first child—the boy he’d all-but forgotten; just as he’d forgotten her—her face, her name, remembering only her kindness. And then Lucy; Lucy Walter the overblown beauty that had given him his beloved son... Jamie, under Mam’s care in Paris. Mam was coming to England to meet his bride; he’d asked her to bring the boy with him... the lad was past his thirteenth year; time to be home in England, where he belonged. Handsome they said; bonnie Jamie.


Casting up the long list of ladies in his bed his head nodded; he was asleep at last.


Catherine awaited her lord in the King’s House; it was a hard time for her. She delighted in the things she had heard about him... most of the things; she wore his portrait about her neck. But reality is a quite other thing; and a picture in words or paint may be false. She was very much afraid.


She had met her five ladies of the Bedchamber, the chief of them my lady Suffolk—aunt to the new-made countess Castlemaine—though, as yet, Catherine did not know it. She had thought there were to be six of them; she asked d’Aubigny to enquire of my lady Suffolk; but he, looking a little sideways, said my lady knew nothing of the matter and she put it from her mind.


Now, with every moment bringing her groom nearer, she sat within her bedchamber while her five new ladies stood about her and the maids brought forth the rich gowns her mother had commanded. It was well that Penalva had been left aboard with a putrid throat, for the ladies lifted their hands at the sight of the old-fashioned skirts. And when a maid brought forth a guarda infanta they could not restrain their titters, so she bade the woman carry it away. Yet she was ashamed, a little. This was the dress of her own country and her mother had bade her honour it.


Now the gowns the King had sent were brought out—the rose and the white. ‘The rose gown,’ my lady of Suffolk said. ‘You will look like a rose and the King will love you in it.’ Catherine understood not a word; but my lady smiled; so she smiled back and nodded.


But alas for the rose gown. She went to bed with a feverish cold and there the King found her.


It was broad daylight when his coach thundered into Portsmouth town. He was dishevelled and yawning; but he was not to escape to his bed. In the courtyard Dom Francisco de Mello, de Vilpena the ambassador and the fidalgoes waited to greet him; and travel-stained as he was and half-asleep, he must show all courtesy, enquiring of their health and of their journey and all those things politeness required.
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