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‘Springs to vivid life for the reader, through immaculate research, depth of knowledge and imaginative prowess. Here is a novelist at ease with her subject. A compulsive read’ Anne O’Brien


‘From the atmospheric opening to the beautifully satisfying ending, it is a real tour de force of gripping writing, rich historical detail and complex, fascinating characters. Superb!’ Nicola Cornick


‘Enlightening. Carol’s empathy and understanding for Isabella’s plight – and inner conflict – made the story!’ Sharon Bennett Connolly


‘Monumental in scope, precise as a gilded illumination, exquisitely worked as a polished carving, this revisionist retelling of the life of Isabella, beautiful Queen to the Plantagenet Edward II, gives a bold and compelling insight into the passions and ambition behind the brutal power struggles of the Middle Ages’ Jenny Barden


‘Beautifully written, steeped in unexpected detail and intrigue . . . brings to vivid life the dangers, intrigues and emotional landscape of fourteenth century England in a novel that’s a definite page-turner’ Liz Harris


‘A powerhouse of a story, telling the tale of a woman who survives humiliation, tragedy and rejection but who never loses sight of her purpose, her love and her family. Isabella of France grows from a child to a woman . . . I was hooked from the first page’ Alexandra Walsh
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London, 1350. Agnes, daughter of a stonemason, is struggling to keep her father’s trade in a city decimated by plague. And then she receives a mysterious message from the disgraced Queen Isabella: mother of King Edward III, and widow of Edward II. Isabella has a task that only Agnes can fulfil. She wants her truth to be told.


Much has been whispered of the conflicts in Isabella and Edward’s marriage. Her greed and warmongering. His unspoken love for male favourites. But as Agnes listens to Isabella, she learns that she can be of help to the queen - but can either woman choose independence, follow her own desires, and survive?


Based on the extraordinary true story of the female stonemason who carved a queen’s tomb, The Stone Rose is the sweeping third instalment of Carol McGrath’s acclaimed ‘She-Wolves’ Trilogy, which explores the tumultous lives and loves of three queens of England – and of three women who lived in their shadow.
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Matins:



	

Between 2.30 and 3.00 in the morning
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Between 5.00 and 6.00 in the morning








	

Prime:



	

Around 7.30 or just before daybreak








	

Terce:



	

9.00 in the morning








	

Sext:



	

Noon








	

Nones:



	

Between 2.00 and 3.00 in the afternoon








	

Vespers:



	

Late afternoon








	

Compline:



	

Before 7.00 in the evening








	

Angelus Bells:



	

Midnight and midday


















Opposing Lines


i.m. Isabella of France


They call me she-wolf.


If I wasn’t queen


I would be burned;


my flesh, slivers


of gladiolus leaves.


My voice is in the earth,


but I won’t be silenced.


The dusky gladiolus


will thaw in time.


My fingers disintegrate


from blood to ashes and ink.


My story will be written.









Prologue


Agnes


All Souls’ Night, 1352


Sleep does not come easily on the night of the dead. I toss and turn until I hear the clip-clop of horses’ hooves entering the yard. It’s late – too late for visitors to my stonemasons’ workshop, being almost the midnight hour. Yet I am so curious that I throw off my bed covers. It’s chill as I reach down and drag on my boots. I hurry to the window overlooking the yard.


Peering through the shutters, I can see a translucent mist hovering outside, lit into an eerie miasma by the bluish full moon. For a moment, I listen to the neighing and snorting down below. A heartbeat passes before I discern torches, shadowy figures moving about and the shapes of whinnying horses. All of a sudden, the moon dips behind a cloud. My breath catches in my throat. All Souls’ Eve is a haunting time. A loud knocking on the workshop door below my bedchamber makes me jump nearly from my skin.


I cannot resist its call and nervously hurry from the window, dragging my cloak from a nail on the wall and throwing it over my shift. I snatch up my lamp and slowly descend two narrow staircases through the house. At ground level, the air in the workshop is even chillier than above. I should wake up my people. I should call for my steward, but I don’t. I pull my cloak tight and, as if possessed, move forward, quiet as a cellar mouse.


Slipping between the workbenches and tables, I make haste to reach the workshop entrance, slide back the panel covering the peephole and glance out. Lanterns gleam just beyond the door, shadows dancing in their yellow light. Church bells sound loudly, heralding in the day of the dead. My heart beats faster. There’ve been too many deaths in these pestilence years. I don’t wish to permit restless souls inside my house. They might spin around our statues, tumble the stone gargoyles commissioned for St Lawrence’s Church, destroy our precious decorations – my carved roses, prayer scrolls and silver-tinted knights’ spurs. Such ghosts could wreak havoc on the drawings laid out on the long trestles; they could take our chisels and hammers. Even steal our souls. With a shudder I leap back from the peephole lest lost spectres enter me through my eyes.


The knocking starts up again, close and more insistent this time – so close, I place my hands over my ears to shut it out. Our watchman has allowed ghouls through our gates, or they have slyly slid by him. I spin around, fast as I can, lift my lamp higher and shout for the steward who sleeps in the closet at the top of the staircase.


Dame Edith, my housekeeper, appears at the bottom of the first stairway, shrouded in her mantle.


‘Don’t answer, madam,’ she hisses through the echoing workroom. ‘Do not open up. They might be robbers – even masons, intent on robbing us – or they could be spreaders of the pestilence.’


My six house servants, two journeymen and four young apprentices crowd down the stairway into the workshop. My steward, Master Albert, is behind them, his nightcap ridiculously perched askew on his head. His cloak is tightly wrapped around his fat belly. The Angelus bells stop ringing. Master Albert hurries to me, bumbling his way through the blank-eyed statues and brooding gargoyles.


‘Mistress Agnes?’ he says, and I am suddenly more conscious than ever that, as I stand there – a mere chit of a girl, a female stonemason – I am in charge of these people and this household.


When I am in the stone yard, with my chisel and sturdy hide apron, I have no difficulty in shouting at the masons in a voice that is as dust-roughened as any of the men’s. The shiftless life of a mason is a cut-throat business, and there is no use in sentiment. But when I am within these four walls, a nightgown my only flimsy protection against the cold and with no leather hat in which to hide my long black hair, I feel like nothing more than a small, skinny, fatherless eighteen-year-old, shivering on the night the ghosts walk and strange knockings come to the door.


A shout penetrates the walls. ‘Christ’s cods! Open up, in the name of Dowager Queen Isabella –’ a silent pause – ‘else we break down the bloody door.’


My servants race down the rest of the stairs. They hurry past the long trestles, brandishing saucepans and chopping knives.


I turn to Master Albert. ‘You do it. Best you open up. That’s no ghoul’s voice calling. Nor is it the pestilence.’ I have collected my own wits and I cast a warning glance at Dame Edith. I announce in a low voice, ‘Let us see what the Queen’s messenger has to say, Albert.’


Master Albert nods and warily drags back a bolt. He pulls open the door a crack.


A boot enters the opening between post and door.


The steward opens it further, and there they are: six fierce-looking men in helmets; soldiers armed with swords. They are surrounding a hooded man of middling age, dressed in royal livery. This hooded man says nothing, but thrusts out a folded letter to Master Albert.


I push past my steward and peer down at the letter’s seal. It is split into quarters. I recognise the three lions of England, the lilies of France and, below, a cross saltire. I study the fourth quarter more closely. It shows a diagonal strip. Purple and gold tassels droop from it. The seal is indeed royal. Baffled, I stare at it for a moment and look up at an earnest face.


‘At last,’ the hooded man says, his voice accusatory. ‘Did you think, mistress, we were demons of the night, come to fetch your souls?’


I had thought precisely that, but I keep my mouth shut tight, wondering what this is all about.


He stands to attention and an explanation follows. ‘I am the Dowager Queen’s messenger. We have ridden all the way to the City from Castle Rising, the Queen’s castle in Norfolk. Long ride. Four days at a gallop. I must speak with you. And we need shelter. May we enter?’ He pauses. ‘A bite to eat and something to drink? Here . . .’ He thrusts the letter forward. Its colourful dangling tassels are taunting me. ‘You are fair Agnes de Ramsey, are you not?’ he says. ‘Stonemason daughter of William de Ramsey, late Master Mason to the King?’


I am disarmed by his flattering introduction. Am I ‘fair Agnes’ indeed? My hair is long and dark. I can sit on it, though I generally wear it plaited under a coif. My eyes, I am told, are fine. They are the shade of sea glass – green and almond-shaped. I am slim. Who has called me ‘fair Agnes’? I have never seen myself as ‘fair’ – too small, too dark, too much time spent with a father who treated me like a son. I glare at the messenger and take possession of the letter. I can see now that it’s Dowager Queen Isabella’s seal. She, whom some call a ‘she-wolf’, and others ‘our kingdom’s saviour’. It really is from her. I feel my eyes open wider. My father had worked for the King, her son, at the Tower. Perhaps she has a commission for us. Maybe she does not know that my father, the Master Mason, has died of the pestilence, but yet she must, or somebody does, since the letter is for me, not him.


I manage a smile and say, ‘Enter and welcome, sirs. My steward will escort you to the hall, where the fire is lit. There’s the pottage left out for breakfast, and pallets and blankets to spare in the alcove chests. But, I pray you, leave your weapons by the door.’


The half-dozen exhausted helmeted men waste no time filing in, and do as I bid, leaving their swords and scabbards in a heap.


‘See they are all accommodated,’ I say to Master Albert. ‘We can trust them – the Queen’s men.’ I ponder that for a moment, and turn the letter over in my hands. I won’t read it until I am back in my chamber. Chasing my goggle-eyed servants back to the kitchens, I order the cook to go to the hall’s fireplace and warm up the breakfast pottage for our guests.


‘Goodnight,’ I call, as the strangers follow Master Albert.


I am left with Dame Edith and the tall, hooded man; it seems the Queen’s messenger is not to be dismissed so easily.


I turn to him and ask, ‘But who are you, and what does the Lady Isabella want with me?’


‘Master Gregory is my name,’ he says and clears his throat, tugging his hood down to reveal a gentler face than I had expected. His grey eyes are not those of a fierce soldier and I feel more at ease, though somewhat embarrassed on account of my uncovered head and the loose abandon of my dark curls. My hand instinctively touches my hair. He adds, ‘Captain of the Dowager Isabella’s Guard. Mistress Agnes, you are to travel with me to Castle Rising. It’s all in the letter.’


I nod, looking down at the Queen’s seal. I am impatient to break it open and read the contents. A letter to me, humble Agnes de Ramsey, and from a queen.


‘Go and eat, Master Gregory,’ I find myself saying, as though he were one of the apprentice masons in the yard. ‘Please get some rest. I would be honoured to talk in the morning.’


Back in my chamber, most curious, I break the wax seal. I unfold the letter and lay it flat on the table. Moving my candle closer, but not too close lest I damage it, I begin to read aloud:




From Isabella, Queen Dowager, written on the fifteenth day of October of the twenty-fifth year of the reign of the third King Edward.


Greetings, Agnes, daughter of the stonemason William de Ramsey. I request your attendance upon myself at Castle Rising, in the county of Norfolk, that we may discuss the building of my sepulchre, to be placed within the Church of the Grey Friars in the City of London, where I am to be laid to rest. I have details to speak of, which I do not wish to commit to parchment. All comfort will be arranged for your journey from London and your return, including accommodation. Since we dwell in troubling times, I send you a stout guard.


Isabella, Dowager Queen of England.





‘These are troubling times,’ I mutter to the walls of my chamber. Carefully, I fold the letter again. How dangerous would such travel be, through villages haunted by death?


I have never gone more than these few miles within London, except when I was a child and lived by the great cathedral at Norwich: my father’s life’s work. I have never enjoyed much company – except for the apprentices, the house servants, occasional guild celebrations on saints’ days and my father – and the prospect of a journey is daunting. I swallow hard. Roads will be frequented by pestilence survivors and the dispossessed, who are only too ready to steal and kill. At once, I imagine desperate, fearful people. Many people say the great Death is over and normal life has resumed – already, London is busy again, as if it never happened – but enormous cemetery pits outside the City walls constantly remind us of the Death that has stalked the streets these past years, destroying all our lives.


The pestilence took my father only a year since. Alive one week, dead the next. I sigh heavily. I, a girl of eighteen years, am now the mistress of Papa’s workshop and have inherited his responsibilities. It’s as well Papa has trained me to design tombs . . . But, to design one for the Dowager Queen – well, that’s a huge undertaking. It’s overwhelming.


Yet this is a commission I must not refuse. We need the Dowager’s silver if my business is to survive. Papa spoke highly of the old Queen, of her courage and her adventurous life. He told me of her beauty, how she is tall and golden haired, and always wears gorgeous garments. She loves her children, he said, especially Edward, our King. But she has suffered much sadness. Years gone by, her gentle younger son, John, died on campaign. She has two daughters: one is Queen of Scotland and the other Countess of Guelders. They survive to this day.


However, Papa also told me many odd tales about Queen Isabella. She was only twelve when she married the old King Edward, who she strongly supported against nobles who hated his favourites. But when Sir Hugh Despenser entered her husband’s close circle, he manipulated the King for his own evil intent. Papa said Queen Isabella’s revenge on Sir Hugh was as ruthless as it was necessary, and that many people who listen to gossip believe the Queen – along with her supposed lover, Roger Mortimer – was also responsible for her husband’s death in a dark cell in Berkeley Castle. But my father thought this last story was untrue. ‘There is no proof,’ Papa would say, with a creased and puzzled brow. ‘He may even have escaped and fled to Italy.’


So I cannot help but be curious about this Queen of whom some whisper murder and others, Papa included, declare their admiration for her courage, intelligence and her elegance.


I hug myself, now excited by the commission, the wandering souls outside forgotten. It will be an honour to design Queen Isabella’s sepulchre. Papa would want me to accept.


I remove my boots, blow out my candle and drop into my bed, still wrapped in my cloak. I will speak with the Queen’s tall, tow-bearded messenger in the morning.


‘The route we will take out of the City follows St John Street,’ says Master Gregory, ‘and then –’ he pauses and looks over at me – ‘we’ll ride north.’


I have had but a day to prepare – to put my journeyman, Felix de Groot, in charge and choose a female servant to accompany me. I do not spend much time with the women of my household, but Beatrice is a competent rider, having grown up on a farm. When I select her to be my companion, I get the sense she would have preferred to remain close to Master Felix. Maybe it is as well she is not left behind without my eagle-eyed supervision.


Dawn is breaking as we pass through the City gate, and I cannot help staring back at a long mound that was once part of the ditch – a pit for corpses. We ride through the village of Islington and take the northern road. I give up a silent prayer to Saint Agnes that the plague has fully departed. There have been fewer deaths this past year, but we are fearful it will return with a vengeance. Some priests say it is God’s punishment because we are all sinners. Others, a few, are optimistic that life will change for the survivors and we can rebuild a better future. Life will be hard for most people for years ahead, so I am grateful to be offered this commission, which means that I can afford to feed my family of apprentices, maids and others dependent on my success.


After a morning’s ride, Master Gregory raises his hand. He dismounts in a village he says is called Chipping Barnet. It feels too quiet. Cats stalk prey through ruined buildings, and gaunt faces peer at us from the small windows of the cottages still inhabited. One angry dame bangs her shutters closed after shouting, ‘Be gone and take the plague with ye!’


Beatrice has a look of horror in her eyes.


I try to reassure her. ‘Fear not; it’s the pestilence has made people mad.’ I turn to Master Gregory, who is leading my brown mare, Starlight, as well as his own jennet. ‘Seems as if many in Chipping Barnet are either dead or gone away,’ I say.


He frowns. ‘’Tis the same everywhere.’


Master Gregory’s squire carries a banner before us with the old Queen’s insignia and her colours – three golden lions on a red ground and a golden fleur-de-lis on a deep blue ground. As the noon bell rings from the church tower, I wonder who is left to sound it.


We enter an inn yard; the burly innkeeper comes out to meet us and bows low to our captain. A young woman with fear in her eyes is behind him. On seeing soldiers, she hangs back, her hands moving nervously, bunching up the material of her smock.


The innkeeper sweeps a fat mottled hand towards the village street. ‘See how few remain here. They goes to the City for work now. Fields unploughed. If we did not have our gardens, sheep, a few cows and hens, we would starve.’ He looks at each of us in turn – Beatrice, myself and Master Gregory. Master Gregory’s men nod their sympathy. He says, ‘Travellers like yourselves, great ladies and lords come through here, so we fixed up the old inn. I can give ye dinners, my fine folk, though not the meats as you are used to.’ He pulls the girl forward. ‘This is Alys. Fourteen when I marries her a year since. She has lost her family in the plague.’ He crosses himself. ‘Hardly remembers her name, but she’s a fine cook, my Alys.’


My heart goes out to the girl, who appears so fragile. There is so much death everywhere. I glance at Gregory, whose solid presence is calm and reassuring, before my attention returns to Alys.


‘I lost my father too,’ I say, suddenly deeply saddened.


Once more, the innkeeper crosses himself and throws an arm around Alys’s slim waist. I see her stiffen at his touch. Poor girl, I think to myself, and blink my tears away. There are always others more unfortunate than myself.


Our host says, ‘Mutton stew on the menu today, as was yesterday, on the days past and those yet to come, and enough for all of you. Bread from the baker, cheese and apple sauce, with cream from our cow. Come in, sit ye down by the hearth and warms them toes. We’ll have your dinner ready in the beat of a drum. And ale, my fine lord.’


He ushers us into a spacious chamber where a fire glows in the central hearth. I am glad of it, for I am chilled through and Beatrice has been shivering since we dismounted. The innkeeper tosses a log on the smouldering fire. Smoke hovers about the dim chamber, making me cough, until it lazily drifts up through vents in the rafters high above us and the air slowly clears. I take my place beside Beatrice on a hard bench by the hearth, arrange my gown and stretch out my legs, trying to warm my cold feet. I can’t help wondering if the churchyard here was large enough for all the graves needed these past years, or were bodies thrown into pits, as the plague dead have been in other places?


The Dowager Queen’s men settle themselves on benches opposite us and talk in low voices as we wait for our dinner. Master Gregory himself takes his place beside me. He is quiet for a moment, until he says softly, ‘I am sorry for your loss, mistress. I wondered why Queen Isabella sent for a female stonemason.’


‘Ah,’ I say, equally softly. ‘My father was the King’s Master Stonemason. Now Papa has died, I am the mistress. I grew up around stone. Papa worked at the chapel at the Tower of London and the great cathedral in Norwich.’ I raise my eyes in question. ‘Do we enter Norwich?’


‘No, just Cambridge, and then we strike east and north to Castle Rising.’


I leave it at this, for who am I to suggest a route change? But I say, ‘I remember Norwich from my childhood. I lived with my father when he worked there. When I was a little girl, I wanted Papa to carve me a Madonna, as he had done for the cathedral. He showed me how to carve a stone rose instead. I was proud of it.’


‘Indeed, you must have been so. The Queen has heard you are an exceptional stonemason, that you often work beside your masons yourself. She knew your father and was sorry to hear of his death. She said, “I like the idea that a woman can do such artful work, usually attributed to men. Her father praised his daughter. He said she had great talent.” ’ A small pause, and then, deepening his voice: ‘ “Bring her to me.” ’ Gregory grins at his imitation of the Queen’s command. When I laugh, he smiles at me – a lovely smile, his eyes twinkling – and I like that. I am so pleased at the thought that Queen Isabella has chosen me.


Alys places a pot on the table and my mouth begins to water. Any residual fear of the unknown countryside eases as I dip my spoon into the hearty stew, filled with plenty of tender mutton, soft beans and onions. Poor little Alys is indeed a competent cook. These are kindly country folk, not to be feared. Master Gregory pays them well for our fare and, once our thanks are given, we leave the fireside and remount our horses with our bellies filled.


A few hours later, a gleaming white moon rises to light our way to a tree-encircled priory built of grey stone. So this is where we are to lay our heads.


The priory is dedicated to Saint Christopher, the saint of travellers. It has only a few remaining monks, so there are plenty of chambers available. After a supper of bread and cheese in the refectory, we are shown the guest house. I am relieved that the floor has been covered with fresh rushes, pleased to smell henbane, used to discourage insects. The prior has ordered fresh linen for the bed Beatrice and I are to share. She searches the corners for mice and other pests – particularly my enemy, spiders.


‘There are none, Mistress Agnes,’ she says. ‘The priory cat is a good huntress. No rats here.’


‘As well. I have heard they carry the Death,’ I say.


She helps me unlace my riding gown and takes a small brush from our travelling satchel to brush the day’s dust and dirt from it. Then we tumble into our bed.


We sleep like babes, not even hearing the monks’ bell for Matins. After we break our fast, Starlight is as pleased as I am to be on the road again. I wonder if we can reach Cambridge today. Glancing up as we ride out of the gate, I notice heavy clouds gathering in the sky. Beatrice says, ‘More rain. And I had hoped we might have fine weather again today.’


She insisted I use the cloak my father once owned, the one of heavy canvas that is lined with soft wool. She wears a similar cape she has borrowed from her sweetheart, Felix. As I feel the first drops of rain slide down my neck, I am grateful for Beatrice’s foresight. I draw up my cavernous hood, peering hard through it into the rainfall.


After a few hours of riding, I hear the hastening of a horse behind me. Master Gregory rides up next to me. I turn to face him. ‘We are safe?’ I say, with a question in my voice.


He meets my eye with a friendly smile. ‘We are well protected.’ He gestures at the scouts riding ahead and points back at our armed guard. ‘But, Mistress Agnes,’ he says, ‘I confess I am curious about your business and how you became a stonemason.’


I tell him how I learned from my father, working as hard as any apprentice. ‘Papa discovered that I had a talent for drawing designs on parchment. I can chisel stone as well as any mason, if need be,’ I say. ‘Once, I kept Papa’s books, but now I employ another to do this, since I am busy overseeing commissions.’


I prefer not to talk about myself too much – perhaps I fear criticism because I am female – so I change the direction of conversation. ‘Tell me about Dowager Queen Isabella. Have you known her long?’


‘Thirty years, as I recollect. My father was her captain too. I was born in the year thirteen hundred and fourteen, after the battle with the Scottish King Bruce at Stirling. It was a terrible defeat. Queen Isabella was distraught, my father said.’


‘You must be thirty and eight years old, Master Gregory. Have you a family?’


‘The plague took my wife. I have a living son. He’s twelve years old and a page in Queen Isabella’s service. His name is Ralph. I hope, when Lady Isabella enters the heavenly kingdom, Ralph will be taken into Queen Philippa’s household – and, if I outlive the Lady Dowager, I hope I am too.’


‘To be in Queen Philippa’s service would be a worthy future,’ I say.


The rain is not heavy now, just a cobweb-fine drizzle. A weak sun settles low in the sky behind us. Flat fields to either side appear untended. Many are chock full of weeds.


‘Will the world ever return to normal?’ I remark. ‘It has been more than three years.’


‘In time, I believe so, if the pestilence does not return – God willing. There are not enough labourers left to work all these great fields.’ Master Gregory waves a gloved hand towards a tiled manor roof that rises in the distance beyond the open fields. ‘It’s deserted. There are villages now where serfs are paid to remain to till fields. If fields are tended, there’ll be a bountiful harvest next year . . . if God blesses us so.’ He glances through the drizzle towards the heavens. ‘And if the rains pause long enough.’


‘I shall pray for a good harvest.’ I touch a jewelled silver cross hanging from my neck just beneath my cape. ‘Will we reach Cambridge tonight?’


‘I fear not. It’s too far. We’ll stop at a manor I know close to Bishop’s Stortford. We’ll reach it by mid-afternoon. It belongs to the Bishop of London, but my sister is its mistress. Her husband is a knight. We’ll be there before darkness falls and we’ll eat well too.’


I nod, and we ride in silence for some time. ‘What are your earliest memories of Queen Isabella?’ I ask eventually, revisiting our previous conversation.


‘We travelled with her to France in the year of thirteen and twenty-two, the year she escaped from England to negotiate peace between her brother, the King of France, and her husband, the second Edward. My father was guarding her and my mother was seeing that her linen was pressed. My sister helped to fold napkins and such, and I ran errands. We sailed over the Narrow Sea on a great ship. For a boy, that was a thrilling adventure, to sail with a royal fleet to another land. Little did I know then that we would not return for years, and that Isabella was determined to rid Edward of Sir Hugh Despenser’s terrible influence.’


I draw breath. What excitement for a boy of eight summers or so! But, despite my curiosity about France, I do not ask about the country. There is one thing I know about the old Queen: her furious hatred of her husband’s friends, and that there were dark secrets at the heart of their marriage. The tales people tell of her and her husband, the second Edward . . . I cannot believe the rumours are true.


‘My father said the old King had favourites,’ I say. ‘A few, the queen liked. Others, not so much – and there was one she feared above all other men.’


He turns to me, his jennet’s head close to that of Starlight, who neighs loudly in protest. ‘Despenser. She was terrified of that man. When we stop, I’ll tell you what I know of those years. What people gossip is not true. Queen Isabella was very beautiful and gracious. She still is elegant. You’ll see.’


My eyes widen at the thought of a good story. I peer out of my hood and, for the first time, I note that the softly spoken Master Gregory is a handsome man, although only ten years my father’s junior. I catch a smile from him and observe how raindrops drip from his beard like jewels.


There is a crack of thunder. He looks at the sky, which once again is filled with great dark clouds. ‘I was born during a thunderstorm,’ he says. ‘In the year I was born, the seventh year of Edward’s reign, thirteen hundred and fourteen, it rained so hard the harvest was lost and England starved for two long years. It rained and rained.’ He pointed to the gathering dark clouds. ‘Constant deluges caused a great famine throughout the land. It was the first year of famine that we had suffered since Isabella had come to England, still a child, in the year thirteen hundred and eight. The court welcomed her. Edward seemed to adore his child-wife, his friends loved her. They all teased and played together. But a group of senior nobles disapproved of Edward’s closest companions, accusing them of being frivolous and a terrible influence on the young King, especially his beloved friend Piers Gaveston. “A short golden time for Isabella,” my mother was used to say, “but one with darkness ahead.” ’









Part One


The Young Queen









Chapter One


Isabella


August 1311


A fox darted from the woodland verge across the path with a flash of russet. Isabella’s palfrey shied. She tugged hard on her reins. The horse pawed the ground, trying to rise up. It would have thrown her, if her companion had not speedily edged closer to her side and seized the palfrey’s head straps. Her saviour bent his dark head and spoke in a soft tone to the creature, gentling it. Within moments, Juno was calm and stilled. Sitting firm in her saddle, Isabella leaned down to thank him.


‘If you had not been so quick, Piers, the mare would have thrown me.’


‘Near shave,’ Piers Gaveston gasped, his beautiful dark eyes filled with concern.


King Edward came trotting forward, followed by his pretty green-eyed niece, Margaret de Clare, Piers’ sixteen-year-old wife.


‘Isabella, praise Saint Thomas, you are safe, my sweeting,’ Edward said. He turned to Piers, leaned over and patted his arm. ‘Thank you, my friend. Praise God’s grace, you were right by her side.’


‘Gabriel held fast,’ Piers said, patting his horse’s neck. ‘It was a fox that flashed by in front of the Queen’s horse. I saw its bushy tail.’


Edward began to laugh. ‘You saved my Queen from a nasty fall. You protected her like a devoted knight.’


Piers grinned at Edward, then at Isabella. ‘A pleasure for this knight to protect his Queen.’


Isabella glanced over her shoulder to where the others crowded onto the narrow woodland path; they were led by the extremely well-connected Earl of Warwick, a frowning, dark, sardonic, proud and powerful noble, one of the King’s awkward council, who had been privy to Piers’ previous exile to Ireland. Hunting dogs with their keepers were snapping, barking and straining on leads. Following her nervous glance towards Warwick, Piers muttered, ‘Pity it wasn’t the Black Dog taking a tumble. That fox had unfortunate mistiming.’


Little Meg frowned at her husband, but Isabella’s lips twitched. Piers had amusing names for all the earls he considered enemies. She knew the powerful older men – Warwick and her wealthy uncle Thomas – were both jealous of the young King’s love for Piers, whom Edward called ‘brother’. Her father, King Philip the Fair of France, she mused, would never stand for his barons ordering his friends into exile, as the English barons had poor Piers. Edward had, only a month earlier, called Piers back from exile in Ireland, where, to satisfy the nobles, he had sent Piers as Lord Lieutenant. Now, Warwick, Lancaster and their allies were determined to exile Piers again, just as viciously as they had done a year previously. She liked Piers. He was kind, fun and witty. She had first met him after she arrived in England following her marriage ceremony. Piers had led her to the Privy Council to sit beside her new husband, who blushed and stared straight past her. With a smile, Piers had taken her damp hand and placed it in Edward’s clenched one. ‘I hope we can be friends, my pretty Queen,’ he had whispered in her ear.


The earls had no right to complain that Piers encouraged Edward to be extravagant and inattentive to great matters of state.


Isabella shook her head. These were silly thoughts. The earls had no power to do anything other than what Edward said. Edward was King, she was Queen, and they ruled England by God’s holy grace, not by the permission of people like Warwick, whose role was to help and serve. Warwick and his allies were always complaining about Piers – and now they were threatening another banishment and the withdrawal of Edward’s income. In Parliament, they loudly insisted that Piers was a bad influence and too close to King Edward – far too close. At this thought, Isabella felt her stomach grow so tight, it felt fastened to her ribs. What did they mean by these words, ‘too close’?


‘Your Grace, are you affrighted?’ Meg’s gentle voice broke into her thoughts. She had ridden to Isabella’s side and was offering a vial of infused mint, rosemary and lavender for her to smell. To please Meg, Isabella inhaled and passed it back. She felt better afterwards.


‘Thank you, dear Meg, the Queen seems quite recovered,’ Edward said smoothly, speaking for Isabella, as he liked to do. It had been different, some years earlier, when she was a child bride and unsure. Now, she could speak for herself, so she said, without hesitation, ‘I am well. Do not fuss so, Edward.’


‘Then, my love, it’s time to break our fast. We’ll eat in that meadow.’ Edward waved his jewelled hand towards a sunlit clearing ringed with beeches. He turned and shouted along the path towards the wiry figure of Warwick. ‘Dog—I mean, Warwick! Tell them to set up the pavilion in that glade, over there. We’ll resume the hunt after we break meats.’


Riding up to them, Warwick nodded. ‘Sire, as you wish.’ He threw a malevolent look at Piers, who sat on his horse watching him with an insolent grin on his face.


Piers does invite enmity, Isabella thought. Such impertinence is not doing his cause any favours. It does Edward no favours either.


‘As well you requested a competent organiser today, sire,’ Warwick said, turning his dark expression into a pleasant smile for Edward. ‘Ride on, sire, and it will be done.’ He kicked his heels against his horse’s flanks and the brown hunter trotted back along the track.


Almost at once, their crowd of followers had a silken pavilion erected in the meadow, with a linen-covered low table, cushions and carpets spread out under the shade of a stand of beech trees. Bowing low, servants placed baskets filled with pears and apples on the table and set out dishes of breads, cheeses and meats. Isabella paused and looked about her, feeling how lucky she was. Their court was all young men and women; they loved each other like brothers and sisters. As well as herself and Edward, there was Piers, of course, who was not from a great noble family, but had served Edward since they were two boys learning to be squires in Wales and Gascony. And her dear friend Isa Beaumont, and her French nurse Thea, and Edward’s red-haired niece, Meg, one of the younger daughters of Edward’s most powerful Welsh lord, Gilbert de Clare. Meg’s sisters, Eleanor and Elizabeth, were often at court, too, though Isabella was less fond of beautiful, cold Eleanor, and knew fiery little Elizabeth not at all. Delicate Meg, however, was her dearest friend. And Edward had married Meg to his dearest friend, Piers. Isabella smiled to see Meg, at this moment, pulling her skirts around herself to sit down on cushions close to the king.


‘Has this forest a name?’ Meg said, turning to Edward.


‘Boarstall Wood. Do you like staying here, at the old palace at Brill, Meg? My ancestor, the first King Henry, built the hunting palace. My mother loved it. She made improvements – a bathing room and new tiles on the floors, with lions and crowns.’


‘I do, very much so, Uncle. Much better than London. The views over the fields, the air, the country lanes . . . I can see how Grandmother Eleanor liked it so well.’


‘And lush hedgerows.’ Edward turned to Piers. ‘Do you know, here, they weave young hawthorn and beech together to make a strong barrier that their sheep cannot penetrate?’ He twisted imaginary boughs in his hands. ‘We’ll get the villagers to show us how, Piers. A new skill to learn.’


Isabella felt herself frowning. Edward was always happier away from the castle and his royal duties. Why must he insist on mixing with peasants the very moment he found an opportunity? It was beneath him. Their job was to rule over the poor, not to associate with them. She popped a grape into her mouth. No, she must not criticise. It was not for her to gainsay her husband. Her duty was to provide him with an heir. And that, she smiled to herself, was sure to happen soon. She had just passed her fifteenth birthday. Edward had only this month bedded her for the first time since their wedding, three years earlier, and now this was happening more often.


It had not been the unpleasant experience she had feared. In fact, it had been delightful. She had enjoyed their lovemaking after the first time – though, even then, he had been gentle and considerate, caressing her in places she would never touch herself. She glanced with admiration at his great height, her eyes appreciating his lean figure and strong muscular arms, glinting with blond hairs. As they had lain naked, thigh to naked thigh, he had told her she was one of the loveliest creatures he had ever beheld.


‘Who are the others?’ she’d dared ask.


He’d snorted, and not answered.


He clearly admired Piers’ handsome looks. She shivered slightly. And there was, too, the unknown woman whom Edward confessed had given him an illegitimate son named Adam, only two years ago. But that woman was no threat, having died giving birth to Adam. The child was growing up on a manor set deep in the Kent countryside. Edward had won Isabella’s approval when he admitted that he would always care for Adam, since it spoke well of his kindness and reassured her that he would always feel responsibility towards his own. He had looked at her with adoring eyes when he said he hoped she would accept the boy when, one day, he joined their court.


‘Edward,’ she had said dutifully, ‘I shall always be kind to the boy.’


Even so, the sooner she had her own son in her arms, the better.


‘Piers, will you join me thatching?’ Edward said now. ‘I saw a man working yesterday at the windmill near the palace. The miller is in need of more assistance, I’ll warrant.’


Warwick shook his black hair disdainfully, and Piers looked up, annoyed. Obviously goaded, he said, ‘Our friend the Earl of Warwick could do with a lesson in thatching too, sire.’ He laughed, looking away from Warwick’s baleful countenance, then prodded Edward’s side. ‘But it’s time to hunt again, now.’ Piers turned to Isabella. ‘Fair lady, will you ride back into the forest with me? Shall we find us a doe?’


She could not help laughing. ‘As you wish, Piers.’


Edward stood up and shook a fallen leaf from his fair hair. He was the handsomest of them all, and, when he smiled, his face lit up. Isabella watched him stretch his long back and shake crumbs from his tunic.


‘Warwick, summon the horse and gather up the masters of the hounds, would you?’ he said. ‘Hunting is more your pursuit than thatching and weaving hedges.’ He did not wait for Warwick to answer, but leapt to his feet and followed Piers to where their stallions grazed by a stream. He called over his shoulder, ‘Come on, ladies.’


Meg, easily tired, trailed behind them, but Isabella deliberately took her time. She marched over to Warwick, who was rising from his stool, laid a hand on his arm and said, ‘Thank you, Guy, for organising this enchanting day.’


‘Your Grace,’ he replied, with a frown that took her aback. ‘You are young to be riding into danger. Take good care of your royal person.’ He raised a pair of black, bushy eyebrows. ‘And mind where your palfrey steps today. Take particular care when the hounds discover the stag we chased into the forest this morning.’ He paused and drew breath. Lowering his voice, he added, ‘Do not rush forward.’ After bowing, he adjusted his short blue cloak, gave her a half-smile and hurried away to organise the huntsmen and greyhounds. She was left wondering if his words related to more than the avoidance of danger as the hunt closed in on its prey.


It had been unfair when Guy of Warwick and her uncle, Thomas of Lancaster, had demanded a total reform of their young court the previous year, curbing their spending on tournaments, feasts, clothing and jewels, and insisting on Piers’ temporary banishment. She sighed. Life without Piers was impoverished. These lords might control the royal treasury, but a court should appear brilliant. Silks and banquets, musicians and magical courtly entertainments were a necessary expense. Though, she reflected, life without Piers had also been easier, in some ways, because Edward was more attentive to her and her ladies, in his absence. But still she had missed Piers – his quick wit and the way he calmed Edward down. He was necessary to them both.


‘Edward, it will mean Meg will have to leave us, too,’ she had protested at the time. ‘Our closest friends will all be sent away!’


‘They will regret it.’


‘A queen and king should be allowed to live like a king and queen. We need to impress our subjects,’ she had exclaimed, siding with him. ‘And we should be free to choose our own companions, too.’


‘I have an idea, Isabella. You’ll see. Piers is a good soldier. I’ll send him to manage Ireland. He’ll be back soon enough.’ He had smiled at her and mischievously tweaked the ear that was peeping out of her loosened hair. ‘And you’ll still be able to buy lovely gowns, jewels and beautiful books, my little Queen.’ He snorted like a proud Arabian stallion. ‘I strike a hard bargain. There’ll be no stinting my treasury grant, if I agree to the temporary exile. I can stiffen my spine too.’


In the end, she had not been made too miserable by the loss of her friends. Edward had bought her a new pearl necklace and Piers’ absence had given her time alone with her husband, and she had discovered passion in his arms.


Eventually, as Edward had promised, he agreed terms with the earls and recalled Piers. Now, the Earl of Warwick was smouldering again. Piers and Edward increasingly loathed the earls supporting him – in particular, her uncle, Lancaster, whom Piers nicknamed ‘the Fiddler’ on account of his supposed manipulations and his long, brown curling locks, worn like a musician’s.


On their return from Ireland, after that banishment, Meg had confided to Isabella how very frightened she was for Piers. ‘He will go too far. He is openly taunting the earls.’


They were sewing together in Isabella’s bower.


‘Piers is too obvious in his dislike of Warwick and the others,’ Meg said, sticking her needle into a pin cushion forcefully and glancing up, her green eyes earnest. ‘Those nicknames antagonise them all. He thinks they don’t know, but they do.’


‘You want to protect Piers, don’t you?’ Isabella had replied, keeping her voice low, so the other ladies could not overhear her words.


‘I do, Isabella. I don’t want him to be in danger. Nor do I wish us to be in constant peril. I hate it.’


Isabella placed her hand over Meg’s. ‘Edward will protect Piers, you’ll see.’


‘If Edward is able to, that is, Isabella.’ And, with that, Meg had excused herself and rushed from the bower.


Something else was bothering Meg, Isabella was sure of it, and it was obvious to her how much Meg loved and cared for Piers. Her heart had beat against her ribs like a stick knocking on a wedding drum. They all loved Piers. What if Edward could not protect him?


The forest canopy rustled. Woodland birds were singing and darting above. Deep in thought, Isabella now nudged her mare forward with her heels and, when the path opened up, she cantered alongside Piers again. Laughing together, they sped through the trees and her concern dissipated into the honeysuckle-scented air. The forest always delighted her. She loved its verdant denseness, especially where trees grew so close together it was impossible to penetrate. Who knew what magical creatures haunted those places? Boarstall Wood was not a place to lose oneself, so they kept strictly to the paths. Earlier, she had caught sight of ribbons tied to branches at the woodland’s edge to ward off danger and appease the mysterious creatures dwelling in its hidden depths. She noticed gifts of cakes, left for faerie creatures, placed daintily below linen knots tied into the tree branches. Villagers feared creatures with the heads of fierce hounds and the bodies of humans – strange devilish beings they called ‘dog people’. She laughed at her imaginings. She had not been frightened of anything or anybody in all her young life, certainly not woodland myths.


Her attention returned to the path. A creamy-brown stag flashed in front of her as it raced over a small clearing further ahead.


Behind them, Warwick yelled to order the hounds loosed.


Isabella drew her palfrey back beside Meg’s mare to wait for the outcome under an ancient oak. Would their dogs catch up with it?


Edward cantered ahead. Piers called back, ‘Are you not riding with us, my lady?’


‘Not this time.’ She did not wish to watch Edward and Piers triumphantly claim the dead stag’s heart and smear their faces with blood. Warwick’s warning had struck a chord with her; though, for the life of her, she could not think why.


Turning to Meg, and meaning to make distracting conversation, she said, ‘Edward says we’ll be riding on from here, to Canterbury, on pilgrimage to St Thomas’s shrine. Will you be able to join us?’


Meg’s forehead pleated with concern. ‘We’re returning north to our castle of Bamburgh.’


Isabella’s horse snorted and she leaned over and patted its neck. It gave her a moment to think about her response. Looking up, she said quietly, ‘Margaret, you are wise. Bamburgh is a safe haven. The earls quarrel bitterly amongst themselves over who owns which lands. They are all jealous of each other and of Piers. Besides, Edward says London is full of ruffians. The mayor himself cannot control the streets. It’s for the best that Piers cares for his safety and for yours, particularly at this time.’ She looked at Meg’s midriff, which, as yet, showed only the slightest swell.


‘Come north again soon, Isabella. Promise me you will, or I shall be lonely.’


‘You have your own ladies for company. But we’ll come north after Christmas to see the baby. Edward loves the north.’


A yell penetrated the forest.


Isabella turned her head. ‘What was that?’


‘It sounded like Piers,’ Meg said.


‘Ah, quiet again, but look up.’ Isabella pointed.


Birds had risen up in a great flurry from the trees and were flying away in the opposite direction.


‘They must have caught the deer,’ Meg said.


They watched anxiously.


A little while later, the hunt returned. A bleeding stag was stretched out on poles. Piers would receive the stag’s crown as a gift to take north to Bamburgh. It would be a handsome addition to his hall’s walls.


But all was not well. Isabella’s smile faded as she saw that Piers’ face was as white as the lacy wild garlic flowers lining the verge. He spurred forward. ‘An arrow nearly caught me,’ he breathlessly informed them both.


Meg’s face paled too. ‘Was it one of the huntsmen?’


‘Just an accident,’ said Edward from behind his friend. ‘There were too many bows raised to make out the culprit.’ He slapped Piers on the back. ‘We were too close to the hunters’ arrows, old friend.’ He looked at Isabella. ‘Worry not, my love. Warwick must investigate who is responsible.’


But what would Warwick actually do? Isabella realised that the onyx-eyed Earl was in some way culpable. Recollecting his earlier words to her, she suspected he was likely to be as guilty as the archer who had fired the arrow. They rode back to the palace at Brill, trotting the horses close together with a guard both in front and behind. Piers remained subdued and silent the whole way. Yes, Isabella mused, Piers and Meg should return north immediately and with a royal guard to escort them.


‘That arrow deliberately flew my way,’ Piers complained during supper. ‘If I had not ducked to pull my hunting knife out, it would have caught me right here,’ he added, dramatically touching his forehead between his velvety brown eyes.


‘You have had a narrow escape, Piers,’ Edward soothed, as if he were gentling a lover. ‘But here’s what we’ll do this night. We’ll stargaze from the top of the hill out there.’ He waved towards the opened window shutters.


Piers smiled once more, gazing fondly at Edward, his eyes shining with a conspiratorial gleam.


Edward lifted a plate with brie cheese, cut a slice for Isabella’s plate and served it to her himself.


‘My favourite cheese,’ she said, lifting her jewelled eating knife.


He carefully added a stalk of luscious purple grapes to her dish. ‘I ordered the cheese brought here especially for you, my Queen.’ She smiled her thanks. Neither she nor Meg would see their husbands before they broke their morning fast, she realised. Not if they were stargazing.


The next morning, she watched Edward and Piers assisting the miller with his thatching. They were stripped to their waists like peasants. Both possessed fine physiques, but it was the loving way they looked at each other and the lingering slaps on backs as they passed each other which she found herself noting.









Chapter Two


Winter 1311–12


Isabella said, ‘Piers could have gone to Bamburgh, as they had planned. That’s far enough, surely, Edward?’


‘Clearly not far enough for Warwick and Lancaster. He decided not to retreat north to Bamburgh because, when he was summoned before Parliament, we thought, since Piers had conducted himself well in Ireland, he would be allowed back at court.’ Piers and Margaret had withdrawn to Wallingford Castle in Oxfordshire and, during the October Parliament, Piers was banished yet again. ‘He has hardly been here and yet he is accused of being extravagant and a reckless influence on me.’


Isabella was furious with her uncle, the Earl of Lancaster, who had threatened to reduce the royal allowance once again. Also, she had heard tales whispered by one of her younger maidens to another maiden whilst walking privately in the herb garden at Westminster. ‘The great earls think the relationship between Lord Piers and the King is too close.’


‘Why?’ the other maiden said. ‘The King and Lord Piers are but friends.’


The first girl hushed her friend, saying, ‘The Queen may be nearby.’ She lowered her voice, but Isabella continued to listen in from behind the hedging. She glanced behind to see that Lady Thea, her attendant that morning, was trying to shoo a cat back towards the gate. It had been worrying a blackbird. The first maiden continued, ‘They look down on him because he is a Gascon knight with little true noble ancestry. I have heard he has gone away again, to France or Flanders perhaps. And his poor lady is with child. So cruel to send him away.’


Piers had indeed sailed to Flanders, leaving the heavily pregnant Meg in seclusion at Wallingford Castle. The eldest de Clare daughter, Eleanor, had arrived at court to take her place as Isabella’s senior lady. But Isabella felt wary of Eleanor and mistrusted her, and she had never formed a close friendship with Meg’s cold though beautiful older sister. Eleanor was controlling, bossing the younger attendants around, looking in a critical way at any whose veil was not perfectly placed on her head and watching too closely what Isabella ate. At their very first meeting, some years earlier, Eleanor had leaned over the supper table and said to Isabella, who loved to eat uncooked pears, ‘Those Wardens will give you a stomach gripe.’ Before Isabella could reply, Eleanor had ordered a servant to replace the peeled pears with freshly sugared strawberries and cream.


‘I believe strawberries cause my skin to spot. I prefer pears.’ With a sweet smile, thirteen-year-old Isabella, used to eating the fruit she preferred, had asked Lady Thea to replace the strawberries with another dish of peeled pears, accompanied with a slice of brie cheese. Eleanor had dared to snort her disapproval, though she had inclined her head.


Isabella never confided in her husband the words she had overheard in the herb garden that day.


‘I miss him,’ raged Edward. This was becoming a recurring phrase. ‘Something must be done about it. It’s Christmas, after all. My niece is about to have his child and she’s vulnerable without him.’ He banged his goblet onto the side table, splashing red wine over the ermine trim of his tunic.


‘Poor Meg.’ Isabella sighed, thinking it would take Edward’s body servant hours to remove the crimson stain. She handed him her linen napkin, and he began to rub at the fur. She had been listening to these complaints daily and was weary of them. It was difficult without Piers around to soothe and cheer them both. When Edward was so morose, her happiness was blighted by his moodiness.


‘Send for him,’ she said, trying to be patient. ‘Tell the earls that it’s only for Christmas and because Meg is about to give birth.’ Though, there was a sneaking thought in the back of her mind: And pray let it just be that.


‘They’ll kill him if he returns here,’ he snapped. ‘I’ll visit Meg myself.’


‘Then, I must accompany you.’


He shook his head. ‘We’ll see.’


‘Lady Eleanor is efficient enough as my senior lady –’ Isabella drew breath – ‘but we are not close. I miss Meg.’


‘Yes, Eleanor is as cold as a piece of marble. She has that Hugh Despenser to husband, whose loyalty . . . well . . . he is far too close to his kinsman, Warwick. I’ll work out a plan. Piers must see his son when he is born.’


Hugh Despenser: a handsome, but landless knight. Isabella had seen him from a distance, though he was not often at court. He had been poor when he married Eleanor, and still was, she thought – he had a hungry, skulking look about him.


She returned to the matter at hand. ‘But Meg might have a girl.’


‘Then she’ll have a boy next time. It matters not.’


Having heirs is all men care about, she thought with a frown. It’s instilled into them. One day, England will be ruled by a queen, and she will be powerful.


The twelve days of Christmas brought many distractions. Isabella loved the carrying in of the Yule log on Christ’s Eve and the feasting following the Christmas Day Mass, when she danced and sang. She adored the scent of spiced wine and the delicate smell of sugared fruits wafting about the hall, and she ate marzipan sweetmeats and saffron cakes greedily.


By the last day of December, she was exhausted. She sat warming her slippered feet by the hearth, where the Yule log crackled and sparked. Anticipating the New Year’s Day exchange of presents, she hugged the excitement of her secret gifts to herself. She had a new riding whip for Edward, its silver hilt engraved with intricate and unusual swirling designs. It had been worked in faraway Iceland and she could hardly wait to see his look of delight when she presented it to him.


Her much-loved greyhound, Silken, yawned by her skirts. Edward knocked back his wine and, as he rocked the emptied glass in his hand, firelight caught the crystal, casting jewelled colours on the floor tiles. For a few moments, as her husband seemed to gaze at the moving pattern, Isabella held her breath; Edward was clearly coming to some decision. She nodded to a page, who refilled the King’s goblet, then she dismissed him with a flick of her hand so she and Edward could speak without being overheard.


‘I know you feel Piers’ absence deeply. We have all missed him this Christmas,’ she said, scarcely as audible as a mouse rummaging through a sack of grain. ‘I wrote to Papa again with my New Year greetings and I sent him a gift. It’s a belt purse covered with pearls. I asked him to receive Piers at his court and protect him.’ Her father remained close to her and she hoped, to please her, he would be kind to Piers. Her mother had died when Isabella was a very young child, and her father, when he was not concerned with affairs of state and controlling his own nobles, had indulged her, his only daughter. Her brothers were always close to her and she had felt loved and admired by them all of her young life. But Isabella knew her father and his sister, Marguerite, who was also Edward’s stepmother and attended his court, had despised Piers ever since the coronation, three years earlier, when French diplomats had reported that he was a Gascon upstart who had taken precedence at the ceremony over the old nobility, and who sat with Edward during a disastrous coronation feast he was supposed to have organised. Meats were presented not properly cooked and sauces had congealed on plates. Isabella’s father considered Piers a good soldier, but an indolent, lazy and useless courtier, who could not even command a perfect banquet. She was aware Piers would never be welcome in Paris. Even so, she had been loyal to Edward and had asked.


Edward was not really listening to her. He glared in the direction of a game of chess being played in a corner alcove of the hall between Aymer of Pembroke and Warwick. Following Edward’s eyes, Isabella noted that Aymer’s sandy head was bent in concentration over the board and Warwick’s thick black beard was almost touching it as he leaned closer towards his opponent. She was convinced they were plotting more than chess moves.


Aymer was another noble lord, the son of Edward’s great-uncle, William of Valence. She liked Aymer well because he treated her as older than she was; recently, he had even asked her opinion about a bishop’s appointment. Did she consider him learned enough? Thus, she had thought him fair minded and honourable; unfortunately, he appeared to be under Warwick’s dark influence. Aymer had sided with Thomas of Lancaster and Warwick against Piers over the recent exile. He was softly spoken, perfectly mannered and he always considered what he said before speaking. She studied the back of his head for a moment longer, feeling sad that he, too, had voted in Parliament for Piers’ exile.


Edward turned to her as if reading her thoughts. ‘I don’t know who to trust.’ His eyes shifted again towards the pair playing chess. ‘I thought Aymer a friend once. I am not so sure now.’


Warwick was laughing. He was outmanoeuvring Aymer, and now he had snatched up a bishop.


Edward shrugged. ‘They demand too much of me. I’m Parliament’s prisoner. Even Aymer blames Piers for everything that goes wrong.’ He lifted a sweetmeat from an enamelled dish and, leaning over, popped it into his wife’s mouth. ‘They demand petty economy after economy. They want to reduce us to serfdom.’ He snorted. ‘Every minute matter of business must be discussed with them. They want total control of my personal accounts. I have no freedom. And I have no Piers.’ He leaned in even closer.


She could smell frankincense from his skin. It was seductive. She touched his cheek.


He reached up and took her hand into his. Holding it tightly, he murmured, ‘I have a plan, Isabella. He’s returning to England.’


Isabella started. How had Edward arranged this so secretly that not even she had known? That was why he had been deep in thought earlier. He was plotting.


‘I’m escorting Meg north to York.’ He let her hand go and smiled, then, shaking his fair curls, added, ‘She’ll travel in a carriage. No one will see her. You’ll remain here to oversee tomorrow’s feasting, my sweetheart. You can make excuses for me. Say I was suddenly called to my niece’s bedside. Tell them she is near to death and is in danger of losing her child. In the morning, I’ll take a boat upriver to Windsor and from there I’ll ride on to Wallingford.’ He nodded as if it were all so easy and drank deeply from his jewelled glass.


Her eyes widened at the audacity of his plan.


‘After that, we travel north,’ he said. He lifted her hand again and kissed it. ‘You’ll join us in February, my love.’


She could not forbid it, but she could point out problems that Edward refused to see. She would rather Piers stayed away, for his own safety. If Piers had remained in Bamburgh on his return from Ireland, rather than hunting and feasting with Edward last summer, he might not have drawn any significant unwarranted attention to himself. ‘They won’t like it.’ She glanced over at Warwick. ‘Uncle Lancaster is at Pontefract Castle, you know. He’s very near to York.’


Edward grinned. ‘No, they won’t like it. Of course, they’ll be furious when they find out the truth. You’ll hold them off as long as you can. We’ll avoid Uncle Lancaster. Piers will cross the sea to us as soon as it’s possible.’ He smiled into her eyes. ‘Agreed?’


‘I do agree.’ In truth, the thought of travelling north in midwinter terrified her, but what would be worse – putting up with the awkward barons in the City, or a long, cold journey north? If Meg was prepared to make this journey, Isabella must too. Anyway, by Epiphany, Westminster Palace would stink like a bear pit and require cleansing. She would retreat to newly acquired Eltham Palace, south of London, and remain there until Edward sent for her in February. She wrinkled her nose at the thought of her musty building. It needed refurbishment, which she could plan, keeping her busy.


Edward called for another flagon of wine and changed the conversation to a new book he had given her as a gift. He teased her into reading a legend from it.


Nodding, glad of any distraction, she lifted the book from a table by her elbow, placed it on her knees and opened it at the story of Tristan and Iseult. As Isabella began to read the legend, others gathered around to listen, drawing up benches and stools closer to the fire, forming a semicircle. Across the hall, the chess game drew to a close. As she looked up, she noted the two earls were also making their way to the edge of the circle.


By the time her reading ended, a band of musicians had entered the hall. They came from Aquitaine and sang songs she loved, their fingers magically flying over their instruments. One played a lute, another a small drum, and another plucked at a small harp. Melodies sounded, causing knots of courtiers to try to catch hold of the players’ tunes and sing along.


Isabella rose and hurried through two rows of central pillars to check on the palace servants, who had covered long trestles along the opposite wall with linen cloths. She approved the supper of breads, cold meats, pies, puddings and tarts, as well as a silver dish layered with marzipan-sugar mice chasing their tails, and flagons of Gascon wine.


You would never think, Isabella mused to herself, that all was not harmonious at this court. You would never consider that a number of Edward’s barons would plan an insurrection in a thrice against their King and make ridiculous threats to depose him. She swallowed the bile that rose to her throat – because, if Edward was not King, she would not be Queen, and that was beyond contemplation. What would her father think of it all? She was a Princess of France and Queen of England. She must support Edward as a wife and, as Queen, she must support her King.


Before he departed for Wallingford, the next day, Isabella presented Edward with his gift. In turn, he gave her a ruby ring and a length of saffron silk for a new gown. Isabella announced to the court at dinner time that Edward had hurried off to his niece’s bedside, then she turned away to her own quarters, wanting to avoid the earls’ company.


But she could not shake off Warwick indefinitely.


‘My Lord Warwick insists on speaking with you,’ the marble-faced Eleanor Despenser said in her nasal voice, looking disapprovingly at Isabella’s plate as the ladies took supper together by the fire in the bower hall.


‘At my convenience, Lady Despenser,’ Isabella responded tartly. There were three days left until Epiphany. Hopefully after that Warwick and his companions would depart for their own manors. She pointedly lifted a slice of brie onto her plate. ‘I have no time at the moment, since I have Twelfth Night revels to approve.’


To her chagrin, two days later, Warwick and Aymer of Pembroke discovered her in Westminster Palace’s gardens, walking her greyhound and taking the wintry air. At first, they exchanged pleasantries, until Warwick gave her a piercing black look. ‘Do you not feel abandoned, Your Grace?’ he remarked pointedly.


‘No,’ she loyally replied. ‘I am happy to enjoy the last days of Christmastide at court. I have my ladies to keep me company.’


Like brightly coloured butterflies, her ladies hurried to her side protectively.


Isabella stroked the greyhound nosing about her gown’s hem. ‘It is not for me to gainsay my husband,’ she said. ‘He wishes to visit his niece – who, I might remind you, is Lady Eleanor’s sister. Meg is with child, but without husband to guard her. The King intends to ensure her comfort and safety.’ She smiled sweetly, raising her shoulders. ‘It is his decision, Lord Warwick, not mine, and he is the King.’ She savoured the word ‘king’ as if it were a sugared treat. Superciliously raising her delicate eyebrows as if she were contemplating spitting Warwick out of her mouth, she stood surrounded by her women and waited for him to go. He did not move.


One of her younger ladies began chuckling, but Isabella frowned a warning at her. The damsel quickly covered her mouth with her hand, turning her laugh into a cough.


Isabella turned back to Warwick and Aymer. ‘I shall take up residence in my palace at Eltham, my lords. I suggest you both return to your own hearths and wives. Do they not feel abandoned?’


Earl Aymer, who until now had allowed Warwick to speak, shook his head and muttered, ‘That, Your Grace, is different. A king should remain with his queen.’


‘It is a queen’s duty to support her husband and king no matter where he goes or what he decides,’ she said in a voice as clear as a chapel bell.


They bowed to her and departed, suitably chastened, but clearly irritated by a fifteen-year-old girl’s confidence. She glanced around at her ladies, who, that day, included Edward’s stepmother and her own aunt, the Dowager Queen Marguerite. ‘Not a word of my plans to anyone, ladies. I expect total loyalty.’


Marguerite added, ‘A queen must always be heeded, so pay attention. No gossiping.’


As if one, they nodded.


Isabella took Marguerite’s hand and whispered, ‘Thank you, Aunt. And a safe journey back to Marlborough with our stepbrothers.’ Isabella knew that, whilst Marguerite disliked Piers, she was not going to criticise Edward’s protection and concern for Piers’ wife, but she wondered if she could really trust the word of the woman who had been Edward’s father’s second Queen. Marguerite had stoutly stuck by her, but then Isabella had not actually said that Piers would secretly be returning to England. She would not show weakness, but would keep Edward by her and protect her throne. They must have their own child.


After that morning, Marguerite and the ladies followed Isabella around the palace, moving closer and closer to their mistress every time a baron ventured near.


Once the noble gathering broke up after Epiphany, Isabella, breathing silent sighs of relief, moved her court to Eltham. The palace had been prepared for her imminent arrival – cleansed and aired, with huge fires lit in every hearth. The musty smell had been banished. Perfumed candles burned in candlesticks, wafting summer scents of rose and lavender through the air.


The women passed an enjoyable month dining together, hunting in the woods, dancing and listening to musicians singing carols, or reading legends throughout the long midwinter evenings. They sat by the hearth in the bower hall, where they all embroidered garments for Piers and Meg’s expected baby.


On a stormy February day, when wind gusted around the courtyards at Eltham, flinging rain at the shutters and against the glass panes, Edward sent for Isabella to join him in York. The messenger also informed her that Meg had given birth at Wallingford to a little girl, and the royal party had travelled to York safely with Meg’s ladies and priest.


‘So, the King is not at Wallingford with my sister, after all,’ Eleanor Despenser said, with sarcasm in her voice.


‘Apparently not,’ Isabella replied and shook the letter towards her chief lady.


‘And Meg has a daughter?’


‘Yes. Joanna is her name though she’ll be known as Joan.’


‘For our royal mother, Princess Joan,’ said Eleanor, sniffing. ‘Well, she’ll miss her husband.’


Isabella did not say so yet, but she suspected Piers had successfully slipped into England. She thought the barons would not be long discovering Piers’ return.


Eleanor and Thea, the Queen’s trusted lady and former nurse, were overseeing the packing of a chest filled with baby garments carefully wrapped in linen for Meg’s daughter when Isabella told them that it was likely Piers was in the north too, with Meg and Edward.


‘I suspected Piers would want to see his daughter,’ Eleanor said. ‘And I am unsurprised by his daring.’


‘Best keep that to ourselves,’ Isabella said with firmness. ‘It will come out soon enough, so I am warning you in advance, with respect to your sister. But I am trusting your discretion.’


Eleanor nodded grudgingly. ‘I will not repeat it to my husband.’


‘See that you do not, Eleanor. I shall know if you do.’ Isabella turned on her heel and left the women packing more gifts for Meg.


Isabella ignored Thea, who grumbled about winter travel. Instead, with one eye constantly on the weather, she calmly began to oversee the filling of leather travelling coffers, directing the laying down of cloaks and valuable fur-lined gowns in linen, demanding these be sprinkled with fennel to protect them from moths. She ordered messengers to ride ahead to the monasteries, nunneries, castles and manors where her court would pause on their journey along the old North Road. She would travel regardless of the wintry weather. She needed to be watchful of Edward, and could only be so if close to him.


The morning of her departure was chill and clear. She pulled her furs tightly around her riding gown as she sat on her new palfrey, Bumble, named so because the mare tended to make a buzzing kind of whinny when Isabella approached with a sugary treat, apple or carrot.


Happy to be on the road at last, Isabella shook her palfrey’s reins, causing the bells to tinkle pleasantly through the crisp air. Deep in thought, she bit her lip. It was time she and Edward had their own child, an heir for England. ‘But I shall love a little girl every bit as much as a boy,’ she murmured aloud, causing Bumble to neigh. ‘So, you approve,’ she said with a laugh, leaning down and stroking her mare’s mane. ‘Soon. I want a child soon.’ She closed her eyes. ‘Grant me my wish, Catherine, patron saint of childbirth,’ she whispered into the frosty air.


But, though she felt calmer, there was still a tinge of fear at the back of her mind. Edward was not with her; he was with Piers. And it was their beloved Piers who was souring the mood at court. But she could not believe this would threaten the safety of their crown.
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