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About the book


			AN ENGLISH PRINCESS, BORN INTO A WAR BETWEEN TWO FAMILIES.

			Eldest daughter of the royal House of York, Elizabeth dreams of a crown to call her own. But when her beloved father, King Edward, dies suddenly, her destiny is rewritten.

			Her family’s enemies close in. Two young princes are murdered in the Tower. Then her uncle seizes power – and vows to make Elizabeth his queen.

			But another claimant seeks the throne, the upstart son of the rival royal House of Lancaster. Marriage to this Henry Tudor would unite the white rose of York and the red of Lancaster – and change everything.

			A great new age awaits. Now Elizabeth must choose her allies – and husband – wisely, and fight for her right to rule.
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			For Shelley Tucker, in loving memory,

			and to Father Luke (Rev. Canon Anthony Verhees), who has always been an inspiration

		

	
		
			O royal maid,

			Put on your regal robes in loveliness.

			A thousand fair attendants round you wait,

			Of various ranks, with different offices,

			To deck your beauteous form. Lo, this delights

			To smooth with ivory comb your golden hair,

			And that to curl or braid each shining tress

			And wreath the sparkling jewels round your head,

			Twining your locks with gems; this one shall clasp

			The radiant necklace framed in fretted gold

			About your snowy neck; while that unfolds

			The robes that glow with gold and purple dye,

			And fits the ornaments with patient skill

			To your unrivalled limbs; and here shall shine

			The costly treasures from the Orient sands:

			The sapphire, azure gem that emulates

			Heaven’s lofty arch, shall gleam, and softly there

			The verdant emerald shed its greenest light,

			And fiery carbuncle flash forth rosy rays

			From the pure gold.

			‘Epithalamium’, Giovanni de’ Gigli

		

	
		
			
Part One


			Princess

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1


			1470

			‘Wake up, Bessy! Wake up!’

			Elizabeth stirred, roused by the unfamiliar whisper. What was her mother the Queen doing here, shaking her? It was usually Lady Berners who came to wake her with a smile and a ‘Good morning, my lady Princess.’ But Mother was not smiling, and Lady Berners, holding a candle aloft, was standing in the doorway with Mistress Jakes, the wet nurse, who had baby Cecily in her arms. With them was Grandmother Rivers, holding a sleepy little Mary by the hand. They were all dressed for outdoors. But it was still dark and, beyond the narrow window, there was no sign of dawn breaking.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Elizabeth asked, instantly awake.

			‘Shh!’ the Queen hissed, putting a finger to her lips. ‘We must all be very quiet. Get up and I’ll put you into some warm clothes.’

			Mother was dressing her? Her lady mother, whose queenly hands never deigned to do everyday tasks? Something must be badly amiss.

			Mother gave a faint smile. ‘I and my sisters had to shift for ourselves before I became queen.’ She lifted Elizabeth’s night-rail over her head, put on her smock and her green woollen winter gown and wrapped her cloak around her, pulling the hood down over her face. Then she took her own cloak from Grandmother Rivers and wrapped herself in it, concealing her swollen belly. She turned to the other women. ‘Let us go.’ There was an urgency in her lowered voice.

			‘My lady, what’s happening?’ Elizabeth asked, completely bewildered.

			‘Hush! I will tell you later. Now, not a word. We all have to be very quiet.’

			The four women hurried the children through the Lanthorn Tower, holding their breath as they passed the open door of the room where the sentries, who were supposed to be on watch, were – luckily – snoring soundly. And then they were out on the wall walk and hurrying down the stairs and along Water Lane, to the postern gate of the Tower of London, which had been left ajar.

			‘Thank God for a loyal guard,’ Mother breathed. Tightly holding Elizabeth’s hand, she led her down the Queen’s Stairs to the wharf, where several small craft were tied up. Lady Berners hailed a boatman.

			‘Westminster Stairs!’ she said.

			‘Right-ho,’ he answered, taking the baby from her as she boarded. The Queen and Elizabeth followed, with Grandmother Rivers, the wet nurse and Mary climbing on deck last. The boatman adjusted his oars and pulled out into the Thames.

			The water was black and sinister. Elizabeth shivered with fear and the chill of the early-October night. Around them, London slept. From the darkness came the distant voice of the watch: ‘Three o’clock, and all’s well.’

			‘If only it was,’ Grandmother whispered.

			Elizabeth was desperate to know what was wrong, but she obeyed her mother and kept silent, wondering why they were going to Westminster at this time of night.

			‘It’s late for you good ladies to be out,’ the boatman observed as they passed Baynard’s Castle, where Elizabeth’s Grandmother York, who was far sterner than Grandmother Rivers, lived. Did she know about this adventure they were having? Maybe she was asleep, like everyone else.

			‘We are going to my daughter, who is travailing with child as we speak,’ Lady Berners said. ‘I’ve had word that things are critical.’

			Elizabeth was surprised, for Lady Berners’ married daughter Anne had only just had a baby, while the other daughter was as yet unwed – and Lady Berners had always impressed on her that it was wrong to tell lies.

			‘We’ll get you there quickly, then,’ the boatman said kindly, and began rowing harder. Elizabeth saw the women exchange glances.

			Soon, she could make out the sprawling bulk of the palace of Westminster looming ahead. The boatman pulled in at the jetty and then they were hurrying up the stairs, huddling together as they hastened alongside the wall that enclosed the palace yard. Elizabeth was disappointed when they did not enter the gate, but instead moved away from the palace; she had been entertaining fond notions that they were going to her father the King, who would make whatever was wrong right again. It was a long time since she had seen him. She and her two little sisters had been staying with Mother in the Tower palace for what seemed like ages.

			They were passing Westminster Abbey now and walking through St Margaret’s churchyard. Soon it became appallingly clear that Mother was heading for the great sanctuary building that stood opposite. It was grim and stark, like a church in form, but exuding menace, not holiness. Young as she was, Elizabeth knew that bad people lived there, murderers and thieves. Once, after she had had a nightmare about being trapped in there, Lady Berners had explained that anyone could claim sanctuary, which meant that no one could arrest them or bring them to justice because they were on holy ground, under the protection of St Peter.

			Holy ground it might be, but it was an evil place and Elizabeth was terrified of going there. Tears came as she shrank, whimpering, from the prospect.

			‘Hush,’ Mother said, her grip tightening.

			Elizabeth was too frightened to heed her. ‘But why are we going here, my lady? We haven’t done anything wrong. We’re not thieves.’

			‘Bessy, be quiet. I will explain everything soon.’

			A hand descended on Elizabeth’s shoulder. She looked up to see her grandmother smiling down at her. ‘God is surely watching over us, child,’ she said. ‘He will provide for the best.’

			They had reached the stout oak door now and Elizabeth, trembling, saw her mother hesitate, then rap on it with the iron knocker.

			After what seemed like an age, a monk opened the door. ‘God be with you, my sisters. Whom do you seek?’

			‘Alas, Brother,’ Mother said, ‘we are not here as visitors. We have come to claim sanctuary.’

			There was a pause while the monk stared at them all. ‘Are you debtors? I cannot credit that such fine ladies can be guilty of any crime. And there are children with you – we don’t admit—’

			‘I am your Queen,’ Mother said, putting on that icy look that quelled most people, ‘and I and my children are in danger. The King has fled the realm and my lord of Warwick and the Duke of Clarence are marching on London. I beg of you, grant us sanctuary.’

			Elizabeth listened in confusion. Father had fled his kingdom? And why did they have to run away from her godfather Warwick and her Uncle Clarence? She had been vaguely aware that there had been quarrels in the family, and she knew that her mother hated both men, but she had no idea why.

			‘Her Grace is near her time,’ Grandmother said.

			‘Pray come in and sit down while I fetch Father Abbot,’ the monk invited, looking nervous.

			As they entered the building, Elizabeth peered about her, frightened lest she see desperate men materialising out of the dimness, but, to her relief, the vast chapel-like space was almost deserted. There were just two sleeping forms, wrapped in their cloaks, lying on the straw at the far end.

			Mother sank down on the bench just inside the door. Her froideur had vanished and there were tears on her cheeks. ‘I cannot believe this is happening,’ she whispered.

			‘Don’t cry, my lady,’ Elizabeth pleaded, as her grandmother gathered the stricken Queen to her bosom and three-year-old Mary started wailing. Lady Berners bent to comfort her, a whimpering Cecily still in the crook of her arm.

			‘You must leave, Lady Berners,’ the Queen said, recovering herself and reaching for the baby. ‘They will not be interested in you.’

			‘But the children, Madam,’ the governess protested as both Elizabeth and Mary clung to her skirts, crying.

			‘Don’t leave us!’ they begged.

			‘It is an order,’ the Queen said. ‘I would not have you shut in with us when you don’t need to be. It is different for Mistress Jakes.’ She looked at the wet nurse. ‘I cannot let her go. As soon as the situation improves, I will send for you. Quiet, children! You will have me and Grandmother Rivers to look after you, and you will see Lady Berners soon.’

			‘As your Grace wishes,’ Lady Berners said, but Elizabeth could see that she was not happy about leaving. ‘I dare say I will find an inn tonight, and tomorrow I’ll go to Windsor, trusting that my husband is still constable of the castle.’

			‘God go with you,’ the Queen said. ‘Pray for us!’

			Elizabeth watched, stricken, as her beloved governess walked away. Then she saw the monk returning with the familiar figure of Abbot Milling, a rotund gentleman in a plain black habit with a kindly moon of a face beneath his tonsure. She had met him several times when visiting Westminster Abbey.

			‘Your Grace, it grieves me to see you here,’ he greeted Mother, holding out his hands and squeezing hers. ‘Things have come to a pretty pass when the blameless Queen of England is driven to seek sanctuary with common criminals.’

			‘Father Abbot, you will have heard the news,’ said the Queen, bending her head for his blessing. ‘In this world, we reap what we sow. I would not see what was staring me in the face. And now I, and these innocent little ones, must pay the price.’

			‘It is a sad thing when might must prevail over right,’ the Abbot observed. ‘You did not make Warwick and Clarence commit treason.’

			‘No, but I unwittingly helped to give them grounds.’ Elizabeth wondered what Mother meant, but the Queen was still speaking. ‘Father Abbot, will you let me register myself as a sanctuary woman? If it had not been to keep my children safe, I would not have come here.’

			‘Madam,’ he replied, ‘you may of course claim sanctuary, and Brother Thomas here will register your names. But I would not hear of you lodging in this place with murderers and thieves. I insist that you all stay as my guests at Cheyneygates, my own house.’

			‘I can never thank you enough, Father.’ Elizabeth saw tears of relief in her mother’s eyes. Meekly, she took Mary’s hand as they all followed the Abbot back to the abbey. He led them through a gateway by the west door, then turned towards the cloisters. Under an archway, he opened another door and led them up a steep flight of stairs into a beautiful house that smelt of incense and beeswax.

			‘Your Grace shall have my three best rooms,’ he told Mother. ‘The beds are made up and I will send my servants with towels and other necessities for your comfort. If you need anything more, do tell them.’

			When Elizabeth saw the chambers they were to occupy, she felt much better. The Abbot was a great prince of the Church and lived accordingly. She and her sisters were to lodge with the Queen in a sumptuous bedchamber furnished with a great tester bed and two small pallet beds, all made up with bleached white linen and velvet counterpanes. Abbot Milling told them that the large room he called the Jerusalem Chamber, which was hung with rich tapestries and was almost as magnificent as the state apartments at Westminster, would serve as Mother’s great chamber. Grandmother was to have the Abbot’s hall, which had a minstrels’ gallery and was no less splendid than the rest of the apartment.

			Gratefully, Elizabeth lay down on her pallet, while her mother tucked the bedclothes in. A few feet away, Mary was already asleep, her fair curls tousled on the pillow. Elizabeth watched as the Queen ordered the wet nurse to help with her buttons, stripped to her smock and climbed into the big bed. The nurse pulled out a truckle bed and lay on that, cradling Cecily in her arms.

			‘Mother, what is happening?’ Elizabeth asked, keeping her voice low.

			‘Bessy, go to sleep. I will tell you in the morning. I’m too tired now.’

			Soon, the room was filled with the sound of even breathing and the occasional snuffle from the baby. But Elizabeth lay awake thinking, trying not to fret about tonight’s strange adventure and what it meant.

			She had known she was important for as long as she could remember. She was nearly five years old and the eldest daughter of a golden king and a beautiful queen, and she lived in wondrous glittering palaces, just like a princess in a fable. She had been called Elizabeth after her mother, who often wore the jewelled brooch that Father had given her to mark her birth. In normal circumstances, Mother was a remote figure to her daughters, an elegant, graceful goddess who sat on a throne and sometimes descended on the nursery in a cloud of floral perfume, swishing her fabulous damask skirts, her neck like a swan’s under the shaven hairline and the gauze-covered hennin.

			Mother was remote and regal, but Father was fun, a towering, boisterous figure with a twinkling eye and a merry laugh that belied his narrow, watchful eyes. He was the handsomest man in the world, and everyone adored him, especially his children. His court was famed far and wide for its grandeur; it bustled with great lords and ladies and visitors from all four corners of the earth. Elizabeth had often felt fit to burst with pride, having such a strong and splendid father. Now she wondered if he would ever come back to sit on his throne. Would she even see him again? Where was he?

			Elizabeth’s everyday world was not her father’s magnificent court, but the nursery at Sheen Palace, where kindly, plump Lady Berners held sway, ruling the children and their nurses, rockers and household servants with effortless authority. As the daughter of the King, whose person was sacred and who had been appointed by God to rule England, Elizabeth had been drilled regularly in good manners and warned of the dangers of disobeying Heaven’s commands and falling into sin. She always tried very hard to be good and win Lady Berners’ smiles of approval.

			That good lady often beamed when she saw how protective her charge was of her younger sisters, whom she adored. When Elizabeth was not kneeling by the cradle, rocking Cecily to sleep, she and Mary would run about the palace, playing ball or tag in the courtyards, or stand in an oriel window watching the boats pass by on the Thames, craning their necks to see if they could glimpse their father’s favourite residence, the great palace of Westminster, which lay some way upstream. His sun-in-splendour badge was prominent among the heraldic antelopes, swans, harts, hinds and lions that adorned the state rooms at Sheen.

			‘Do you know that once, before a battle, he saw three suns in the sky?’ Elizabeth had told a wide-eyed Mary. ‘It was a good omen, as he won the battle.’

			The pattern of their years had long been established, as had their simple faith in God; daily, the chaplain came to school them in their catechism and explain the pictures and writings in their psalters. On feast days and holy days, they made their offerings at Mass. At Lent, they fasted. On Maundy Thursday, they gave gifts to the poor. On Good Friday, they crept to the Cross on their knees. At New Year, they received Yuletide gifts, and on Twelfth Night they were allowed to join the feasting and revelry at court, highly excited at the naughty antics of the Lord of Misrule. Remembering this, Elizabeth shut her eyes tightly and prayed to God to let her return to her pleasant life. Send Father home, she pleaded.

			Her trips to court had always been the highlight of her year, but, to her disappointment, she and Mary were only summoned there for celebrations and state visits, when the King liked to show them off to his guests. On these occasions, they joined their mother’s household and enjoyed the rare privilege of her teaching them manners, music, singing, dancing, embroidery, and anything else needful to make them ornaments of the court, as she put it. Mother was strict about the proper observance of the courtesies – Elizabeth had once seen her keep Grandmother Rivers on her knees before her for a very long time. The child revelled in being at the centre of the court and dressing up in miniature versions of the rich clothes worn by the Queen; already, she was adept at managing long court trains.

			Most of all, she loved spending time with her parents. She had been enjoined to show them the highest reverence, not only because they were royal persons and exalted above everyone else, but also because she had been taught that children must revere, honour and obey their father and mother, and be dutiful towards them all their lives. She must greet them with curtseys, wait to be spoken to before she addressed them, and conduct herself properly in their presence. Usually, though, her father would dispense with formality and lift his daughters high in his arms, twirling them about and kissing them. He took the time to talk to them about their childish concerns, and to play games with them. Mother, on the other hand, seemed chiefly concerned that they behaved well. She would not allow her ladies to make a fuss of them in case they were spoiled. But she did want the best for them, which Lady Berners said was the most important part of being a good mother.

			Elizabeth now remembered, with a pang, how, each evening at court, before they went to bed, she and Mary knelt before their parents and asked for their blessing, which was always given gladly and made her feel safe and loved. She had long wished that she could live at court all the time. Now she wondered if she would ever go there again.

			Still she could not sleep. She lay there thinking back on the weeks before their flight to sanctuary and recalling something she had heard her attendants saying as she played in the garden at Sheen one hot afternoon.

			‘Warwick hates the Queen and, if this child she carries is another daughter, I dread to think what will happen.’ That was Lady Berners. ‘The King needs an heir. I always thought it folly for him to marry for love and then promote all those greedy Wydeville relations. Not that I dislike her – she’s a good mistress. But sometimes I can see why Warwick is disaffected.’

			‘Warwick grows ever more arrogant,’ Mistress Jakes replied. ‘He must see the Wydevilles as a threat to his influence over the King.’

			‘Aye, indeed. It’s said he was furious when the Wydeville marriage scuppered that French match he was negotiating for the King. He would be in control of everything. My husband heard an Italian ambassador at Windsor joke that there are two kings in England, Warwick and another whose name he had forgotten.’

			‘Small wonder that Warwick has allied himself with Clarence. Now there’s an untrustworthy rascal!’

			There was a pause, during which Elizabeth heard her lady mistress mutter something about little pitchers, and then the talk turned to an entirely different subject. She had frowned, not fully comprehending the words she had heard, although they troubled her. Warwick was her godfather. Why did he hate her mother? Why had he fallen out with her father, after helping him to become king? Why was her uncle Clarence a rascal?

			And now they were marching on London together, and her mother was so frightened that she had made them all run away in the night. Elizabeth lay there in the unfamiliar dark, unable to make sense of it all, and longing to know where her father was and when she would see him again.

			In the morning, Mistress Jakes was all briskness and practicality. ‘I hope you agree, Madam, that the children should follow their daily routine as far as possible,’ she said, combing Elizabeth’s red-gold hair as the little girl stood patiently, washed and laced into her green gown.

			‘I do agree,’ the Queen said, as Grandmother plaited her gilded tresses and bound them up high on her head.

			‘I think I make a fair tirewoman,’ she observed, admiring the result. ‘Yes, the children need the stability of their daily regimen.’

			At Mother’s request, the Prior, John Eastney came to celebrate Mass in the Abbot’s private chapel. Elizabeth could not concentrate because she was desperate for the Queen to talk to her, as promised. The moment came after Mass, when two lay brothers brought them a generous breakfast of fresh bread, ale, meat and eggs. After they had eaten, Mistress Jakes took Mary off to play in Grandmother’s chamber, and the Queen leaned back in her high carved chair, regarding Elizabeth with an unusually sympathetic gaze.

			‘Daughter, for some time now I have done my best to spare you any unpleasantness, but you are a toward child and able, I am sure, to understand something of what has been happening and why we have had to seek sanctuary. It’s a long story.’

			Elizabeth was seized with a feeling of dread. But Mother suddenly smiled in a wistful way. ‘The King your father married me for love. You may hear lots of foolish tales about it, but pay them no heed. My first husband, Sir John Grey, died fighting for the House of Lancaster in the late wars with the House of York, and I was left with two small boys – your brothers Thomas and Dickon – and no money.’

			Elizabeth was not close to her half-brothers, who had both inherited the Queen’s fair colouring and good looks. They were a lot older than she – Thomas was fifteen and Dickon thirteen – and, being puffed up with their importance as members of the King’s household, they tended to look down on little girls; but she tried to love them for Mother’s sake.

			‘York was victorious,’ Mother was saying. ‘The pretended King, Henry of Lancaster, was overthrown, and your father took the throne as the true and rightful heir. My situation was desperate, for no one wanted to help a Lancastrian widow, so, when I heard that King Edward was hunting in Whittlewood Forest, not far from Grandmother’s house at Grafton, where I was living, I decided to appeal to him for help. I waited for him by the wayside, holding my little boys by the hand.’

			Elizabeth had never heard this story. ‘Did he ride by? What did he say?’

			The Queen smiled again and picked up the tiny bonnet she was embroidering. Her stitches were deft and neat, so unlike Elizabeth’s. ‘He said he would help. And he fell in love with me. He was so tall, so debonair and so handsome that I was swept away. And when he asked me to marry him, I said yes at once. It was unheard of, a king marrying for love. They marry to make alliances with foreign princes or to bring peace or great trading treaties. We had to marry in secret because we knew that the nobility would try to prevent us. Warwick wanted to marry your father to a French princess. When we announced our marriage, he was furious, as were your father’s brothers and many other lords. There was an awful fuss. Everyone said that Father had married beneath him in taking a Lancastrian commoner to wife; they chose to forget that Grandmother is a princess of the House of Luxembourg. But he was deaf to their complaints. He extended his bounty to my family and there were titles and great matches aplenty for my brothers and sisters. That too caused a lot of muttering. But I was too busy concentrating on being a good queen to let it bother me.’ She paused, looking pensive. ‘I wish now that I had paid more heed. Yet it was the King, not me, who promoted my relatives, and he had made me queen, so it was only right that I should have had the respect I was due.’

			Elizabeth, agog at hearing these revelations, and really only grasping the fact that her parents had married because they loved each other, thought that people had been very unfair to Mother, especially Warwick. ‘But why did they say that Father had married beneath him?’

			The Queen sighed. ‘Child, you must understand that kings are very special persons. They are called by God to rule and set above their subjects. When a king is crowned, he is anointed with holy oil and becomes a sacred being.’

			‘Like the saints?’

			‘In a way.’ The Queen’s smile faded. ‘Many hold that kings should marry princesses so that their children are of royal birth and of the highest blood, saying it is only fitting for those chosen by God to rule. Thus you can understand why people did not approve of Father marrying me. And then I bore three daughters, one after the other, so now they criticise me for not giving England a prince to inherit the throne.’

			‘But you’ve got me!’ Elizabeth piped up.

			‘I have indeed, and your father and I love you and your sisters dearly, but it is against Nature for a woman to rule, so you cannot succeed your father as queen.’

			Elizabeth had not given the matter any thought until now, but she felt somehow cheated. She was the King’s eldest child; didn’t that count for a lot?

			Her mother shook her head, as if she had read her thoughts. ‘A king needs a son. He needs to know that the royal succession is secure.’ She patted her belly. ‘Let us hope that this little one is a boy. Alas, that he will be born in such perilous circumstances . . .’ She sighed. ‘It is a sorry tale, but I must continue.’

			Elizabeth waited, while the Queen re-threaded her needle and the monks returned to take away the breakfast things. When they had gone, her mother spoke again.

			‘There grew great jealousy and bad blood between my family and Warwick over who should be the greatest power in the realm. Matters came to a head when your grandfather Rivers opposed Warwick over your aunt Margaret’s marriage to the Duke of Burgundy. Warwick was against it; he had a deadly hatred of Burgundy then and was still pushing for an alliance with Burgundy’s enemy, France. But my kinsmen persuaded the King to allow the marriage, and it took place. You are too young to remember the great celebrations.’

			Elizabeth could not, nor could she recall her aunt Margaret, her father’s sister.

			‘That was the end for Warwick. It was what made him join forces with your uncle Clarence.’ Elizabeth had never taken to her fair-haired uncle George, a paler and less charming imitation of her father. On the rare occasions she had seen him, he had been a brooding presence with an unpredictable sense of humour that often made him sound angry. She much preferred her younger uncle Richard, Duke of Gloucester, who was quiet, but always kind, and treated her more like a favourite cousin than a niece.

			‘Uncle Clarence is jealous of your father.’ Mother made a moue of disgust. ‘He wants to be king himself and he has seized this new chance to plot again against his brother and sovereign. He’s a fool. Your father has been more than generous to him, but that counts for nothing!’ She snapped her fingers. ‘You remember Warwick’s elder daughter?’

			Isabel Neville. Elizabeth had met her at court, and her sister Anne, slender, pretty girls who were always whispering together.

			‘Warwick has no son,’ the Queen continued. ‘When he dies, his daughters will be the greatest heiresses in England, and your uncles have repeatedly sought them in marriage. The King always refused because he did not want Warwick to become too powerful. But, last year, Warwick gave Isabel to Clarence in marriage anyway, and they rose in arms against the King. Father was away from court for a long time – do you remember?’ Elizabeth shook her head. ‘You were too young to know the truth, so we told you he was on a hunting progress, but he had been taken prisoner. Clarence was determined to seize the throne, and he and Warwick spread a wicked lie that the King was not his father’s son and was not entitled to the crown. It’s not true, of course.’

			Mother paused, and Elizabeth was appalled to see tears on her cheeks. Her serene mother, who never cried!

			‘That was not the worst of it. Warwick had your grandfather, Lord Rivers, and my brother John put to death.’ The Queen dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief.

			Elizabeth’s eyes widened with shock. She had seen her mother and grandmother weeping when they told her that her grandfather and uncle had died. But what did Mother mean, put to death?

			‘He had them killed,’ Mother said.

			‘How?’

			‘It’s best you don’t know,’ the Queen said. ‘Then they arrested Grandmother Rivers and accused her of witchcraft. They said she had used spells to bring about my marriage to the King and destroy Warwick.’

			Grandmother, sweet Grandmother – a witch? Elizabeth could not believe it. This was all too much to take in.

			Mother laid down her embroidery. ‘None of it was true. They were just doing their best to ruin me and my family. Luckily, Grandmother had friends who complained to the King’s Council, who dismissed the accusations. And then the King made Warwick release him and returned to London in triumph. That was when he betrothed you to Warwick’s nephew, George Neville.’

			Elizabeth could just recall the betrothal ceremony, for which she had worn a shimmering white gown that had made her feel every inch the princess. She remembered her father telling her that her marriage would bring peace to England and ensure that if anything happened to him, the Nevilles would see that she and George became king and queen. But it would not happen for ages and ages because Father was still a young man and George, with his scrawny knees and shock of black hair, was only five.

			Mother’s voice drew her back to the present. ‘It was a great joy to me to see your father restored to power last year. He broke your betrothal to George Neville and denounced Warwick and Clarence as traitors, and they fled to France. Since then, they have been scheming to restore Henry of Lancaster. Henry’s wife, the pretended Queen Margaret, our great enemy – and theirs too, once – made an extraordinary turnabout and joined forces with them. She even agreed to let Warwick’s daughter Anne marry her son, Edward of Lancaster, to cement this new friendship. Then we heard that Warwick and Clarence were raising an army to invade England. That was when I took you and your sisters to the Tower for safety. And now they are marching on London, which is why we came here last night, and why your father the King had to flee with Uncle Gloucester, with only the clothes on their backs, to seek help from our friends in Burgundy.’

			‘Will Warwick and Uncle Clarence come here?’ Elizabeth asked nervously.

			‘I do hope not!’ her mother replied. ‘No knight worthy of his spurs makes war on women. And we are under the protection of the Church.’

			Just then, the Abbot entered the room and bowed to the Queen. ‘I trust that everything is to your Grace’s satisfaction.’

			‘You are being very good to us, Father,’ she replied.

			‘It is my pleasure, Madam. But I must tell you that, this morning, it has been cried in London that Warwick and Clarence are approaching the City with a large force.’

			Elizabeth felt panic rising as she saw her mother turn pale.

			‘Are we safe here, Father Abbot?’ the Queen faltered.

			‘They will not dare to violate God’s sanctuary!’ the Abbot replied firmly.

			Elizabeth tried hard not to cry. She was very frightened, but she was her father’s daughter and must be brave.

			Later that morning, she and Mary were playing with their dolls when the Abbot returned, looking worried. ‘Your Grace, Warwick’s men are running amok in the City. Law and order have broken down. Mobs are looting and rioting unchecked – all in the name of Warwick! Some of our felons have left the sanctuary to infest the streets. Madam, I do not believe that any authority will be imposed until my lord of Warwick arrives.’

			Mother had risen to her feet, her eyes wide with alarm. ‘Father Abbot, I beg of you, get a message to the Lord Mayor, for he has charge of London’s defences. Entreat him not to resist Warwick’s forces or do anything to provoke him, lest he harm the citizens and force his way into the abbey.’

			‘Madam, be of comfort. I will do it,’ the Abbot promised, and hastened away.

			Elizabeth was trembling with fear, but there was Mistress Jakes, firmly taking her and Mary by the hand to the pegs where their cloaks were hanging and then leading them downstairs to the Abbot’s private courtyard, bidding them run about in the fresh air for a space. They played tag, and then hoodman blind. Elizabeth espied the Abbot at his window, waving at them. He was such a kindly, calm and authoritative man, and somehow she knew that he would not let any harm come to them. Comforted, she began to enjoy the games – until she heard shouts in the far distance, and then she froze. But there was the Abbot again, smiling through the diamond panes and shaking his head in the direction of the noise, to show them that it was nothing to worry about.

			At eleven o’clock, they were summoned indoors to dinner. Normally, it would have been served with great ceremony and, during it, improving and noble tales would have been read aloud to them. But today, in the Jerusalem Chamber, there were only the soft murmurs of the Queen and the other women. The lay brothers brought them food – honest, plain fare, given in charity, but nothing like the elaborate dishes they were used to.

			After dinner, their faces washed, Elizabeth and Mary were sent to have a nap, although Elizabeth found it impossible to sleep, wondering what was happening a mile away in London. Gratefully, she arose when called and they went back to their playing. But she was aware of her mother watching the door, as alert as she herself was for any sounds of unrest. It disturbed her to see Mother so nervous; she was always a serene, regal presence in their lives. It felt as if her world was rocking around her. All she wanted was to be comforted and assured that all would be well.

			Late that afternoon, they were given their usual milk and bread, and then everyone went to the Abbot’s chapel for Vespers. There had been no news for hours now, and the monk who welcomed them could tell them nothing.

			Afterwards, Mother sank down wearily at the supper table, looking drawn. ‘What wouldn’t I give to know what is happening out there,’ she murmured. ‘And where my lord the King is. I long to hear that he is safe. Dear God, how long are we going to be prisoners here?’

			‘Warwick and Clarence must arrive soon,’ Grandmother said.

			‘And then what?’

			‘Things will become clearer, Beth. Try to stay positive. Think of the children.’

			Mother’s voice was shrill. ‘Stay positive? Think of what they tried to do to you.’

			A shadow crossed Grandmother’s face. ‘I still have friends in high places.’

			‘You hope!’

			‘My lady,’ Elizabeth piped up, ‘why not try to make friends with my lord of Warwick?’

			Mother stroked her hair. ‘I wish it was as simple as that, sweeting.’

			‘But then he might let us leave here and go back to the palace.’

			‘I dare not leave here,’ Mother said. ‘Here, we are under God’s protection.’

			Elizabeth tried hard to believe it.

			After supper, there were disports as usual, for the children’s sake. The women put on brave faces, sang songs and played hide-and-seek with them, then Mistress Jakes served the princesses their bedtime drink of aleberry and put them to bed. Normally, they could slumber safely, knowing that the outer gates to the palace were barred, the porters on watch, and the watchmen patrolling three or four times a night, checking every chamber. But here, there were no guards, no watchmen – only God and Father Abbot. Elizabeth lay awake fearfully for a long time, straining to hear if there were any unwelcome noises from outside. But all remained quiet.

			‘I wish I had brought more clothing with me,’ Mother lamented the next morning.

			‘We’ll just have to make do with what we have,’ Grandmother said. ‘We can wash our smocks and rub down our gowns.’

			‘That we have come to this – doing the work of laundresses!’ Mother lamented, near to tears. She was still complaining when Abbot Milling arrived, his face grave.

			‘Your Grace, Warwick and Clarence have entered the City and taken control of the Tower. The Mayor sent me a message saying he had no choice but to come to terms with them. That is all I know for now, but I have dispatched two of our lay brothers to the City to find out what is happening.’

			Mother could eat no dinner and Elizabeth was not very hungry either. The tension in the room was palpable. It was only broken when Father Abbot returned in the afternoon.

			‘Your Grace, Warwick has restored order in the City, but I regret to tell you that he has proclaimed Henry the Sixth king once more. He has brought him from his prison in the Tower to the royal palace there.’

			Mother’s glare was icy. ‘So he acts the kingmaker once again. He thinks he is above us all. Henry of Lancaster is no more fit to reign than baby Cecily here, even if he did have the right. His mind is gone. He is an idiot, poor man.’

			‘But a dangerous one,’ Grandmother observed.

			‘No doubt the pretended Queen Margaret will cross from France and try to seize power in Henry’s name, but it is Warwick who will rule here, and that fool Clarence,’ the Queen spat. ‘Henry will be their puppet, and they may use him to destroy me and mine. Do not forget what they did to my dear father and brother!’

			Elizabeth shrank from her words. Mother was frightening her almost as much as the thought of Warwick and Uncle Clarence did.

			‘Madam, please.’ The Abbot’s voice was firm. ‘There is more news, and it is to your advantage. One of my friends on the royal Council came to see me this afternoon. He had spoken to Warwick in the Tower. The Earl told him that he had little reason to love you, but he did not persecute women. Indeed, he has issued a proclamation forbidding his followers to defoul any churches or sanctuaries, on pain of death. So, be at peace, for you and your children are safe.’

			Elizabeth felt so relieved that she could have kissed the Abbot. But Mother looked doubtful. ‘I wish I felt safe, but the situation is so volatile. What of my unborn child? If it is a boy, will Warwick and Clarence see him as a threat to their régime? What shall I do, Father Abbot?’

			‘There is no question but that your Grace must stay here,’ he replied.

			‘But I have no money and lack many necessities. My friends have probably forsaken me, and who can say how long we will have to remain here?’

			‘God – and this abbey – will provide for you, never fear. And He has already shown His hand. Word of your plight has spread, thanks to our worthy lay brothers, and a loyal butcher, Master Gould, came here not an hour since, promising to donate half a beef and two muttons every week for the sustenance of your Grace’s household.’

			‘How very kind of him,’ Mother said, visibly moved. ‘It seems I am not without friends after all. And you, Father Abbot, have been the greatest of them. I can never thank you sufficiently for your kindness to us.’

			‘Bless you, my daughter,’ the Abbot smiled. ‘Let us hope that your tribulations will soon be at an end.’

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2


			1470–1471

			The abbey bells were tolling midnight on All Hallows Eve when Elizabeth was awakened by Mistress Jakes, who proceeded to move her, Mary and their pallet beds into Grandmother’s room, where Cecily slept in a plain wooden cradle the monks had fashioned for her.

			‘What’s happening?’ Elizabeth whispered nervously. ‘Is Warwick coming?’ He had become the demon of her dreams.

			‘No, Princess. Your mother is brought to bed. By morning, God willing, you’ll have a baby brother or sister.’

			That was good news. But, as the night wore on, it seemed that being brought to bed, whatever that meant, was a painful business. She could hear Mother moaning behind the firmly closed door. Later, the whimpers turned into ceaseless cries. She put her hands over her ears, terrified.

			The door opened at one point and Lady Scrope arrived and spoke soothingly to her. Elizabeth remembered Mother’s surprise when, three days ago, she had been informed that Henry of Lancaster’s Council had appointed Lady Scrope to wait on her, and had also sent Mother Cobb, the midwife who had delivered Cecily, and the Queen’s own physician, Dr Sirego. Mother had expressed astonishment that the new régime had paid for their services. ‘Especially since the child might be a boy who will one day challenge Henry.’

			‘Maybe they want to make friends,’ Elizabeth suggested, but Mother had shaken her head.

			‘Even if they do, I do not deal with usurpers.’

			That, Elizabeth thought, was not right. A kind word from Mother and this horrid nightmare might be over.

			Lady Scrope looked in again later. Her voice was kind. ‘Are you still awake, my little lady? There is nothing to worry about. All is going well.’

			‘But Mother is crying.’ Elizabeth was nearly in tears.

			‘It is normal. Travail is hard work. But it will not be long now. Try to sleep.’ She departed in a rustle of skirts.

			Dawn brought the wail of a baby. Elizabeth was out of bed like a ball from a cannon and burst into her mother’s chamber before anyone could stop her. But Mother was propped up on her pillows smiling, her silver-gilt hair fanned out about her shoulders.

			‘Bessy, you have a new brother,’ she said proudly. ‘A prince for England.’

			Elizabeth leaned over the cradle. Inside, snugly swaddled and gazing up at her, lay a tiny infant with rosebud lips and wide blue eyes. ‘He’s beautiful!’ she gasped. ‘Can I pick him up?’

			‘Not yet,’ the Queen said. ‘He needs to sleep now.’

			‘What is his name?’

			‘Edward. It is fitting that he be called after the King.’ Elizabeth was disconcerted to see Mother suddenly dissolve into weeping. Of course, she was missing Father. How happy he would be when he knew he had a son to reign after him.

			Grandmother, who was sitting by the bed, took Mother’s hand. ‘Don’t distress yourself, Beth.’

			‘It seems cruel that this Prince we have longed for should be born during his father’s exile,’ Mother sobbed.

			Grandmother patted her cheek. ‘It may be a blessing, if our friends derive from it some hope and consolation and remain faithful to Edward.’

			‘I pray they do!’ Mother said fervently. ‘But what if Warwick sees the child as a threat?’

			‘It is not the child who is the threat – it is his father, and they do well to fear him. He will return soon to reclaim his throne, never doubt it. As for this little one, he is too young and helpless to be of any importance to them. They have enough trouble on their hands as it is, trying to re-establish Henry of Lancaster on a throne that isn’t his.’

			That seemed to calm Mother. She asked Grandmother to take the baby and lay him in Elizabeth’s arms. ‘Careful, now,’ she said. Elizabeth looked down at his cherubic face and lost her heart.

			There was none of the pomp that had attended his sisters’ baptisms when the little Prince was christened in the Abbot’s house by Prior Eastney. There was no more ceremony than if he had been a poor man’s son.

			Grandmother and Lady Scrope were godmothers at the font; Abbot Milling and the tall, imposing Prior Eastney stood as godfathers. Elizabeth proudly carried the chrisom, the robe that was put on her brother after his christening to show that he had been purified from sin. Little Ned – for so they were calling him, to distinguish him from his father – made only a murmur as the Devil was driven out of him.

			There was no royal churching ceremony for Mother, who, after making a speedy recovery, was quietly blessed by the Abbot with her small household looking on. By then, life seemed to have had settled down. It was clear now that Warwick would make no move against them, yet still the Queen deemed it wise to remain in sanctuary.

			‘Leaving could be seen as provocation. It might make them wonder if we were making ourselves a focus of support for their enemies,’ she said, taking the baby from Lady Scrope and cradling him in her arms as she sat by the fire. ‘No, our security rests solely on the great franchise of this holy place. We must sustain our ordeal in patience.’ But, as the winter days grew ever shorter, she was often sorrowful, heavy-hearted and anything but patient, railing against being confined and lamenting her lost husband and the royal life she had led. ‘When will it end?’ she would cry. ‘When will Edward come?’

			Elizabeth could not bear to hear her or see how her serene mother had been brought so low and become so fearful that the slightest disturbance made her jump. But there was always Grandmother, soothing and reassuring. She never gave up hope that all would soon be well, and Elizabeth felt comforted by that.

			Time was beginning to drag. The adults left the girls much to themselves. Elizabeth and Mary would have liked to play with baby Ned, but he was often asleep. They grew bored with the few toys they had with them and weary of devising new games. Elizabeth longed for all the fine playthings that had been left behind at the Tower and Westminster. Christmas passed with muted celebrations, although the women did their best to make merry for the children’s sake, and Master Gould delivered a fine goose for their table, while the Abbot gave them a plum pudding. In February, Elizabeth had her fifth birthday, and the monks baked her a cake. These were bright interludes in a monotonous existence. Eventually, though, the evenings began to draw out, and it was spring.

			Abbot Milling regularly brought them news of events in the outside world. Having many friends in high places, he was well informed, and he had heard that the Duke of Burgundy, who had married Aunt Margaret, was helping King Edward to gather a fleet. But how reliable this information was, no one could say.

			Then, one day in April, Father Abbot arrived in the Jerusalem Chamber with a broad smile on his face. ‘Your Grace, I have the best of news. The King has invaded and England is falling to him shire by shire. Gloucester and Earl Rivers march with him and the people are flocking to his banner!’

			Mother’s face was transformed, radiant. ‘God be praised! This is what I have prayed for.’

			‘He has wrought a great work,’ the Abbot said.

			‘Father is coming home!’ sang Elizabeth, as she and Mary joined hands and danced for joy around the room.

			‘I never lost faith that he would,’ Grandmother chimed in. ‘And I rejoice to know that my son Rivers is with the King.’

			‘We must pray for a happy and peaceful outcome to this conflict, once and for all,’ the Abbot said. ‘But I think this news calls for a celebration. I will send you a ewer of my best Rhenish.’

			The next day, he returned.

			‘More excellent tidings, Madam. My lord of Clarence has abandoned Warwick and made peace with the King. And I have received from his Grace a very comfortable message for you. He bids you be of good cheer, for he means to prevail over his enemies.’

			Mother’s face lit up again as she hugged her daughters. ‘God willing, we shall soon be reunited with your father. And, Father Abbot, we shall be a burden on you no longer.’

			He shook his head. ‘You have never been that. It has been an honour to shelter you in these difficult times.’

			When he had gone, Mother’s smile slipped. ‘I shall never forgive Clarence for what he has done to us. Edward may have made peace with him, and I shall put on a friendly face for his sake, but I will never see Clarence as anything but an enemy.’

			Elizabeth didn’t think she could forgive Uncle Clarence either.

			Father marched into London two days later at the head of a great army, and no one stopped him. Gathered with her family in the Jerusalem Chamber, Elizabeth listened excitedly as the Abbot related how the King had entered St Paul’s Cathedral and reclaimed his throne.

			‘The people were rejoicing around him. He has them all at his feet. Truly, the hand of God is in this.’

			‘Where is Warwick?’ Mother asked.

			‘Fled! And poor Henry of Lancaster is back in the Tower. It seems that King Edward means to be lenient. Henry is to be pitied, for he has not his wits about him and has been used by unscrupulous men for their own ends.’

			‘I will pray for him,’ Grandmother said. ‘He was ever an innocent soul, even before his madness came upon him.’

			‘The King will be here tomorrow,’ the Abbot said. ‘He will come first to the abbey to give thanks for his restoration, and then he will send for your Graces. I suggest that you start gathering your belongings together.’

			In the morning, the Lord Chamberlain arrived at the Abbot’s house with some of Mother’s ladies in attendance, their arms laden with regal attire for the Queen and her children. Elizabeth was jumping up and down when she was told that they were shortly to be escorted to the palace of Westminster. It was wonderful to be going home!

			The large crowds gathered outside the abbey cheered loudly when Mother, carrying the Prince in her arms, emerged from the cloisters and led her daughters towards the palace. Elizabeth was wearing her favourite crimson velvet gown, although it was tight, for she had grown in the months since she had last worn it. She smiled and waved at the people, feeling as if she was walking on air, and they roared back, calling down blessings on her.

			When they entered the palace and approached the White Hall, the trumpets sounded. And there was Father, dressed in cloth of gold and seated on his throne, a great triumphant grin on his handsome face. As they walked towards him, through the ranks of bobbing lords and ladies, he rose to greet them. Mother began to curtsey, but he stepped forward and raised her up, staring in wonder at the babe in her arms.

			‘My son!’ he said, awed. ‘My darling, you could not have given me a better welcome-home gift. It is the greatest joy to see you, and our princesses. I have missed you greatly.’

			‘And I you, my lord.’ The Queen’s voice faltered, and tears streamed down her face. Father drew her into his arms.

			‘It is over now, Beth. We can look forward to a glorious future. We have a fair son, to our hearts’ comfort and gladness. He is God’s precious gift, and my most desired treasure.’

			He released Mother and bent to kiss Elizabeth and Mary tenderly, then Cecily, who was crowing in Grandmother’s arms. ‘How you have all grown!’ he remarked. ‘I’ll have to find husbands for you all soon, won’t I?’ Elizabeth gazed up at him, hardly able to believe that her father, this tall, magnificent man with his glossy tawny hair and dazzling smile, was really here.

			He returned her gaze. ‘My Bessy,’ he said. ‘You are dearer to me than ever.’ Patting her head, he turned to the Queen and took the baby from her.

			‘My lords and ladies, I present to you Edward, Prince of Wales, your future king!’ he announced, to a resounding ovation. Elizabeth looked around her, thrilling to the sound. There was her uncle, the slight, dark-haired Duke of Gloucester, smiling broadly; having suffered exile with the King, he was now in the highest favour. There too was Uncle Rivers, Mother’s debonair brother Anthony, beaming and clapping. And there was Uncle Clarence, the smile fixed on his face, as if he was putting it on. Elizabeth hoped he felt ashamed of himself and had learned his lesson, for Father had been truly merciful to him. But she would not think of his treachery now. They were all back together, the world had righted itself and the future was beckoning.

			Later that day, in the King’s private closet, Elizabeth and Mary played on the floor with the toys they had joyfully retrieved from their coffers, while their parents sat talking, holding hands and exchanging the occasional kiss. They were blissfully joyful to be reunited, and Mother looked so much happier.

			‘I intend to reward Abbot Milling for his kindness to you,’ Father said.

			‘He deserves it,’ Mother said. ‘I don’t know how I would have got through these past months without him. People were so kind to us. That butcher, Master Gould, kept us well fed for five months at his own expense.’

			‘He shall be rewarded too, and those who attended you in childbed, my love.’

			Mother leaned forward and kissed him. ‘And I, my lord, by your leave, will found a chapel in Westminster Abbey and dedicate it to St Erasmus, the protector of women in childbirth, in gratitude for the safe delivery of our son.’

			‘By all means,’ Father beamed. ‘And now, we should depart for the City, and Baynard’s Castle. My mother will be anxious to see us.’

			‘She will be relieved that this nightmare is over.’

			Father paused, his face suddenly serious. ‘It’s not over yet. Warwick is out there somewhere and must be dealt with. I’ve had news that Margaret is on her way from France with an army, and she too must be vanquished. Only then will I be safe on my throne.’

			Elizabeth looked up from her skittles and was disturbed to see the look of alarm on her mother’s face. Would there be more fighting? She was terrified to think of what would become of them all if Father lost.

			After rising from her curtsey to the King, Cecily Neville, Duchess of York, embraced him warmly. ‘You have come back safely to me, my son,’ she said, and kissed him, unable to stem her tears. Then she held out her arms.

			‘My dear children!’ she smiled, and Elizabeth and Mary ran to her. She was a more regal figure than Grandmother Rivers, and very grand and correct, yet she always unbent when she saw them.

			‘Now, go and look in the chest over there, and you might find something for your pleasure,’ she said. She always had treats secreted away for them, be it coins, comfits or trinkets. Today, there was a gold pendant for each of them; Elizabeth’s was set with amber, Mary’s with a beryl. They thanked her joyfully.

			The Duchess inspected baby Ned, who stared up uncertainly at her black-veiled head. ‘See how strong he is!’ she remarked. ‘What a king he will make.’

			She bade Elizabeth and Mary go off and play, and they found themselves enjoying their first taste of freedom in ages, racing from room to room of the cavernous Baynard’s Castle, playing tag, then looking down on the Thames from the battlements, watched over by a sturdy groom.

			The next day was Good Friday, and they found it hard to sit still through the solemnities in chapel, even with Grandmother watching them like a hawk. She was very devout and expected her grandchildren to be too. Elizabeth wondered what she thought about Clarence siding with Warwick. Had she forgiven him as heartily as Father had? It must have grieved her to see her sons bitterly at odds with each other.

			That afternoon, the King summoned his lords to a council at Baynard’s Castle. Afterwards, Mother interrupted the children as they played with their poppets.

			‘Make haste, girls. Your father has commanded us to remove to the Tower of London. He wants to leave us in safety there while he rides north to deal with Warwick.’

			Elizabeth hated to think of Father going off to war again. As she helped Mistress Jakes to pack their travelling chests, she wished with all her might that he could stay with them. Their time together had been all too short. When it came to bidding him farewell on the jetty, she put on a brave face, as befitted a princess, and tried not to cry. But she could not help herself. Seeing her distress, he swung her up in his arms and kissed her tears away.

			‘Look after your little brother,’ he said. ‘I will return soon, never doubt it.’

			As Mother led her away to the waiting barge, Elizabeth twisted her head back and waved, wishing to keep the memory of Father’s smiling face in her heart.

			Both grandmothers accompanied them to the Tower, with the venerable Cardinal Thomas Bourchier, Archbishop of Canterbury, who had been charged to keep them all safe. And there, waiting for them in the Queen’s lodgings, was Lady Berners, whom Mother had summoned as soon as she left sanctuary. Elizabeth flung her arms around her beloved lady mistress, who had been an ever-constant and reassuring presence for as long as she could remember. If Lady Berners had been with them in sanctuary, she knew she would not have felt so frightened.

			The royal apartments in the Tower were older and not as palatial as those at Westminster, but they had bright wall paintings and a garden outside. As they waited impatiently for news, Elizabeth and Mary romped in the spring sunshine. Cecily toddled after them, trying in vain to keep up, while Avice Welles, Ned’s wet nurse, sat on a bench, feeding him, and keeping an eye on his sisters.

			They did not have long to live in trepidation. On Easter Sunday, Elizabeth was thrilled to see excited, mud-spattered messengers bringing the Queen tidings of a great battle at Barnet, north of London.

			‘The King is victorious!’ they said, as the women and children clustered around. ‘Warwick is slain!’

			Mother crossed herself. ‘So falls the mighty Kingmaker, our great enemy.’

			‘The King is riding west, Madam, for Queen Margaret and her son have invaded and it is bruited that she means to cross the Severn to Wales and join forces with Jasper Tudor.’

			‘That rebel!’ Mother muttered. ‘Those Tudors are forever making trouble. Welsh upstarts! I pray that my lord intercepts Margaret before she reaches the Severn. May God keep him safe.’ Elizabeth silently echoed that prayer. Queen Margaret had often haunted her dreams as a terrifying spectre intent on crushing Father and bringing the House of York to ruin. And her son, Edward of Lancaster, was a nasty young man, judging by the gossip she had overheard. Elizabeth wondered if his wife, Warwick’s younger daughter Anne, had come to England with him. She could not help thinking badly of Anne for agreeing to marry him, although she knew that it was fathers and mothers who chose husbands for their children. At least, this time, Uncle Clarence was fighting for Father, alongside Uncle Gloucester.

			They endured three anxious weeks before they heard of the King’s triumph at Tewkesbury.

			‘It was a savage battle, your Grace,’ the messenger reported, ‘but Edward of Lancaster lies dead in the field and Margaret is taken prisoner. The King is on his way back to London.’

			Elizabeth felt a pang of sorrow for Margaret, who had lost everything. She saw Mother snatch up an outraged Ned from his cradle, as if she was imagining the horror of losing a precious child. Then she collected herself and turned to them, her eyes shining. ‘Praise be to God!’ she breathed, as Grandmother Rivers hugged her and Grandmother York crossed herself and bent her head in prayer.

			Elizabeth turned to Mary. ‘Isn’t it wonderful news? Father is coming home!’ She was dancing for joy.

			The joy was short-lived. The next day, Mother looked up from her sewing. ‘What’s that noise?’ She rose and peered out of the window of her great chamber, which overlooked the Thames. ‘God save us!’ she cried.

			Elizabeth, who had been hosting a feast for the poppets, jumped up and joined her grandmothers, who had dropped their embroidery and hastened to the windows. Upstream, before London Bridge, were assembled numerous ships packed with great multitudes of men.

			‘That’s the Bastard of Fauconberg’s flag,’ Mother said in a strangled voice. ‘He is one of Margaret’s most zealous supporters. Dear God, what is he about?’

			She summoned the Lieutenant of the Tower, who came hurrying.

			‘Madam, I am aware of the danger. When the first ships appeared, I sent out scouts to discover what was going on. They heard Fauconberg boasting that he has come to dethrone King Edward and restore Henry of Lancaster.’

			‘How dare he!’ Mother cried. ‘Doesn’t he know that the Lancastrian cause is lost?’

			‘We will resist them, Madam,’ the Lieutenant vowed, ‘but there are thousands of soldiers in those ships. The captains here think there must be mercenaries and pirates among them – the usual troublemakers. I fear that the fury of these malignants will not be easily repelled, but we may have time on our side, for it seems they are poised to attack London before they attempt the Tower.’

			Elizabeth began wailing in terror. Lady Berners put a hand on her shoulder. ‘We are safe here, child,’ she said.

			‘Never fear, my lady Princess,’ the Lieutenant assured her. ‘The citizens have closed the gates and are building barricades. The Lord Mayor has sent to say that he has dispatched fast riders to the King, urging him to come in all possible haste to the defence of the City and your Graces.’

			‘Until then, we stand in the greatest jeopardy that ever was,’ Mother faltered. ‘The Bastard of Fauconberg will surely attempt the Tower, for King Henry is here.’

			Elizabeth froze. Lady Berners had said that they were safe! Now Mother was saying they were in danger. Who should she believe?

			She was relieved to see that the Lieutenant seemed calm. ‘First, Madam, Fauconberg must breach London’s defences, for he who takes the capital takes the realm. I shall go now and order our defences. We have a strong force here and are well stocked with ordnance. Do not worry.’

			Despite his brave words, they found themselves tense as bowstrings, awaiting news.

			‘It is always the lot of women to sit at home and wait,’ Mother fretted. ‘I wish I was a man and could be out there doing something.’

			‘That would strike fear into them,’ Grandmother Rivers smiled.

			‘We must put our trust in God,’ Grandmother York said. ‘I am going to the chapel to pray.’

			‘And I,’ said Mother, ‘am going to speak with Henry of Lancaster.’

			‘What?’ both older women chorused.

			‘I am going to make him see sense and order the Bastard to desist, to avoid bloodshed.’

			‘I hope he has his wits about him,’ Grandmother York said, ‘but I fear you will be wasting your time.’

			‘It is worth a try,’ Mother said, and summoned the Lieutenant again. He looked dismayed and tried to dissuade her, but she insisted. ‘Pray bring him here.’

			Presently, as Elizabeth watched warily, four men-at-arms arrived, escorting a shuffling figure in a dusty black gown. So this was Henry of Lancaster, her father’s arch-enemy and rival. How pitiful he looked, with his straggly grey hair, gaunt features and eyes that darted nervously here and there – eyes that seemed strangely empty. He gave the Queen an uncertain smile, in which there was no more guile than in baby Ned’s gummy grins, and Elizabeth saw that there was no harm in him.

			Evidently, Mother thought the same, for her voice was gentle when she addressed him. ‘Sir Henry of Lancaster, your supporters are intent on attacking London and we all stand in great peril. Will you help us to repel them? A word from you might tip the scales.’

			Henry was looking about him. ‘Where is Margaret?’

			‘She is on her way here,’ Mother said.

			‘Is she with Warwick?’

			‘No, Sir Henry. Warwick is dead.’

			‘I’m dead too,’ the flat voice quavered. ‘Are you an angel?’

			Elizabeth stared at the poor man. How could he be dead?

			The Queen sighed. ‘Sir Henry, do you understand? There are multitudes outside who are bent on taking London in your name. Will you ask them to stop?’

			He stared at her blankly. She shook her head, defeated.

			‘Take him back,’ she instructed the guards. Elizabeth watched the stooped figure walk off meekly between his gaolers.

			Mother could not keep away from the windows. The other women kept trying to shoo the girls away, but they were so preoccupied with what was happening outside that they soon gave up. Elizabeth spent hours with her nose pressed to the diamond panes.

			‘What’s happening?’ Mary’s blue eyes were wide with fear. ‘I can’t see.’ She was too little to look out.

			‘They are putting cannon on the Surrey bank,’ Elizabeth told her, fighting down panic. ‘Mother, why are they doing that?’

			‘The cannon aren’t facing the Tower,’ Mother said. ‘It looks as if they are going to bombard the City.’

			And when they had taken that, they would turn their sights to the Tower. Elizabeth was tense with fear. What would become of them all? Were the Tower walls stout enough to protect them?

			Soon, they saw smoke billowing.

			‘They’ve fired the bridge!’ Grandmother Rivers cried. Elizabeth stared as the flames took hold and London Bridge began to burn. It was a fearsome sight, but not as terrifying as the deafening blasts of the cannon.

			‘They are aiming at Aldgate and Bishopsgate!’ Mother shouted above the din, drawing her daughters close. Elizabeth clapped her hands to her ears and Mary started to wail. Soon, she, Cecily and Ned were howling in unison, and the women had all to do to comfort them.

			Elizabeth would not be dragged from the window. Horrified, she watched the furious assaults of the besiegers. But God had given the Londoners stout hearts and it was cheering to see them bravely defending their bridge.

			The Bastard was clever, she saw. He sailed his ships down the Thames and began unloading multitudes of men right below her, on the Tower wharf. She ran screaming to the Queen, who was trying to calm the baby. Struck dumb by fear, Elizabeth could only tug at her mother’s skirts and gesture at the window. And then there came even louder explosions as the cannon from the Tower thundered out in response to the attack. The noise was ear-shattering.

			Thrusting Ned into Lady Berners’ arms, the Queen ran to the casement. ‘Dear Mother of God, they’re here! And I can see flames. They must have fired buildings nearby.’

			Elizabeth looked up at her elders. Fear was writ large on every face. Grandmother York began to say her rosary. But then there issued loud booms from the direction of Aldgate. The Londoners were fighting back with their great artillery! Before long, to everyone’s astonishment and thankfulness, many of Fauconberg’s men jumped into their boats and sailed away.

			Elizabeth clung to her mother. Never, ever would she forget this horrible day. Even now, there was fighting outside, and their ears were assailed by shouts and screams.

			‘Look! Anthony’s come to the rescue!’ Grandmother Rivers cried. They hurried to that window and saw below them Uncle Rivers and the Lieutenant of the Tower on their great destriers, leading a large force of men through the outer ward.

			‘They are going to the defence of the City,’ Grandmother breathed.

			Uncle Rivers looked quite magnificent in his silver armour. Mother always said he was the perfect knight and embodied all the virtues of chivalry. If anyone could save London, it was he. Soon, there came more sounds of battle, fiercer this time, but gradually dying away.

			They looked at each other. ‘Is it really over?’ Mother whispered. Elizabeth hardly dared hope. She would have given anything to know what was happening out there. But everything remained quiet.

			After what seemed like hours, Uncle Rivers and the Lieutenant and their men came clattering back, and presently they were shown into the Queen’s chamber, all of them in a noisy good humour.

			‘The Bastard has fled,’ Uncle told them. ‘We chased his rebels as far as Stepney.’ He grinned. ‘I think we have cause for rejoicing, dear sister.’ He turned to the Lieutenant. ‘Some wine for everyone, I think! We have much to celebrate, and I am heartily relieved that his Grace will return to find his family safe.’

			He bent down to Elizabeth. ‘You’ve been very brave, my special girl!’ How handsome he was, and how gallant! She owed her life to him. Her heart overflowed with love and gratitude.

			Father was back! After six days of willing him to come, Elizabeth stood in the large bay window of the house in Cheapside from where the Queen and the ladies were watching the procession. She was bobbing up and down with impatience. The bells of London’s churches were ringing out joyfully, and in the street below the excited crowds were packed tightly; all around, people were leaning out of windows hung with tapestries and painted cloths. When the clamour swelled to a roar, she craned out to see the King approaching – and there he was, looking like a god on his white charger, his breastplate gleaming and the crown on his helm catching the sunlight. Smiling broadly, he raised his hand to acknowledge the cheers, and bowed in the saddle when he saw his Queen and his children at the window. All too soon, he was gone, but there were the ranks of soldiers marching behind him still to cheer.

			Suddenly, Elizabeth’s attention was drawn to a black-clad woman sitting in a chariot surrounded by men-at-arms. Her face taut and ravaged, she was staring ahead, as if oblivious to the crowds around her.

			‘Margaret,’ Mother said grimly. So, this was the wicked Queen who had dared to raise arms against Father. How humiliated she must feel to be paraded, a captive, through London in shame.

			‘What will happen to her?’ Elizabeth asked.

			‘Your father has been merciful,’ Mother said. ‘She will be sent home to France, which is more than she deserves. And good riddance!’

			Elizabeth could not help feeling a little bit sorry for Margaret, for she had just lost her son in battle, and it was unlikely that she would ever see her lord again. ‘Where’s Anne Neville?’ she asked.

			‘I have no idea,’ the Queen replied.

			When the procession ended, they rode to Westminster, where the King hosted a feast to celebrate his victory. It was wonderful to be back in the rambling old palace that sprawled along the north shore of the Thames. Elizabeth had been overjoyed to see once more the vast great hall, the soaring spires of St Stephen’s Chapel, the great towers and the new ranges of royal lodgings – all dear and familiar to her.

			She was allowed to stay up and attend the feast, and wore her gold damask gown with the high waist and tight sleeves. She sat at the high table, feeling very important and enjoying the rich dishes offered her, which were much nicer than those served in the nursery. Next to her, lower down the table, Aunt Suffolk, Father’s sister, who looked so like him, sat with Lord Stanley, a very rich northern baron. He was hearty and jovial, and very patient with a little girl who was doing her best to join in the adult conversation; and Aunt Suffolk was, as ever, kind and encouraging. But Father seemed preoccupied. Every time Elizabeth looked his way, he was deep in conversation with Uncle Gloucester and the Chamberlain, the florid-faced, genial Lord Hastings, his great friend and councillor. Before the meal was over, the three of them rose, bowed to the Queen and took their leave. Mother looked disconcerted, but she continued to reminisce on the day’s events with Grandmother York.

			Elizabeth stifled a yawn. When Lady Berners came to take her to bed, she curtseyed to her mother and gratefully allowed herself to be led away. As she passed, she heard the Queen murmur to Grandmother, ‘It is for the best. He has no choice.’

			It was grown-up talk and meant nothing to her. But, over the next few days, which she spent with her siblings in the nursery and the Queen’s privy garden, she became aware of adults talking in whispers, and of conversations abruptly ended when she drew near. She took to listening intently while she was playing, pretending to be absorbed in the game, and eavesdropping when the nurses were chatting and thought she was out of earshot. And that was how she found out that Henry of Lancaster was dead.

			‘It’s all very mysterious,’ Mistress Jakes said. ‘They say my lord of Gloucester was at the Tower when it happened.’

			‘Do you believe what was proclaimed, that Henry died of pure displeasure when he learned of the death of his son and the capture of his wife?’ That was Lady Berners.

			There was a pause. ‘It’s possible. I knew of a man who dropped dead when they told him his wife had been run over by a cart.’

			‘I do wonder, though. I heard that when Henry’s body was displayed at St Paul’s Cathedral in his coffin, the blood was seeping through the boards onto the pavement. That sounds odd to me, as corpses don’t bleed. But it would be wrong to draw conclusions. Remember who we serve.’

			‘I do. But I can’t help wondering if someone chose to crush the seed.’

			‘I think we should change the subject,’ Lady Berners said, and they fell to discussing new clothes for Ned, for when he was out of his swaddling bands.

			That poor madman, Elizabeth was thinking. Perhaps he was happy to depart his sad life and go to Heaven, but that bit about his bleeding on the pavement was horrible. She didn’t understand what Lady Berners had meant, or why Uncle Gloucester had been at the Tower when Henry died, or Mistress Jakes’ remark about crushing the seed.

			‘What does seed mean?’ she asked Mother when she sought her blessing that evening.

			‘It is a grain that is sown, from which a plant or flower grows,’ Mother told her. Elizabeth was puzzled. That made no sense at all.

			She would have liked to talk to Uncle Gloucester about it. He would surely be able to tell her what had happened in the Tower. But he never visited the Queen’s chamber, at least not when Elizabeth was there, so she bided her time.

			Her moment came when the King took a pleasure jaunt on the river with his family, all of them crammed into the luxuriously upholstered state-house of the royal barge, even little Ned. Mother allowed Elizabeth and Mary to go outside on deck, and Uncle Gloucester said he would keep an eye on them. They stood watching the other boats go past and marvelling at the sights of London. It was so calm and peaceful after the terrible fighting of a few weeks ago. Elizabeth still shuddered to think of that.

			The boat began rocking as it approached London Bridge, where the water was choppy. She saw Uncle Gloucester steady himself, and remembered that he had a crooked back, which he hid so well that no one could perceive his affliction, and which had not stopped him fighting bravely in battle.

			A little later, she seized her moment. ‘Uncle, were you with Henry of Lancaster when he died in the Tower?’

			He stared at her, frowning. ‘No, I was not, Bessy. Why do you ask?’

			‘I heard someone say that you were there.’

			‘I was in the Tower, but on the King’s business.’ Her eyes searched his serious face with the jutting chin, beak-like nose and dark eyes. She knew he would not lie to her. He had always been loyal to Father and had shared his exile. Father said he had a sharp courage, high and fierce, and that there was no one he trusted more.

			‘I felt sorry for Henry of Lancaster,’ she said. ‘He was mad.’

			‘He was, and he died of grief,’ Uncle Gloucester told her. ‘This war between York and Lancaster has taken a dreadful toll. When I was young, Warwick was as a father to me, especially after my own father was killed at the Battle of Wakefield. That was before you were born. But Warwick betrayed the King and our family. It was he who was responsible for all the recent bloodshed.’ He fixed his gaze on the shore, frowning. ‘It is as well that God took Henry of Lancaster when he did. A deposed king will always be a threat to his successor and a focus for rebellion.’ He smiled at her reassuringly. ‘But let us not dwell on sad matters, Bessy. You should be enjoying our day out. Look there, there’s Placentia!’ He pointed to the beautiful palace on the Thames shore at Greenwich.

			Life had resumed its pleasant course. Father was back firmly on his throne, with his enemies defeated, never to rise again. And Mother’s belly was swelling with another child.

			Ned now had his own household within the palace, including a chamberlain, Master Vaughan, who carried him in public, and a chaplain, the mild-mannered Uncle Lionel, Mother’s younger brother. In July, Elizabeth was present when the King formally created Ned prince of Wales and made his lords swear an oath of loyalty to him as his undoubted son and heir. She watched in pride as, led by Clarence and Gloucester, the nobility came forward one by one and paid homage.

			By December, Ned had learned to walk. He was tottering towards Elizabeth’s outstretched arms when Lady Berners arrived with a letter addressed to her. ‘The Queen says you may open it.’

			Elizabeth broke the plain seal. She could not yet read, so she handed the letter to the lady mistress.

			‘It’s from the Countess of Warwick,’ Lady Berners said, her smile vanishing. ‘She begs you to intercede with the King on her behalf, for she claims that he and my lords of Clarence and Gloucester have stolen her lands. Bessy, I think this should be shown to his Grace.’

			‘I want to give it to him,’ Elizabeth said, inquisitive to know the story behind the letter.

			‘Very well,’ Lady Berners said.

			Elizabeth handed Father the letter when he visited them after Vespers. Standing beside his chair, she watched his face darken as he read it. ‘She is a foolish woman and had no right to approach you, Bessy.’ He drew her onto his damask-clad knee. ‘I did not steal her lands. Her husband died a traitor, and she has been in sanctuary ever since. Warwick’s vast lands should pass to his two daughters. I have allowed Uncle Clarence to take control of them, since he is married to Isabel. Uncle Gloucester wants to marry Anne now that she is widowed and, when that happens, I have ordered that the Warwick estates be divided between my brothers.’

			‘But what of my lady of Warwick?’ Elizabeth pitied her, for she knew how dreary life in sanctuary could be.

			‘Parliament will declare her legally dead, so that her daughters can inherit.’

			Elizabeth looked up at the King, troubled that someone could be declared dead when they weren’t.

			‘She will not be left destitute,’ he assured her.

			‘So when is Uncle Gloucester going to marry Anne Neville?’

			Father sighed. ‘That’s a good question, Bessy. The problem is that she has disappeared. No one knows where she is.’

			‘I suspect that Clarence does,’ Mother chimed in, stabbing her needle into her embroidery tambour.

			‘He denies it,’ the King countered.

			‘But who has the most to lose if Gloucester marries Anne? Clarence wants to keep the whole inheritance for himself.’

			‘He would hardly go so far as to hide her away.’

			Mother looked exasperated. ‘My lord, you should learn to take a more realistic view of your brother. You were far too lenient when he treacherously supported Warwick. And he hates me and mine. He thinks my family jumped-up parvenus, and always has.’

			‘I think this is a conversation that can wait until later,’ Father said, setting Elizabeth on the floor. ‘I expect you’re looking forward to Christmas, Bessy. We’re keeping it here at Westminster and there will be games and disguisings and banquets and mummings. I’m planning a fabulous celebration to make up for last year.’

			Elizabeth clapped her hands. ‘I can’t wait!’ she cried. But, when she lay wakeful in bed that night, it was not because of the coming Yuletide, but because she could not stop wondering where Anne Neville might be.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3


			1472–1475

			Father often spoke of the splendours of Bruges, where he had spent his exile as a guest of the Duke of Burgundy. It was Burgundy this and Burgundy that, and Elizabeth soon learned that the Burgundian court led Christendom in magnificence as in art and fashion and manners.

			Determined not to be outshone, Father spent lavishly on his own court, wanting to impress his subjects and foreign visitors with its splendour. Elizabeth became used to seeing workmen making endless improvements at Westminster and other royal palaces, rebuilding in the new red brick so favoured in Burgundy, gilding panelling, installing stained glass, putting up exquisite tapestries and hanging paintings by Flemish masters. Father was spending fortunes on the trappings of majesty, especially on extravagant clothes, costly jewels and a sumptuous table. It thrilled Elizabeth to see it all, and she vowed to herself that if she ever married a king or a great prince, she would have a court such as this.

			Wherever the court was in residence, she watched her father as he sat in state or moved effortlessly among his courtiers, ever genial and approachable. The common touch came naturally to him. She loved it when, seeing a man overawed by his royal magnificence, the King gave him courage to speak by laying a kindly hand upon his shoulder. She knew that, when roused to anger, Father could appear terrible to those who had offended him, but never to his children. And he often showed great tenderness towards Mother.

			One day in early spring, Mother came to the nursery at Westminster and, great with child, eased herself down on the bench beside her. ‘You are six now, Bessy, and it is time for your education to begin. You must learn how to be the wife of a great prince, and all the accomplishments that become a queen. We will start with the most important things, which are honesty and chastity, qualities much admired by men.’ She launched into a long homily about what was expected of a young lady. ‘You must carry yourself with dignity, with a straight back and your eyes modestly lowered. There must be no more running in the palace.’

			That was to prove harder than Elizabeth had expected. She frequently forgot that she must not run or skip, as she had done freely up until now. Lady Berners often had cause to reprove her and constantly enjoined her to follow the example of her mother, who was the epitome of queenly deportment.

			Lady Berners took some of the lessons, but it was Mother who taught Elizabeth to read and write. ‘You are fortunate, Bessy,’ Lady Berners told her. ‘In my day, it was frowned upon for a woman to know her letters. People feared it might lead to light behaviour, such as writing love letters. But my father, God be thanked, was forward in his thinking, and now it is becoming accepted that an educated woman can still be a virtuous woman. Being able to read and write will equip you with the skills needed to run castles and palaces. You can write your own letters and your mind will be broadened by reading books.’

			Elizabeth had always been fascinated by books. Mother had regularly shown her some of the beautiful manuscripts in the royal library, and she had been captivated by the illuminated miniatures in them and the borders decorated with fantastic beasts and pretty flowers. Soon, she could read a lot of the words herself. It was a joy to enter the world of King Arthur, or discover the stirring story of St George, England’s patron saint, who had rescued a doomed princess from a horrible dragon.

			Her lessons were not all from books. She spent time observing her mother ordering the servants and dealing with the officers who assisted her in her great responsibilities. She learned her numbers quickly so that when she grew up, she would be able to check her accounts. She had lessons in dancing, music and needlework, and was allowed some leisure for play. Most days, she rode her pony, Galahad, with a groom in attendance. She loved being out in the park, letting her mount carry her away, the fresh air blowing her hair in all directions. Even though memories of past troubles sometimes invaded her dreams, she gave little thought to them in her waking moments. Life was peaceful now.

			They were at Windsor Castle when, in April, Mother gave birth to a very pretty daughter called Margaret, after Aunt Margaret, the Duchess of Burgundy. Elizabeth fell in love instantly with her new sister, and she, Mary and three-year-old Cecily made a great fuss of her, passing her from one to the other like a doll, and squabbling over who should hold her. Young Ned was a little put out at being displaced as the baby of the family, but he was more interested in roaring around on his wooden horse and wielding a toy sword than in petting a mewling, swaddled bundle.

			Elizabeth remained intrigued by Anne Neville’s disappearance. She could not comprehend how a great heiress could just vanish. Uncle Gloucester had never stopped searching for Anne. He was convinced that Uncle Clarence had secreted her away in one of his country manors, but all his enquiries – and, it was said, his bribing of his brother’s servants – had come to naught.

			‘But then Fortune favoured me,’ he told Father, and Elizabeth’s ears pricked up as she played with Mary in the King’s privy garden on the first warm day of spring. Mother was still lying in, and Lady Berners was maintaining a discreet distance from the royal brothers, who were seated on a stone bench, the King large and splendid in tawny velvet, Uncle Gloucester slight and pale-faced in black, but looking unusually exuberant.

			‘It occurred to me,’ he said, ‘that Clarence might be hiding Anne in his house in London. I went there this morning when I knew he was at court; I said I had come to collect some books I had lent him. His steward let me in, and I looked in all the rooms, pretending I could not find the books. But there was no sign of Anne. Then I went down to the service quarters, the only place I had not searched, although by then I had given up. I said I was thirsty and asked for a flagon of ale. It was busy; they were cooking dinner. By a stroke of luck, I saw this cook-maid chopping onions. She was gazing at me as if I was the Saviour come again – and it was Anne. I could hardly believe it.’

			Father looked furious. ‘A sorry thing it is when one of the greatest heiresses in the kingdom is treated like a kitchen wench.’

			‘I was outraged.’ Gloucester became animated. ‘I turned to the steward and said that the young lady was coming with me. He made some protest about asking Clarence’s permission first, but I said that I would clear it with my brother. I just took Anne by the hand and led her out. When we were in the street, with my men-at-arms surrounding us, she burst into tears, thanking me over and over. I took her to the sanctuary at St Martin-le-Grand, and there she lies still. Ned, I want to marry her as soon as I can obtain a dispensation from the Pope. As you know, we are closely related.’

			‘And you shall marry her, and receive her lands.’ Father still sounded angry. ‘I intend to have words with Clarence, and there’s no time like the present.’ He rose, his face like thunder.

			The Lord Chamberlain appeared. ‘Your Grace, my lord of Clarence is craving an audience. He says it’s urgent.’

			‘Indeed, it is!’ Father said grimly. ‘Bring him to me. Lady Berners, please take the princesses to the nursery.’

			But then Uncle Clarence appeared, his face red with fury. ‘What gave you the right to force yourself into my household?’ he spat at Uncle Gloucester.

			‘Come now,’ Lady Berners said, pulling Elizabeth and Mary away, not even bidding them curtsey to the King. As she hurried them into the palace, they could hear angry shouting behind them. Father would win the argument, of course. He was the King, and none dared gainsay him, although it sounded as if Uncle Clarence was doing his best.

			When Elizabeth next saw Uncle Gloucester, at Mother’s churching, he winked at her. After the feast, she asked the King if her uncle was to marry Anne Neville.

			‘He is indeed, Bessy,’ he told her. ‘The Warwick estates will be divided between your uncles.’ No wonder Uncle Clarence had looked fit to explode!

			The family gathered in the soaring glory of St Stephen’s Chapel at Westminster for the wedding, Elizabeth, Mary and Cecily in matching gowns of grass-green velvet with laced bodices, black velvet cuffs and gold chains, their hair loose as became young maidens. They stood at the front of the chapel, feeling very important among the noble throng of lords and ladies; even little Cecily tried not to fidget during the long nuptial Mass.

			Elizabeth was excited to have a new aunt. Anne Neville was slender and quite beautiful, with full lips, wide eyes and a cascade of russet hair. After the way Uncle Clarence had tried to deprive him of his bride and her inheritance, Uncle Gloucester deserved to be happy. And he did look so, smiling at Anne. The only sadness was that they would be moving to the north, where she owned many great castles, which were all Uncle Gloucester’s now, of course. Elizabeth would be sorry to see them go.

			There was no sign of Uncle Clarence and Aunt Isabel; they had pointedly missed the wedding and flounced off to their estates in the West Country. Elizabeth thought they were silly. Even Cecily would behave better than that!

			At the end of May, Mother came into the nursery with a sad smile on her face and drew her children to her.

			‘Grandmother Rivers has gone to be with our heavenly Father,’ she said, the glint of a tear in her eye.

			‘Is she coming back?’ Cecily lisped.

			‘No, sweeting. But one day we will all be together in Heaven, reunited in Christ.’

			Cecily looked none the wiser, but Elizabeth had long understood what death was and explained to her sister that Grandmother had gone to sleep and would never wake up. As the sad days passed, she came to feel her absence more and more. She had loved her grandmother’s warm hugs, her wonderful tales of chivalric deeds long past and her thoughtful gifts. Most of all, she would miss the love that radiated from her. They still had Grandmother York, of course, but she was very proud and a stickler for good and godly behaviour. Elizabeth felt bereft.

			In September, she was allowed to take part in the great celebrations held at Windsor in honour of the Lord of Gruthuyse, who had offered the King shelter and hospitality in Bruges during his exile. She first met him when Father brought him to the Queen’s chamber, where she was playing at marbles and ninepins with Mother and the other ladies.

			‘Now here’s a pleasant sight!’ the King observed heartily to his guest, a thin man clad in a brilliant scarlet houppelande and bonnet, who smiled courteously and bent to kiss Mother’s hand. When Father led him away for a private talk, a great banquet was laid out in the Queen’s apartments, with every comfit, sucket and sugary confection a child could dream of. Elizabeth stood eyeing it greedily, her mouth watering, until Uncle Rivers pulled her away.

			‘You may not partake until our guest and the King and Queen have been served,’ he admonished, although there was a twinkle in his eye. ‘Come now. You are to be seated at the royal table, so you must be on your very best behaviour, my little Lady Princess.’

			Elizabeth nodded meekly. She would have done anything for Uncle Rivers.

			The banquet went on for a long time, but Elizabeth enjoyed gorging herself on the delicious sweetmeats. Much of the adults’ talk went over her head, but she joined in the laughter and listened avidly when Father boasted to the Lord of Gruthuyse how he was creating a Burgundian-style court in England, and of his plans to build a new chapel dedicated to St George at Windsor.

			As the evening wore on, Elizabeth began to feel a little sick. Her attention was drawn to the next table, where sat the stolid-looking young Duke of Buckingham and his docile wife, Mother’s much younger – and very beautiful – sister Katherine. It was no secret that Buckingham did not like her and felt he had been forced by the King to marry beneath him. He had barely spoken a word to Katherine, but had chatted continuously to Lord Hastings and the other nobles at the table. When the dancing began, it was Elizabeth he asked to partner him. Reviving suddenly, she stepped out on the floor, holding his hand, and performed a basse dance without making a single mistake, as Father and Mother looked on approvingly. At the end of the dance, Buckingham made a courtly bow and escorted her back to her seat.

			‘Bravo, Bessy!’ the King cried. And then he himself was whirling her about the room in a circle dance, in which everyone hastened to join. How wonderful it was!

			Afterwards, Elizabeth and the other ladies followed when the King and Queen did their guest the honour of conducting him to his lodging. She was sorry when she was told that it was time for the ladies to leave because the Lord of Gruthuyse wanted to have a bath.

			She could not sleep that night. It had been a marvellous evening and she wanted to go on reliving the memories in her head, so that she could hold them for ever.

			Christmas was approaching, and Elizabeth was eagerly anticipating the festivities. She and Mary were planning to stage a Nativity play in the Queen’s privy chamber. She was to be St Joseph, Mary was Our Lady, and baby Margaret the infant Jesus, while Cecily and Ned had been cast as cherubic-looking – and rather unruly – angels. Lady Berners helped them with their costumes and taught them new carols. Elizabeth was hoping that Father would come to watch.

			‘May I pick up Margaret?’ she asked one afternoon in the second week of December, when they were preparing for a rehearsal.

			‘Yes, Bessy,’ Lady Berners replied. ‘If she’s still having her nap, just wake her; her nurse won’t want her up half the night.’

			Elizabeth skipped off happily into the bedchamber where her younger siblings slept and leaned over the gilded cradle. Margaret was still asleep, her little auburn head face down on the pillow. Elizabeth pulled back the velvet counterpane, exposing the swaddled little body. Margaret did not stir. Elizabeth gently turned her over onto her back. The baby’s lips were blue and her face had a dusky tinge.

			Something was not right. Elizabeth ran into the next chamber.

			‘Lady Berners, come and look at Margaret. I think she’s ill.’

			The lady mistress hurried to the cradle and took one look at the baby. ‘No!’ she cried, crossing herself. Then she picked up the still infant, sat down and laid her on her lap, rubbing her back over and over.

			‘Mistress Welles, fetch the Queen!’ she barked at the Prince’s nurse. ‘Hurry! You children, out!’

			Elizabeth shooed her siblings into the nursery. Her heart was pounding so fast that she could hardly catch her breath. She sank down amidst the pile of props and costumes, trying not to cry, as Ned and her sisters regarded her curiously. But Mother was coming. Mother would make everything right again.

			Mother arrived within two minutes and flew into the bedchamber. Then Elizabeth heard her howl of distress. ‘Dear God, not Margaret!’

			Elizabeth and Mary stood with their weeping parents and watched the tiny coffin being lowered beneath the altar flagstones of St Edward the Confessor’s Chapel in Westminster Abbey. Father had his arm around Mother, who looked frozen, like an ice queen, white and drawn in her black gown and mourning hood.

			Elizabeth had cried and cried since Margaret had been taken from them. She had asked repeatedly why she had died, but no one knew. The baby had not been ill and had taken her milk two hours earlier. ‘Even the physicians cannot explain it,’ Lady Berners said, dabbing her eyes.

			Christmas went ahead as planned, but it was overshadowed by the tragedy. How could Elizabeth enjoy it when her mother and father looked so sad? The children had not the heart to perform the Nativity play, and no gifts, decorations, festive fare or games could compensate for their loss. Elizabeth kept seeing that little grey face and wished with all her heart that she could hold Margaret again, just once. But wishing was useless. What good would it do?

			In February, in the year of Our Lord 1473, she was taken to see the little altar tomb of grey marble that now stood before St Edward’s glittering shrine in Westminster Abbey. On it lay a shiny new brass showing Margaret as if she was a fully grown child.

			‘What does it say?’ asked Mary, pointing to the inscription.

			Father read it aloud: ‘“Nobility and beauty, grace and tender youth are all hidden here in this chest of death.”’ His voice broke. ‘Children are so very precious. It is a dreadful thing to lose one.’

			‘Compared to some families, we have been lucky,’ Mother said, ‘but the pain is unbearable, none the less. To have death take a child you have loved and nurtured and protected – it makes you feel so helpless.’

			She knelt before the tomb, weeping. Presently, Father raised her, and Abbot Milling said Mass. Elizabeth placed her hands together, closed her eyes tight and prayed for Margaret’s soul. Surely she would not suffer purgatory for long? She had been too young to be naughty, bless her.

			Elizabeth gazed down at the new baby and felt a great swell of love in her heart. He was tiny, but he was thriving.

			‘Richard,’ she repeated.

			‘Richard,’ her father smiled. ‘He shall be duke of York, like my father and his forebears, all the way back to Edmund of Langley.’

			‘Who’s Edmund of Langley?’ she asked.

			‘The founder of the House of York, sweeting! Your great-great-grandfather. He was the fifth son of King Edward the Third and the first Duke of York. It is a proud title, never forget it. And this little knight will bear it now.’ He reached out a finger and gently touched his son’s cheek as the infant lay in Mother’s arms. She smiled up at him.

			‘The succession is assured, my lord. You have two heirs now.’

			‘The most precious jewels in my crown!’ he declared. ‘You have done me proud, my love.’

			The baby had come early, before Mother even had a chance to take to her chamber for her confinement. The family were being entertained by the town councillors of Shrewsbury when Mother had surreptitiously put her hand to the small of her back. Elizabeth saw her do it several times, then murmur something in Father’s ear.

			‘Good sirs,’ he said, rising, ‘I regret to interrupt this most excellent feast, but the Queen’s hour has come upon her sooner than expected.’

			There was a hurried scraping of chairs and a chorus of farewells, then the King had shepherded his family back to their lodging in the guest house at the Blackfriars. The sheriff’s wife hastened after them and told Mother she would send a midwife. Not two hours later, Elizabeth had been summoned to meet her new brother. It was good to see her parents looking happy again.

			In the autumn, the Queen took them all into the russet-hued palace garden by the Thames at Westminster and let them run about. Ned was three now, a handsome, sturdy boy with silver-gilt hair like Mother’s and an angelic face. He loved to join his sisters in their boisterous games and trailed behind them everywhere. Baby York crowed at them from his nurse’s arms.

			But now Mother made them all sit down, and Elizabeth was aghast to be told that Ned was to have his own household at Ludlow Castle, near the Welsh border. It sounded so far away. And, Mother said, he was to be lord president – when he couldn’t even say the name – of the newly formed Council of Wales and the Marches. There he stood, smiling happily, uncomprehending of what was about to happen.

			‘But why, my lady? We want him to stay here,’ Elizabeth protested.

			Mother smiled and drew Ned onto her lap. ‘Because he must learn how to be a king,’ she explained, kissing his head. ‘At Ludlow, he will be schooled in government and taught how to be a virtuous prince. Your father and I will also be sad to see him go, but he will be well looked after, and he could not have a better governor, for your uncle Rivers is being entrusted with his care and education.’

			Elizabeth was doubly sad to hear that she would be losing her elegantly fashionable uncle too. She loved to watch him demonstrating his valour in the jousts or hear him speak of his pilgrimages to Rome and the shrine of St James at Compostela. She was aware that there was a serious side to him. He was kind, just and pious, and wore a hair shirt beneath his fine clothes, to remind himself of the frailty of the flesh. He had told her that his dearest wish was to go on a crusade against the Infidel. Well, that would have to wait now.

			‘I myself will be a member of the Prince’s council,’ Mother was saying, ‘and my kinsmen will be there to serve him. Girls, don’t look so sad. You will still see Ned. He will come to court whenever possible and spend all the great feast days with us. Remember that you yourselves will one day make great marriages and leave court, perhaps to live in another kingdom.’

			It was a sobering thought, and an alarming one. Elizabeth had grown up knowing that she would one day marry a king or a prince, but that was going to happen far in the future. What it might actually mean for her was something she had not considered. Aunt Margaret had been sent abroad to marry the Duke of Burgundy and had not returned to England since. The prospect of never seeing her parents again, or her brothers and sisters, and of leaving England and everything familiar, was horrible. And that it would really happen one day was brought home to her when, not long after the Prince’s departure for Ludlow, Mother told her that Cecily was to be wed to the Scottish Prince James.

			‘He is only two years old, so it won’t be for a long time,’ she said.

			‘Will I be a queen?’ Cecily asked.

			‘When the Prince becomes king you will, but that won’t be for many years yet,’ Mother said. ‘In the meantime, you will be brought up here and be called the Princess of Scots.’ Cecily smiled, showing a gap in her milk teeth. Poor little fool, Elizabeth thought, you would be weeping if you knew what this really meant.

			Mother turned to her and Mary. ‘It is customary, I know, for princesses to be married in order of seniority, but Cecily has been chosen because she is nearest in age to the Prince.’ There was a pause, in which the Queen looked pained, and Elizabeth knew she was remembering that poor Margaret would have been exactly the same age as James.

			In the spring of 1475, the court was at Windsor. The family were all together, apart from Ned, who was far away at Ludlow. He had visited from time to time, but never for long enough. Little York, therefore, had become the pet of his sisters.

			Elizabeth had noticed over the past weeks that Father was getting fat. Gone was the glorious young man who had thrown her high in the air and whirled her around when she was little. He no longer participated in sports or jousting, preferring nowadays to go fishing. He ate far too much, that was the problem. She had overheard Lady Berners expressing concern about it and deploring his taking emetics so that he could gorge his stomach once more. Elizabeth was shocked to hear that. But, when she thought about it, she realised that he indulged himself in every way, revelling in the finer things in life – good food, lavish display, rich clothing, jewellery and court festivals.

			Servants loved to gossip about their betters and seemed to think that children were deaf to it. Elizabeth had learned that waiting a pace before passing an open door, or lingering over a flower bed, led to the discovery of all sorts of fascinating gossip. Sometimes, though, she wished she had hurried by. Sitting quietly in the nursery while her ladies tidied the bedchamber next door one morning, she was appalled to hear that Father was not only a glutton but an adulterer, and that everyone knew it.

			At nine, she did not know exactly what adultery entailed. She had thought that it meant loving someone who was not your wife, but the tittle-tattle she overheard made her wonder if there was more to it than that.

			She learned that her father kept three mistresses. She had understood that a mistress was a lady worshipped by a knight from afar, but that did not chime with the disapproving tone of the gossips, which suggested that there was something unpleasant about it. She could guess who one of these mistresses was, for the name ‘Shore’s wife’ kept cropping up. Elizabeth had seen the pretty, diminutive Mistress Shore about the court. For a goldsmith’s wife, she was exquisitely dressed, well above her station, but the most memorable things about her were her merry smile, her ready laughter and her kind eyes. Elizabeth could not comprehend how Father could love someone other than Mother, who was so beautiful; it was not right, but she understood why he liked Mistress Shore. She would not blame Mother if she hated her as much as some gossips said she did; others claimed it was beneath her dignity to notice.

			Elizabeth also learned that her half-brothers, Thomas and Dickon Grey, were Father’s companions in his debaucheries, whatever that meant, although it didn’t sound very nice. Thomas was eleven years older than she was and Father had just created him marquess of Dorset and married him to an heiress, and Dickon had been knighted, but the age gap meant that she wasn’t close to either of them. They were wild young men, determined to make their way in the world, and not interested in little girls.

			Barging into the linen room in search of a clean kerchief, Elizabeth heard Lady Berners say to Mistress Jakes that the powerful Lord Hastings was the King’s companion in crime. They fell silent when they saw her. She liked Lord Hastings, who was a loyal friend to Father, but it was obvious that he did not like the Wydevilles; he and Dorset had quarrelled over the ownership of certain lands – and, she had heard, they were rivals for the love of Mistress Shore. ‘She certainly spreads her favours around,’ Lady Berners had once muttered. Elizabeth had thought that favours were what you won in games. It was all very mysterious.

			She did not like to dwell on these matters. The relentless gossip unsettled her. But more unsettling was the prospect of Father invading France. Talk of war had been simmering for a while and preparations were now under way. He was in a bullish mood, bent on conquest; he would complete the work begun by those great hero-kings, Edward III and Henry V, and take the French throne. All England was praying for another victory such as Crécy or Agincourt. Despite her trepidation, Elizabeth’s heart thrilled when she heard the stories of those long-ago battles.

			The King finally departed, full of confidence, at the head of his army, and the summer dragged as they waited tensely for news of what was happening in France. When it came, it was not what they had been expecting to hear.

			The royal messenger arrived when Elizabeth and Mary were sitting with the Queen in her privy chamber, looking at a beautiful illuminated manuscript of the wondrous tales of King Arthur – thrilling stories of love and chivalry. Elizabeth enjoyed these lessons with Mother, who had inspired her with a thirst for learning and even re-founded Queens’ College in Cambridge. If only Mother could be more affectionate and demonstrative. As Elizabeth grew older, the Queen seemed to expect higher and higher standards of behaviour and deportment and was becoming increasingly critical. Fortunately, Elizabeth was an avid pupil and did so well at her studies that Mother did bestow on her occasional words of praise, which she valued like manna from Heaven.

			The Queen promptly disappeared with the messenger into her closet. When she emerged, her face was radiant.

			‘The King your father has decided to come to terms with King Louis, who is eager for peace and has offered a huge pension as an inducement.’

			‘So there won’t be a war?’ Elizabeth asked.

			‘No, thanks be to God.’ Mother sat down. ‘Father is to meet with King Louis in three days. We must pray that they come to a good accord.’
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