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ISABEL STILWELL is a Portuguese journalist and writer. She worked for many years as editor-in-chief for various magazines and daily newspapers. Isabel now writes a weekly column in Jornal i and reports for Máxima, a women’s magazine, Pais & Filhos, a parents and children’s magazine, and hosts, with the psychologist Eduardo Sá, a daily radio show broadcasted on Antena 1.

The novel Filipa de Lencastre changed her professional life, Isabel Stilwell to its astounding success. Since then, she has written five historical novels with mounting success – D. Catarina de Bragança, the only Portuguese princess that became Queen of England; D. Amélia, the last Queen of Portugal; D. Maria II, queen in her own right whose uncle tried to steal her throne; and Ínclita Geração, the life of Isabel, Duchess of Burgundy, the only daughter of Philippa of Lancaster and one of the most powerful women in medieval times. Queen Teresa, mother of the first King of Portugal, Afonso Henriques, is her most recent historical novel, published in May 2015.
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Philippa of Lancaster died of the plague on July 15, 1415, at the age of 55. Ten days later, a fleet of 240 boats and an army of 20,000 men left Lisbon. With them sailed three of her sons: the heir to the throne, Duarte; infante Henrique (later known as the Navigator); and Pedro. The fortified city of Ceuta fell into Portuguese hands a month later. Queen Philippa would expect nothing less from her sons.

A woman of unwavering faith, known for her generosity and strong will, she was determined to change the Portuguese court, so different from the one she had grown up in. Philippa gave birth to her first child when she was 28 years old. That was the beginning of the Ínclita Geração, the “Illustrious Generation”, which would one day sail away in search of new worlds, forever changing the destiny of Portugal, and of the world.

Friar John, her tutor, had foreseen her future in the stars. The first daughter of John of Gaunt and Blanche of Lancaster, granddaughter of the great Edward III, she left behind her beloved England to marry the Portuguese King João I. On February 11, 1387, the people of Porto filled the streets of the city to enthusiastically acclaim Filipa de Lencastre, Queen of Portugal.

In this historical novel, based on a careful historical research, the bestseller author Isabel Stilwell tells us the story of one of Portugal’s most important queens. From her childhood in England, where we get to know the fourteen-century’s court, to her arrival by boat in Galiza, we are taken on a journey of love and enmity, adventure and intrigue.
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For my mother, a genuine Philippa of Lancaster of the twentieth century – she was born in the same region of England, came to Portugal for love, was the mother of eight children and was guided always, and above all things, by her religious beliefs.


PART I

PHILIPPA, PRINCESS OF ENGLAND

“I write my own destiny!”
(1360-1386)
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Burford Castle, May 20, 1364

Philippa couldn’t fall asleep. She was cold in that strange big bed, the sheets were damp, and not even the blankets and fur rugs her nurse had wrapped round her, as if she were a baby, brought her the warmth she needed to fall asleep. This bed in Burford Castle was not her own, and today, in addition to all this, she missed the warm body of Maud, her nurse, who under the pretext of putting her little girl to bed would curl up beside her, holding her throughout the night. For four years it had been the same since, when only a few seconds old, on that last day of April, she had been placed at Maud’s breast, which she had gripped avidly in the same way she would, even to this day, nestle up eagerly in any lap that would receive her.

Philippa loved night-time. She loved the rituals involved in those hours at the end of the day, and which were repeated unchanged, indifferent to the fact that they had as a background the luxurious rooms in the Savoy, London, the Lancaster wing of Windsor Castle, the homely comfort of Kenilworth, the towers of Bolingbroke or, as now, her cousins’ castle in Burford. Philippa never even asked herself why they were always on the move, carrying the house on their backs, nor would it cross her mind to ask why her father John, or her grandfather Edward, seemed incapable of settling in any one place. But Maud, born and raised in Leicester, which she had only left at the age of sixteen, when she entered into service as a wet nurse to princess Philippa, after the grief of watching her baby son die in her arms, thought all this was eccentric and lunatic, and comforted herself and her little princess by organizing and disciplining what she considered her own territory: the firstborn’s quarters.

These regular habits gave Philippa a sense of security, a feeling that even if everything outside changed, inside all remained the same, as long as Maud and, above all, her mother were close by.

Her servants dragged up buckets of hot water from the kitchen stoves to the nursery, to fill the big bath of polished wood. Maud would place her in the bath, soaping her with care, while she told her the latest news or, forgetting her, gossiped with the maids. She would then take her out of the bath – Philippa was so delicate that she was still handled like a baby – and would wrap her in a thick linen towel, sitting her on a lambskin footstool in front of the fire, which was always lit in the fireplace, even on this day when spring had taken hold of the trees, dressing them in lettuce green leaves.

Philippa’s hair was the colour of corn, but straight and dull, listless, and even the curls which, when she was a baby, had framed her thin narrow face were long gone. Maud would soak it in goat’s milk, so she wouldn’t be deafened by Philippa’s screeches when she tried to unknot and brush it. The nurse liked to leave her charge’s hair loose, and while she brushed each strand she relived the illnesses which had kept her on her toes day and night at the bedside of this fragile and sickly child and the anxiety caused by her little girl’s shyness, when she preferred to hang on to her nurse’s skirts rather than play with her cousins, especially when all the family got together.

And while Maud would invariably let her thoughts drift to the past, Philippa would gaze into the fire and try to see her future in the flames. The near future was reduced to one wish: that her mother would come and say her night prayers with her, would stroke her hair and then tuck in the blankets around her, making a small sign of the cross on her forehead, the cross which would protect her from nightly spirits and entrust her soul to Our Lord God until a new day should dawn…

Philippa’s ears practically grew with this wish to sense the least sign, hear the smallest sound: the footmen opening doors, the servants rustling around, her mother’s heels on the stairs, the creaking of the nursery door, the rings of the hanging tapestry which covered the small door, under the stone arch, sliding along the rod to one side, allowing her to glimpse her mother, with her shiny golden hair, plaited around her head and covered by a net studded with pearls and diamonds.

Philippa tossed in her bed. She uncovered and covered herself up again, called for her nurse with no answer, turned her pillows and thumped them, trying to make a nest for her head, but she couldn’t sleep. That evening she had looked into the fire and crossed her fingers behind her back:

‘Philippa, leave off those heresies, pray to all the saints if you want to ask for help, but don’t cross your fingers as if you were a common little girl,’ Maud would say when she caught her with her tiny fingers twisted tightly, hidden from sight.

She crossed her fingers even more tightly than usual and pricked her ears more than usual, but neither the sound of doors creaking, nor the clicking of her mother’s heels on the stairs of the tower, much less the sliding of the curtain rings reached her. Her mother had not come today and her nurse Maud had not answered the question she had shot at her during dinner.

‘Eat up, Princess, don’t roll the food around in your mouth, for it won’t get you anywhere. You’ll eat it all up or my name is not Maud of Leicester, a God fearing land. I’ve had enough of sitting by your bedside, and I don’t want your mother ticking me off. Eat up. If you don’t, you’ll still be here tomorrow, and the fire will have gone out and you’ll shiver with cold and I won’t put you to bed.’

She had eaten as fast as she could, even though only she knew how hard it had been to swallow those pieces of venison and the cooked vegetables. She had drunk the glass of warm cider, folded up her napkin on the enormous tray, all so that when her mother arrived the servants would have carried away all the memories of that hateful supper and only she and the fire would be left in the nursery. The curtain would finally slide open, her mother would enter with her warm smile, come and sit on the small stool embroidered with flowers, and pull it closer to her daughter. After asking her about her games and if she had said her prayers, she would stretch out her fine pearly white hands and allow them to caress the loose hair which Maud had brushed and unknotted, and Philippa would feel herself to be the happiest person in the whole universe. She had done everything right, everything properly, but her mother had not come.
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Philippa knew she was not as beautiful as her mother, Blanche of Lancaster. She had inherited her fair hair and eyes the colour of the sea, but her features, said the servants, the chambermaids, the ladies-in-waiting and everyone else who she came across, were Plantagenet, the Royal House of England, in other words her father’s: the long and thin nose, the protruding cheekbones, the small eyes, a bit lost in their deep sockets, the definite mouth, which in her father was marked and sensual.

‘But no one could be as beautiful as my mother, because everyone says she is the most beautiful woman in England. Chaucer even says she is more beautiful than the Queen Grandmother, and Maud says that he could lose his head just for saying that!’ she would think to console herself time and again.

It was not only Blanche’s beauty that enslaved knights and court poets, her fame passing from mouth to mouth amongst the people of the land. Blanche had an extraordinary gentleness, a serenity that nothing seemed to shake, a way of capturing a person’s eye and holding it, leaving the interlocutor dazzled as if he had suddenly become someone special. Her mother held her father’s, John’s, regard, and Philippa had heard time and again the ladies murmuring that ‘holding the duke’s heart’ was an impossible achievement for any other woman, at least in that permanent and indelible way. She loved hearing them talk thus of her parents. She would enjoy walking silently amongst her aunts, the ladies-in-waiting and the chambermaids, perfectly aware that adults never remember that children have ears.

When she repeated some of what she had heard to Maud, the nurse would wag her head angrily, and expostulate:

‘The more wigs and hats they wear the more empty-headed they are! Don’t they know that little pitchers have long ears?’

In a family of secrets and treachery, Maud feared that someday her little Philippa might hear something that could hurt her. Maud had lived long enough in that house, in that court, to know what people were capable of! Even when they were perfectly aware that what they said could break the heart of a child as innocent as her little girl. Even though the person concerned was her own father. Maud’s faith in human loyalty was not strong, and it wavered even more when it came to the half of humanity which descended from Adam. She lost it completely when the man concerned was John of Gaunt.
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Philippa suddenly had an idea: she jumped out of bed in a flash and jumped back under the covers just as quickly, a tortoise shell mirror in her hand. In the light given out by the fire and the candles burning all around her circular room, the largest and highest one in the tower, she looked at her image reflected in the mirror given to her by her godmother and that was always part of the piles of objects that followed her everywhere.

‘Will I ever look like my mother?’ she would ask Maud now and then.

The nurse was always prepared for the question:

‘You already are beautiful and you will be as beautiful as your mother, if you will only swallow up all your soup and allow those cheeks to fill out and eat up some fruit to make your hair grow stronger,’ and she would hand back the apple which was untouched except for a small mark of tiny teeth.

And Philippa would promise herself that she would eat up everything that was served up on the plates and tin bowls.

But today Maud didn’t answer her call. And the mirror seemed reluctant to answer her with the same firmness of her nurse. Philippa spoke out loud, to herself:

‘When they take me to the hall on a feast day, one of my mother’s friends will say, thinking I do not hear her, “look, one can see at once that is Blanche’s eldest daughter – she is just like her”!’

The sound of her own voice imitating that of the affected lady made her want to giggle, a laughter in which only those closest to her could have detected a note of bitterness: she would never look like her mother, because there was no one like her, not even in that far-off land of Castile from where her father always returned with a wide smile and skin tanned by the sun.

Thinking about him reminded her. Her father was back home today. When, that afternoon, she had helped Maud wind her wool in the sitting room, she had heard the trumpets heralding the return of the lord of the house and the land. She had thrown down the ball of wool and run to the window, and had only avoided being reprimanded for such an impulsive gesture because Maud had done the same.

Seeing the entourage approach at a gallop, and the gates open wide, left Philippa feeling breathless – all of them wore the same scarlet capes and, on their left shoulder, the red rose of the Lancasters that always filled her with emotion.

She had crossed the room at a run, on to the landing from which the winding stairs descended, and she ran down them as fast as she could, holding up her skirt with one hand and the other clutching the banister so she would not fall, until she reached the balcony from which she could see the main entrance. Philippa sat down, breathless: she did not want to miss anything. She searched for her mother as a reference point, standing straight and smiling, at the top of the stairs, as she always did when her father returned home. But this time she saw nobody. And her father did not even stop in surprise, entering the gallery at a run. The sound of his heavy boots could not completely drown out a distant and indistinct sound which to Philippa sounded like a whimper.

Suddenly a strong hand clutched the collar of her dress:

‘What do you think you are doing here, Princess Philippa?’ It was Maud.

Philippa hugged her with all her strength, desperately trying to calm the terrible anxiety that grew inside her, and she asked in a voice that she tried to keep firm:

‘Maud, why is my mother not here to meet my father?’

Maud avoided her eyes, but her voice gave away nothing:

‘Because she has more important things to do!’

Philippa quietened, but to be on the safe side she had crossed her fingers when, later that evening, she gazed into the flames in the fireplace and hoped that her mother would have finished her duties in time to come and kiss her goodnight. But crossing her fingers had been of no use. Even her nurse had bathed and given her dinner in a hurry, and then disappeared…

‘Maud,’ she called again. But Maud did not answer.

Philippa was tired of lying there. If not even Maud answered, and her mother did not appear, nobody could get cross with her for getting out of bed, could they? Her thick linen nightgown was not warm, but Philippa covered herself with her lined travelling cape and on top of that placed a thick fur rug her nurse had left on her bed. She thought of waking one of the ladies-in-waiting, for she did not know this castle very well, but then she changed her mind. She would find her own way following the sound of voices and the lighted torches. When, leaving the room with its thick carpets, she placed a foot on the freezing slabs of stone, she shrieked and jumped back to the safety of the warm carpet. She returned and looked for her slippers, which she had kicked somewhere under the bed. Once again she wrapped herself in her furs and went out into the corridor – funny, not even a servant in charge of the fireplaces, nor a lady busy finishing her embroidery; this was definitely not a night like any other.

That strange night reminded her of another, a long time ago, when she had not seen her mother for several days, only to be later taken to her room, where a prostrated and pallid Blanche had held her in a hurt and deep silence. Philippa was small, but even then she had been sure that if her mother had not been the Duchess of Lancaster, married to the third son of the King of England, and had not been brought up to hide her tears, she would have wept convulsively. On the day her mother had held her so close, the locket she always wore round her neck rubbing against her hair, Philippa had sensed a deep sadness, which she was unable to share, such was the happiness of being hugged and, to her surprise, of being allowed to creep under the sheets where she remained as quiet and still as she could.

‘If I don’t breathe,’ thought the princess, ‘neither mother nor anyone else will remember I am here. If they don’t see me, they will allow me to stay here for ever and ever…’

Her dreams were interrupted. Philippa would always hate the chambermaid who had noticed her and, with a shriek of horror, had retrieved her from her mother’s warm bed and returned her, kicking in fury, to a slightly jealous nurse:

‘Dratted girl, always clinging to her mother. For sure she’s her mother but it was my breast she suckled,’ muttered Maud resentfully to herself, only to feel immediately ashamed.

When they removed her from the room that was kept in the most complete darkness for the period after the birth, the bright torches blinded Philippa. So blinded she did not immediately recognize the man in the corner, his shoulders bowed in despair. How could that be her father, always so straight, always so strong, with a ready laugh at all times?

She remembered asking herself: ‘What has happened to my mother and my father? Are they going to die? Will my mother die?’

Talk of conception, pregnancy and giving birth, of the period during which a woman had to remain shut up in a room, far from everyone, fighting impurities until the blood ceased to run, were not conversations to be had within earshot of children, who saw little brothers and sisters arrive in the nursery as if the stork had brought them. Maud was touched by the child’s concern:

‘The baby the duchess carried in her tummy died at birth, God rest his soul,’ she said blessing herself.

And the child understood that, tragedy of all tragedies, the baby was a boy, the long awaited heir, John of Plantagenet, heir to the Duchy of Lancaster. He had breathed for a few seconds, and then died in the arms of the midwife who, for all the wisdom acquired throughout many years, had not been able to save him.

In that other nearly forgotten night, Philippa had dreamt of the duels and swords she saw in tournaments, and imagined piercing the heart of a boy, golden haired like her mother, to whom everyone bowed and curtseyed. Forgetting her. She, who had been born before him…
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Overwhelmed by so many memories, Philippa shook her head and tried to push the thoughts out of her mind. Now the important thing was to find her way through these labyrinths; the freezing corridors of Burford Castle. She followed the loud voices of the ladies and gentlemen of the private court, who preferred, without a doubt, noise to silence. She peeped from behind the curtains into the great hall with its long tables, where the noise of knives on pewter plates was deafening, and the raising of tankards between toasts, made it impossible to understand what it was they were celebrating. But the chairs at the head of the table were empty. Their red velvet emphasized the absence of her mother and father. Neither Blanche nor John presided at this dinner and Philippa did not know where to look for them.

Frozen, she hesitated about what to do next when she saw Maud pass hurriedly by, a laundry basket with clean folded linen in her hands, moving at a speed unusual for her. Philippa followed. Dodging behind columns and statues, she managed, though she was not quite sure how, to sidle through the half-open door, into the room the nurse had entered. The fire burnt brightly in the stone hearth and this time her father was not a sad and bowed shadow, but an apparently satisfied man whom without great exuberance celebrated something with his closest friends. And it was one of them who, laughingly, pointed to a tousled Philippa, her face thin and pale, a Plantagenet to the core and exclaimed: ‘Sir John, Princess Philippa has come to greet her new sister!’

John turned towards the pointed finger, and his eyes found his daughter, wrapped in furs, a face showing indecision about whether to stay or flee. One of his loud guffaws, which came from the heart, filled the room, and, stretching his arms, he hugged her and threw her in the air, laughing:

‘Princess, you have a brave heart and the strength of the Plantagenet lions, to dare wander through these dark and cold corridors completely on your own!’

And the princess felt that, after all, she no longer wanted to look just like her mother, but rather be strong and determined like her father, so that he should always be proud of her. She wanted John not to mind, not even a little bit, that little John should have died, because she would be the heiress her father desired, the strength he could depend on.

On that night, Elizabeth was born, and her birth seemed to be reason for a big celebration.

‘Oof,’ she thought with relief, ‘this one has not come to steal my place – she is only another girl, and the second one at that. Father will never look at her.’

When Maud came to return her to bed, after her mother had given her a quick kiss, allowing her to peep at her sister suckling the breast of a wet nurse, Philippa fell asleep in her arms on the way back. And she slept all night long, without nightmares or hearts pierced by swords. Those would come later.
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Burford Castle. The same night.

On that same night, John of Gaunt felt obliged to spend some time the great hall where knights, squires and Blanche’s ladies-in-waiting danced and sang to the sound of the minstrels and court jesters, in celebration of the birth of another princess. They could all imagine the father’s grief and the anxiety of the mother who had not been able to produce a male heir to the titles, castles, land, and family history, everything that made each one of his ancestors immortal. But they were still young. They had time, and the death of a baby and the period of infertility that followed were more than common, especially when the man of the house spent longer hours in the battlefield than in his wife’s bed.

So there was no reason for the ale not to run freely, and tumblers were raised to their health. John loved being surrounded by people, and was susceptible to flattery. He knew himself to be the handsomest of his brothers, his father’s favourite, able to command armies since he had been knighted at the age of ten and entered his first battle before he was fifteen, but, when he thought he was not being watched, his face took on a melancholic look. John drank to the health of Blanche, to Philippa, to the newborn Elizabeth, and he drank with fervour to the future.

And then he escaped, forcefully locking the main door to his quarters. When his valet finally left him alone, with a glass of warm cider, he sat in front of the fireplace and allowed his thoughts to wander. John, Duke of Lancaster, Earl of Richmond and Derby, of Lincoln and Leicester, third living son of King Edward III and Philippa of Hainault. John of Gaunt – because he had been born in an abbey in Ghent, in Flanders –, married to the most beautiful and richest woman in England, father to Philippa and now Elizabeth and of a few bastards, some whose names he had forgotten. What else did he need in order to rid himself of this sick dissatisfaction? A male heir – as his mother, sicker by the day and confined to her bed in Windsor, hinted? His fleshy and sensual mouth curled in a sardonic smile: a son who, like himself, would be rich, but distant from power and the ruling of the nation, subject to the orders and whims of his cousins, the rightful heirs to the crown? There was no doubt that John ardently wished for a son, but he was lucid: no child, male or female, would free him from the ambition to rule, to wield power, to tame the enemies of the crown of England, to determine the strategy which would permit the spreading of the empire as far as an army under his control was able to take it. But John did not intend to scheme against his eldest brother, nor even against his next brother, much less plot against the legitimate aspirations of his nephews. Therefore he had to look for a kingdom further away from home.

And whenever he thought of further away, he remembered Castile, which he had seen for the first time when he was ten and which had attracted him in an inexplicable way, first with its mountains, then with its arid plains, its dark-haired women with almond eyes and of a contagious gaiety.

John knew himself to be a lucky man. Heads turned whenever he passed, and even in the great hall of Windsor Castle, whenever he entered a silence fell amongst the knights and courtiers, and even amongst his brothers. John smiled once more: he was always careful to arrive late. The mantle of silence that fell, drowning the voices, as he slowly made his way to the places reserved for him at the head of the table, tasted like honey. The ladies of the court could not take their eyes off his magnificent bright red and cobalt blue tunic, garnished with the fleur-de-lis of France and the lions of England – symbols his father had placed on a new banner, signalling his pretensions to his neighbour’s throne. His belt and scabbard, of incandescent gold, hung at his waist, held by the ruby red rose of the Lancasters. His mantle fell over his narrow but muscular back, pinned, under his thinly bearded chin, by a medallion with the insignia of his family by marriage.

At the head of the table his father, ageing by the day but strongly holding on to power, watched him approach with enormous pride, and would immediately interrupt any conversation, to welcome him:

‘John, sit closer and tell me what goes on in the world,’ he would say stretching out his hand.

Once or twice, John had the supreme pleasure of forcing Edward, the heir, or Lionel, the second in the line of succession, to vacate their seats and give him their place. Better still, they were not even able to turn their backs on him, gripped by the news he brought from the front of a war that never seemed to end. And although his face did not give away any sign of arrogance or conceit – he knew that the fewer enemies one made the easier one’s life was, especially in the hours of battle or when the time came to raise the funds needed to sustain it –, his heart swelled with the satisfaction of having all the court witness his father asking for his advice.

John had another trump card: even those who did not like his manner, envied him, because he was a first-class soldier, because he was handsome, because he was rich, because he had managed to marry Blanche.

John poked the embers and remembered the day when, at the age of nineteen, he had met the only heiress of the Duke of Lancaster, one of the kingdom’s greatest nobles, who had died of the black plague. The sky was blue and they sent him to look for her in the rose garden, in the Savoy, the London palace of the dukes of Lancaster, the most imposing one in the city with its courtyards facing the Thames. He had first caught a glimpse of her from behind, laughing amongst her friends, and when he called her softy and she turned to gaze at him, he was left speechless. The fair hair in a halo round her face of porcelain, the intensely blue eyes, attracted him irresistibly. The shrewd warrior, the knight who had won every trophy, sure that no woman held any secrets from him, was left speechless, feeling young and stupid, wanting only to run away.

‘John of Gaunt, feeling shy?’ his brother Edward whispered in his ear, while he pushed him forward.

And then he heard her voice for the first time, without a trace of irony or vanity:

‘John of Gaunt, would you like to see the red fish in the lake?’ she asked, an innocent question, giving him time to regain his composure.

Neither Blanche nor John had been brought up to expect that love presided or was even part of a marriage, and therefore neither would have been bitter if between them only a serene and conventional relationship had been established. But John had too intense a temperament to like half measures; in ‘love’ as in everything else, he was ‘all or nothing’. He felt for Blanche, aged sixteen at the time, a profound and nearly childish adoration, a veneration which grew, justified by the sweet way in which she had always been at his side, never confronting his decisions directly, but never abdicating of her own convictions. He venerated her for never having used the immense riches she had brought him to manipulate or humiliate him. They married that same year, with pomp and circumstance, as their respective status demanded, in the cathedral of Redding. Pulling out the chain that hung round his neck, he looked at the date engraved on the medallion: May 13, 1359.

John took another swill of his cider and remembered, with a certain pride, how Blanche had soon become pregnant with Philippa. Pride mixed with shame: he had hidden, as best he could, the birth, that same year, of his daughter by Marie de St. Hilaire, one of his own mother’s ladies-in-waiting, older than he was by a few years. A child who, against his wishes, had been christened… Blanche, his wife’s name. He justified himself saying that the pregnancy had occurred before his wedding and therefore did not stain his love for the duchess.

Even if some intriguing lady told her everything, Blanche, a woman born and bred in the court, surely knew that these things happened… He shrugged. He was becoming sentimental. Everyone knew that as long as the bastards did not threaten the legitimate children’s legacy, there was no reason for protests or scenes. But deep down he felt, and that disturbed him, that for all that Blanche never complained, it had been very difficult for her to find out that Philippa had a half-sister of her own age.

John had no uncertainties about his wife’s devotion, although at times he felt like hitting those wimps who pursued her. Like his vassal Geoffrey Chaucer, who was so useful in diplomatic missions and whom he paid to write verses but who was – one could tell at once – desperately in love with Blanche, a passion that he drowned in soppy poems. In them, to cap it all, there was the implicit criticism that her husband did not deserve her.

Forget it, the night was long, and John did not want to get irritated. He poured another mug of ale, more tepid than hot, and he drank it in one gulp. Yes, Blanche was no fool. Those who knew him, as she did, understood that neither women, nor children, not even a male heir, would ever manage to assuage his restlessness, his insatiable desire for attention and power. He was only twenty four years old, most of them spent in battles against France, beside or even substituting his older brother, the Black Prince, as head of the army. The truth was that he felt again the desire to leave, to put on his armour and helmet, to wield his sword. It was necessary to persuade the Parliament, to increase taxes and collect more money; his father and brother had to be convinced of the necessity of this war; the French had to be forced to swallow their arrogance. Aquitaine had to remain English. Lands had to be re-conquered. And Castile. Above all they had to reach Castile.
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Between Burford and Bolingbroke, May 30, 1364

John was present at his daughter Elizabeth’s baptism, but then quickly found an excuse to leave. He hated being stuck in the same place, and that milieu of nurses and nappies was definitely not one he enjoyed.

The duchess accompanied him to his horse, and Philippa had blushed to the roots of her hair when she saw her mother passionately kiss him on the mouth, wishing him a safe return. She couldn’t guess that Blanche had been impelled by jealousy, nor had she understood why one of the ladies-in-waiting had nudged another and muttered:

‘The poor duchess must think that it is preferable to see her husband distracted with the war rather than with that Marie and her daughter.’

As to the tears that had leapt from her mother’s eyes she had interpreted them as part of the farewell. After all, if her own mummy had left, she would have cried, and a lot, she thought.

Afterwards she had no time for anything. Her mother was overcome with one of her furious bursts of activity, and decided that the sooner they all left the place the better.

‘And all are “lots and lots and lots” aren’t they?’ the princess asked Maud, while they filled the travelling trunk with toys.

‘More than three hundred people in this court of your father’s,’ answered her nurse, restraining herself from commenting on the easy life they led, eating and drinking at their lady’s and lord’s expense, doing absolutely nothing in return.

Philippa knew her mother did not like Burford, where she had been ‘trapped’ by the imminent labour. Blanche had told her time and again that she wanted to leave the place as soon as possible and wanted to arrive quickly at her favourite castle, Bolingbroke, far from the court and its intrigues. Bolingbroke, the castle where Blanche had been born and raised, and spent a happy childhood with her parents and only sister.

‘You know, Philippa, your father and I lived there when we were first married,’ she would say. She would then tell her about the green fields, the leafy trees, the wooden gates which opened on to fields where the pheasants and foxes could be seen in broad daylight, where the singing of the birds mingled with a silence and a peace which could be found in no other place.

She had heard the description dozens of times, and was always surprised that her mother seemed to forget that she had stayed there many times since she was a baby, but she said nothing. It was so good to see Blanche happy, and those trips to the past seemed to leave her lighter. So Philippa shrugged and decided her mother must think her too young to have a memory.
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The last few days had been of total commotion, as always happened before departures. How was it possible to gather so much stuff, why did they have to take beds and mattresses, pots and pans, from one castle to another? Maud told her to stop asking questions, and start telling the maid what she wanted to take with her.

The truth was that when she finally found herself in the coach at her mother’s side, she could hardly believe it. The men had set off on horseback, the ladies, the nurses, the ladies-in-waiting and the servants, in an enormous cavalcade of carts and coaches protected by the Lancaster coat of arms painted on the horses’ trappings and even on the roofs of the coaches. Philippa remembered her father saying nobody would want to meddle with the House of Lancaster, even when, as now, the beggars sat by the roadside and the brigands joined up in groups. The plague had killed so many, that the fields lay fallow with no labourers to work them, walls were cracked, stones unaligned, and sickness and death had produced hunger. The king had had to proclaim a law that prevented survivors from asking for wages higher than they had received before the plague, and punished any landowners who tried to steal their neighbours’ labour force by offering to pay them more. She had heard the priest say so in church. He had also said that whole families had died. Philippa had been frightened when the reverend, up on the altar, had told them they must pray and pray hard, because God was angry and if prayer did not appease Him, the English people would be treated the same way as the people from the ‘Continent’, who were dropping like flies. The sickness, which did not spare rich or poor, had upset the lords’ certainties and fed the anger of those who, having nothing to eat, saw those who taxed them more and more spending the money in futile ways, and feeding wars that meant nothing to them.

Her mother seemed to hold herself aloof from the news of an uprising, which she heard knights and soldiers speak about, and if her mother didn’t worry it meant Philippa need not do so either. Blanche repeated over and over again that all she cared about was protecting her daughters, and quickly ending this interminable and dusty journey, which took them almost from one coast to the other.

Philippa allowed herself to fall asleep, rocked by the swaying coach, her mother softly stroking her hair. Blanche gazed at her and, convinced she was no longer listening, began to speak more openly with the ladies-in-waiting, her best friends, who were sitting on the seat facing her. She rarely loosened her tongue, and even more rarely opened her heart, but on this day she hardly drew breath.

It was in Bolingbroke, far from the city with its sickness and imminent revolt, that she wanted to see her daughters grow up, at least whilst their father was out of the country and until her father-in-law called for her presence in the halls of Windsor, to catch up with the court affairs and see her nephews who were growing so quickly.

Life in court did not bother her; the protocols where so natural to her that she didn’t even consider them as such. She could not even imagine that things could be any different. However, she did not need the court and, with her fine intelligence and intuition, she could easily understand that her husband’s ambition would, sooner or later, lead to false and sordid rumours. She did not want anyone to dare hint that she might want to take her sister-in-law’s place on the throne of England, if John overthrew his brother. But she knew the rumour would spread. And she also knew that on the day she produced a male heir, she would be accused of the most vile plans to guarantee him the crown, even if that meant plotting against the family.

The conversation quickly led to the queen. The ladies told her that her poor mother-in-law was humiliated daily by Alice Parrers. They hinted in a veiled manner, but Blanche understood them: Alice was the king’s mistress, and she no longer even took care to pretend otherwise. Queen Philippa, who had always been so close to her husband and had given him a bevy of children, lay moaning in bed, prisoner to rheumatism, gout and, her daughter-in-law suspected, grief for knowing herself the figure of fun amongst those who ‘kindly’ brought her all the details of the royal romance and in return asked for favours, lands, and money.

Philippa had woken some time before, but she kept her eyes closed so as not to miss any part of the conversation. Suddenly a hole in the road made the coach lurch so violently that the little princess slipped to the floor and she had to give up the farce. When she got back into her seat, bursting with curiosity and indignation about what she had overheard, she could not resist asking:

‘Mother, why doesn’t Grandmother send Alice away?’

Blanche shivered in apprehension and the ladies looked at each other nervously. How stupid of them to have spoken in this way in front of the child. And now, what should she do? How could she explain to this child, whom she wanted to be God fearing, that adultery was a mortal sin, without condemning those who were close to her and to whom she owed blind obedience: her grandfather the King of England, her uncles and even – Blanche sighed so deeply that Philippa’s eyes opened in fright – her own father?

‘It is not up to us to judge others, but only to live our own life according to the precepts of the Holy Mother Church,’ she answered, in the most impartial and sensible fashion she knew, but aware that her daughter, with her devotion to the blessed Virgin Mary and with her sense of justice, would always have difficulty tolerating those who strayed from the ‘path’. She pulled her closer, and continued: ‘Philippa, a woman’s life is not easy. And the same applies to the ladies in court. Do not follow their example; keep your opinions to yourself. It is dangerous to have ideas that differ from those that wield the sword or the hangman’s rope. Even for a princess; even for a princess who is still only a silly and curious child,’ she added, laughing and trying to make Philippa laugh too, as she held her hand tightly.

But Blanche was alert. She needed a quick excuse to end this conversation, which should never have taken place. The furious and piercing cry of Elizabeth in the other coach with her nurse and maids made a welcome interruption.

‘Your sister has lungs twice the size of yours… it is a relief to be able to rest a while from her tantrums, and that that is a tantrum I have not a doubt.’

‘Wasn’t I like that?’ asked Philippa, with her calm voice, always so adult and responsible for her age.

‘You, never! I was so young when you were born. I was afraid of the labour, of bleeding, that the Lord would take me. And the midwife, telling me night and day that you were a big baby, that you would take long to be born and then the surprise of that 30th of April. In a few hours and practically with no pain, you were born. You cried, but as soon as you were put at Maud’s breast you quietened. When, after swaddling you, they lay you by my side, and I looked at my first daughter, I saw your calm face and your wide-open eyes turned towards me. I know you saw me from that first minute…’

‘I did, mother. I promise I did. And I will see you every day of my life,’ answered Philippa. With a brave gesture she climbed on to her mother’s lap, who hugged her, and picking up her hands, played with her fingers:

‘This little piggy went to market, this little piggy stayed at home, this little piggy ate roast beef, this little piggy had none, and this little piggy cried wee, wee, wee all the way home’, and running her fingers up her arm made Philippa dissolve into giggles, choking on the open laughter so rarely heard. Philippa would never forget that day.
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Bolingbroke Castle, July 20, 1365

They had been in Bolingbroke for nearly a year, and they had not even gone to spend Christmas with their grandparents and cousins in Windsor, because Elizabeth, still a baby, had fallen sick, and after that her mother had not dared take them anywhere. Especially that winter, so unusually cold. The ladies complained about the monotony of the days, but her mother seemed content, and if Philippa had been asked, she would have said, quite honestly, that it was the happiest time of her life.

Their isolation did not worry her in the slightest, particularly since her parents had found Friar John Tuttor to teach her. The friar, recommended by the duke’s confessor Friar William Appleton, was tall and well built, with a golden beard and red hair and he had arrived laden down with maps and books that filled his trunks.

The servants received orders to clean the rooms in one of the four towers, a room for the tutor and another as a schoolroom. John had argued that Philippa, at the age of five, was still too young to have lessons every day, but Blanche, who prided herself on being one of the only women in court who knew how to read and write fluently in Latin and French, insisted her daughter’s education was to be taken seriously. John shrugged, bowed to his wife’s argument that new times were dawning, and Friar John was given carte blanche to start his lessons.

The friar was more than happy with his pupil, whom he called his ‘little grain of white sand’, and in her he found a most diligent student. She would sit, straight as arrow, at her desk, and with pen, inkwell and blotter at hand would carry out all the tasks she was given. And she would ask for more…

Little by little Friar John forgot the princess’ age and would talk to her as if she were his age and was able to comprehend the complicated concepts of philosophy, theology, and of course science.

With her delicate fingers Philippa would search the maps for the places her tutor mentioned, and she would follow the paths between kingdoms, cross oceans and seas, closing her hand when the parchment ended:

‘Does the world end here?’ she would ask.

And Friar John, his eyes clouded with emotion would always say:

‘Only God knows!’

And Philippa would remain silent, only to add again quickly:

‘And now show me where my father is. Show me Aquitaine, Flanders, Castile.’

They would return to planet Earth; England, France, the interminable war.

Although he treaded softly round the castle, rarely going into the great hall, isolated in his tower, the court gossipers quickly discovered that on nights when there was a new moon the friar would climb up to the castle battlements and study the stars. He would take notes in a small notebook and would then transcribe them onto his map of the skies, which he would stretch out on the schoolroom floor.

His love for ‘those things which move up there’, as the ladies would say, the manner in which he taught Philippa to guide herself by the sky, infected the child with the same passion. Blanche felt slightly uneasy when the princess asked to stay up late in order to climb up onto the roof. A fervent Catholic, obedient to the Pope and Rome, she looked on these heresies, these celestial maps, which some people asserted held the secret of each person’s future, with suspicion. But a person’s future could never be foretold, she told her daughter insistently, because only one’s character leads a soul to its destiny. But Friar John, always so zealous and careful during his masses and sermons in Latin, did not seem to embody the heretics who wandered around the country proclaiming that the holy texts should be translated into English and that people did not need the Church, or the bishops, or priests to reach God.

In any case the lectures she gave her daughter would have been better employed on her ladies. Because what Blanche did not see, or did not want to see, was that the ladies of the court hovered round the poor friar longing to know if the knight close to their heart would return from war, and if he did would it be into their arms or into those of another.

Truth be told, they managed, now and then, to convince Philippa’s tutor to grant them their wishes, although he always warned them it was just for fun, and he would read the ladies’ future in the stars. For Friar John, astrology and astronomy were much more than what those giddy fools wanted to make of it, but when he was in a good mood he would enjoy bamboozling them with some poetic rubbish which left them dreamy eyed and happy. At these times he felt that the pleasure he gave them made up for what he felt to be the betrayal of science.

Maud was not immune to the friar’s charm, and she would constantly find excuses to go to the schoolroom on these special days, and once she even dared ask him, her legs trembling:

‘Father, can you see if I will marry some day?’

Friar John would give her his sweetest smile:

‘I do not even need to look at the stars, my dear Maud. Only if all men are fools will it not happen.’

And Maud, blushing to the roots of her hair, would run out of the door.

As Friar John predicted, one day it would be Philippa asking the same question. When at last she did ask, his face became serious: ‘Your destiny, Lady Philippa, will have to be of your own making!’ And he quickly hid away the little book in which the princess suspected everything was already written.
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On the way to London, September 1365

Maud blurted out:

‘Princess, we’ll go to London the day after tomorrow.’

Again? Philippa had got a relatively thick skin when it came to changes, although at times she felt they were nothing more than a travelling circus.

She could not complain that it took her a lot of work, or even that the different places were not familiar, because they always seemed to take everything with them, from the rugs to lay on the floor to the tapestries which hung on the walls, and there were always plenty of servants to pack up all the gowns and clothes.

She always felt anxious, afraid of forgetting a parchment or map, but as long as her mother, Maud, Elizabeth and Friar John – in that order – went along too, she did not mind moving to another castle, village or city.

She had realized at some moment, she was not sure when, that her mother was pregnant once more, a pregnancy surrounded by all precautions. Then the time for the birth had come, the groans, the biting of nails, but not even the name of her paternal grandfather, the powerful King of England, had managed to save her little brother Edward from dying a few hours after he was born.

She knew her mother asked God why He took all her boys, only to then ask for forgiveness for questioning His will. She would then beg the Virgin to accept her prayers and give her the heir she so desired. The heir that all the teas the midwife had given her to drink and all the secrets the Bolingbroke healer had shared with her had not managed to save.

Blanche had heard talk about a statue of Our Lady pregnant with the Baby Jesus that was placed above the high altar of the chapel of the convent of St. Albans, which, as luck would have it, was the abbey sponsored by John. They swore to her that it protected infertile women and those who had problems during their pregnancy and while giving birth. She decided then that all women are alike in their misfortune and if others sought help from the Virgin, then who was she not to beg as well, on her knees, at the Virgin’s feet, for her to intercede before her son Jesus, that her little boys should not to die as soon as the air entered their lungs for the first time?

She needed a son; she was afraid of losing John if she was unable to give him one; she was afraid that her husband might look for an heir from another woman, and that he would then legitimize him, claiming that he needed a man to wear his armour, lead his armies and protect his vassals. She was determined to find the courage to depart.

Philippa heard her mother’s plans and begged permission to accompany her, but Blanche was firm: it was her pilgrimage; she had to go on her own.

Blanche left her daughters, their nursemaids, the servants and the soldiers in the Savoy, in London.

She then left, dressed in a simple gown of serge, without any adornment except the gold medallion that she could never part with. She hid it under her mantle and, escorted only by two maidservants and two soldiers, embarked in a small boat that would take her south.

Her daughters leaned out of the window to wave a last goodbye, but Maud and Heather did not allow them to sink into despondency. Philippa and Elizabeth were fully busy in happily rediscovering their playroom again, in the children’s quarters, with a view on to the Thames. The dolls were in their boxes, the rocking horse that father had given them in a long ago Christmas was in the corner of the room, where they had left it. Their bedchambers also seemed untouched – time seemed to have stood still. When Philippa went to bed that night, she took a deep breath: the delicious smell of lavender of the linen sheets embroidered with the Lancaster arms.

The next day she knew that her grandparents were expecting her in Windsor, and her cousins too. In London, life was so agitated that there was not much time to think. Tournaments, games in the garden, horse rides, and, bah, what a pain, the obligation to dress and undress different attires for long and boring lunches and dinners. But her mother had promised not to be away for long.
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Whether it was Friar John’s stars, for Philippa had asked for his help, Blanche’s heart-felt entreaties, the herbs which the chambermaid gathered to make her evening tea, or perhaps the way the devoted maid stretched out the sheets on the double bed, after blessing them with incense, filled the bath with rose water and massaged her lady’s body with the milk of nettles from Bolingbroke on the night John came home, the truth was that a few months later Blanche showed visible signs of a new pregnancy.

John would tease her, concealing some nervousness:

‘It’s a miracle I managed to get you pregnant with all those statues and lighted candles on the altar making me feel haunted by priests and the Virgin… but if our baby is born and lives, I’ll increase those nuns’ allowance, God bless them.’

Blanche knew that John was acquainted with many courtesans who were surely more knowledgeable than she was and she suspected she knew little of the magic and tricks she had heard the ladies mutter about, but she also felt that when John made love to her, kissed her lips with ardour and his kisses travelled down her body filling her with desire, he wanted her. As she desired him, feeling that they had been made for each other. He gave her so much pleasure that she feared she might have to confess it to the chaplain the next morning… but it could not be a sin. It couldn’t. Such an intense love for the only man she had loved, the father of her children, the one who filled her dreams… and nightmares.

That night had been different from the others, of that she had no doubt. Perhaps because John had been away for so long and had felt on his return to the comfort of his home, his linen sheets, the arms of his Blanche, the immense tenderness which she awoke in him. Or perhaps because Our Lady watched over them or Friar John’s moon decided to shine through their window with unusual strength…

The chambermaid slept in the room next door, in case her lady needed anything, and it was she who swore on the next day to whoever cared to hear her that the moon had gone out for a moment only to return slowly as if it had died and been reborn. Friar John explained to the little princess, in the next day’s lesson, that it had been an eclipse. Philippa remembered that day and kept it in her heart: this was the day Henry started to exist.

Nine months later, the baby was born in Bolingbroke. The castle scribe took note in the palace daily log: ‘Henry of Bolingbroke was born on the 30th of May of 1366, after a long and painful labour, watched over and protected by the Virgin, placed on the altar and illuminated by twenty candles of beeswax.’ This time Philippa was not lost tossing about in her bed alone; this time Maud allowed her to remain in the chapel, bended knees on her prie-dieu, praying that her brother should survive. The brother conceived on the night of the eclipse, and for whom the stars promised so much.

John of Gaunt was far away, once again waging his wars, which Philippa and Friar John drew on the maps on the walls of the schoolroom, but when the doctor assured them that baby Henry would live, the messenger left at a gallop.

The bells rang out in all the churches of the county and far beyond – Lancaster had an heir, John of Gaunt had a male son, and Edward III a grandson. Henry was swaddled, fed and placed in a cot and only then was Philippa allowed to see him. When she gazed at him, she felt an enormous relief: she was no longer the central character of this story, her parents’ happiness no longer depended on her. Henry was the one who had to fulfil their dreams, preserve the honour and title of the family, protect her and her sister, honour the name of the Lancasters. And she felt enormously grateful for the birth of that baby, naming him her eternalally. That night, Friar John saw many things as he stood, his eyes lost, gazing at the stars from the highest point of the castle, in one of the towers of Bolingbroke. Things he never told. Not even to John of Gaunt when, weeks later, he crossed the drawbridge of the castle to the sound of trumpets which announced his return, to see the son he so desired for the first time.


6

Savoy Palace, London, May 20, 1368

Blanche, sitting at her desk next to the window, facing the river, wrote in her little diary:


I want to speak to Elizabeth today, on her fourth birthday. Screaming will be her weapon, the one that counterbalances her enormous charm, her big green eyes, long eyelashes and her abundant nut-brown hair. My second daughter was quick to understand that while her saintly eldest sister tries her hardest not to worry her mother or father, and between pious prayers offers up her sufferings to God, we had better not stand around waiting for her to be as pliant. Elizabeth knows what she wants – and what she wants is attention. And to have all her desires and whims granted, the very moment she manifests them.

In the unjust vicious circle that is so often created amongst siblings, I fear that Philippa is too invisible to be remembered, and that Elizabeth will outshine her with her exuberance. Even now she has produced factions: those who detest her, hiding with difficulty the displeasure aroused by the spoilt child, and those who adore her, hypnotized by her charm. Although I endeavour to have everyone treat them both in the same way, there is always one of my ladies embroidering a gown for Elizabeth, there is always an aunt who remembers to bring her a present, a kitchen boy who, going against the orders of the chef, manages to smuggle her favourite marzipan, or a maid who will bring her dinner when she is sitting, facing the corner, punished for her rudeness. The sensuality and cheekiness of the younger sister provoke complicated feelings in Philippa, I can well understand this. She would like to be the protective older sister, who would set her on the right path. I hear her frequently saying:

‘Keep still, Beth, and say the prayer to the end’ – and the saucy little minx always replies something like:

‘You pray for me.’ And she runs out to play.

I must pay more attention to my eldest daughter who, at eight years of age, reveres me, so that she won’t let her heart become bitter, and won’t turn against her younger sister. I so want them to be close as my sister and I were.



Blanche laid down her pen, because Philippa’s voice, raised in anger, could be heard through the thin partition that divided her little sitting room from the nursery. Very à propos, she thought. Philippa was exclaiming:

‘You cannot jump into Father’s lap like that, he is the son of the king, he is a duke and he commands many armies.’

Even through the wall one could tell that Elizabeth was laughing in her face, and she answered:

‘Father likes it. He likes my curly hair, and my green eyes and he despises you because you are plain and no fun; and as to fair-haired and beautiful he has our Mother!

Blanche jumped up and crossed from one room to the other as quickly as possible. But when she arrived Philippa was biting her lip until it bled and hiding behind a screen sobbing. Crying in rage, an enormous rage against that brat who thought she was everything. But also weeping because she was hurt, and terribly sad, because she knew that Elizabeth did nothing more than put a finger in the wound. Philippa was not her father’s princess, and if she had a place in her mother’s heart, she was unsure if it was due more to the latter’s kindness rather than her own virtues.

Blanche advanced towards the screen, pushed it aside and taking her daughter in her arms, hugged her tightly.
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It was not difficult to understand what had caused the scene.

John had returned that morning. Blanche had been the first to hear the sound of the trumpets, to run to the window to see the greatly awaited cloud of dust that always accompanied the return of the duke and his men. She had entered her daughter’s study room, and said:

‘Philippa, my dear, Father’s arrived, let’s go and meet him.’

But when they had reached the palace entrance, Elizabeth was already being bounced in her father’s arms, because the child had a sixth sense that always allowed her to arrive quicker, be it where it was.

Noticing that Philippa had shrunk back immediately, she had gently pushed her forward bringing her close to her husband, who, putting down a still giggling Elizabeth, turned to his eldest daughter who was leaning over to respectfully kiss his signet ring, and he picked her up gently and placed her on his lap. Stretching a finger to raise his daughter’s chin he said:

‘You are looking so white, Phil! You spend too much time studying and praying.’

Then he put her down, pulled his wife towards him and kissed her hurriedly, and turning his back on both of them he strode up the stairs surrounded by his men, anxious to quench his thirst after the long and dusty ride.

Despairingly, Blanche glanced out of the corner of her eye at her eldest daughter: Philippa had her eyes wide open, the shape of the ring taking up the whole of her retina. And she repeated in a low voice: ‘I am Philippa of Plantagenet, daughter of the Duchess of Lancaster, John of Gaunt’s firstborn, granddaughter of the King of England.’

Blanche believed that the scene had ended there. But now when she saw her hiding behind the screen she understood that the wound continued wide open.
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Bolingbroke Castle, September 2, 1369

Philippa edged her way discreetly through the crowd (why did none of them murmur: ‘There goes Blanche when she was small’, ‘There goes a little Blanche’ as she so wanted to hear…?), until she got close to her mother. Blanche was speaking to two women – one of them Philippa knew was the Duchess of Cleveland, her aunt, married to one of her father’s brothers, but she had never seen the other. Nonetheless she was dazzlingly beautiful and, in complete contrast to the fair hair and pearly white skin of her mother, this young woman had shining dark hair, eyes of a deep grey framed by long eyelashes, which made them even larger and more irresistible. Her dress of a heavy green silk was not of the latest mode, with a deep décolletage, no longer in fashion, and, oddly, Philippa had the feeling she had seen it before – but how was that possible?

‘Philippa, this is Lady Katherine Swynford,’ said her mother. The little princess made a slight curtsey and kissed Katherine’s hand and, to her surprise, was pulled close and lifted off the ground.

‘I know you are nine years old, and too big to be coddled, but I remember you when you were a little girl, you can’t have been more than five, playing with a real rabbit, on a rug near the fireplace, in your mother’s rooms in Windsor,’ said the girl, kissing her cheek and putting her down again.

Philippa never knew how to react to effusive behaviour, or to physical touch; kisses and hugs were definitely not part of her favourite repertoire – except when her mother stroked her hair before she went to sleep, or Maud’s body warmed her, in her big freezing bed. She looked to Blanche for some sign, but her mother gave her one of her confident and tender smiles, and Philippa calmed down: Lady Katherine was a friend, so there was no need to fear her.

The scene was interrupted by the screeching of Elizabeth, who in contrast to her sister did not believe in hiding her emotions – flushed, her hem torn, and her bonnet askew, she came running to Blanche:

‘Mother, Mother, the circus troupe is down there, and I saw, I saw –’ she could scarcely breathe, such was the excitement, ‘a man who breathed out fire. And there are some people who throw up some sticks and catch them again, without letting them fall…’

Blanche remembered the emotion she too had felt, in that same courtyard, when she had watched the same scene and she thought that although so much had changed in the world, and although men had lost their lives conquering and defending distant lands, the truth was that here, in this corner that was her very own, time seemed to have stopped.

She breathed out a sigh:

‘Lady Katherine, you are so much younger than I, and have the energy and enthusiasm of these children – would you take them down to the tent, because I am going to remain sitted here?’ asked Blanche, still recovering from another long pregnancy that had ended, once again, in a dead baby. Isabela had been baptized before sighing and dying in her mother’s arms.

Katherine was longing for an excuse to get out of the boring protocol and regarded the task she had been given with eagerness. She was sorry her own little Blanchet had not come along on this courtesy visit to Bolingbroke, but at the age of three and with the black plague once again harvesting lives on all sides, it was not safe to take the child out of her house. She put aside the thoughts of her children, of the husband she did not love and with whom she had been forced to marry as soon as she had left the convent, and decided that the present was the present, and she would have plenty of time to cry over all the many disillusions accumulated, the dreams that, in the dormitory of the abbey where she had grown up, she had imagined one day she would see fulfilled.

‘Come on, girls,’ she said stretching out her hands to Philippa and Elizabeth. Philippa remembered the rabbit that her father had brought one day from a hunt and that she had played with in Windsor – Lady Katherine did not lie, she was someone ‘close’, and Philippa didn’t know why but she trusted those grey eyes that seemed to know her so well. With a confidence unusual in her, she stretched her hand and allowed herself to be taken to the courtyard.

That night it was Katherine who, after the show, took them up to the nursery and helped a suspicious Maud and Heather bath them, soaked Philippa’s fair hair in goat’s milk (because it would not wave like her mother’s, she complained), and agreed to brush it in front of the fireplace, notwithstanding the jealous grumbling of her nurse.

‘Lady Katherine, you have a son Henry’s age, but you don’t have a daughter as clever as me, do you?’ asked Elizabeth jumping onto her lap.

Katherine burst out laughing, her head thrown back with none of the affectations of the ladies of the court the children were used to seeing.

‘I have two children, princess. A girl Blanchet, who is named after your mother, and is your parents’ godchild… and she is very clever,’ began Katherine.

‘My parents?’ asked Philippa, surprised, noting, out of the corner of her eye that Maud and Heather exchanged a strange look, which made her uncomfortable.

‘Yes, your mother’s and father’s, because the duchess has always been really good to me. I wish my daughter Blanchet would be like her one day.

Philippa felt herself freeze inside, in a mixture of anger and fear. But Katherine was a woman of unusual sensibility and she understood immediately that she had touched a sore point in this pious and well-behaved little girl, so like her mother, but yet such a pale copy of her beauty.

‘Like your mother and like yourself, princess, because you are both so alike, and my little Blanchet is still so small that she can hold both of you up as an example to follow…’

Philippa believed Katherine, and Philippa was not very susceptible to flattery. She felt her body soften, and did what her heart moved her to do: she leant against her a bit more, with the pretext of getting nearer the brush. And she asked:

‘And your mother, Lady Katherine?’

Katherine gave a pained smile and took up her story where she had left off:

‘When I was very small, four years old like Elizabeth, I lived in France, in a place called Piccardy, and one day my whole family caught the plague. – Maud, Heather and Philippa crossed themselves – … and only my sister Philippa (she has your name, princess) and I escaped, and she is now one of the ladies-in-waiting to your grandmother Philippa (so many Philippas, my Lord!) Your grandmother, the queen, heard about our situation, and as my father was one of her favourite knights, and Piccardy was one of her lands before she was married, she sent a messenger to fetch us and bring us to the palace. My sister, who is older, was healthy and so she went into service with the queen immediately, but I had already been infected. Your grandmother placed me under the care of a great healer, who managed to perform a miracle (and this time it was Katherine who crossed herself) and save me.’

Maud and Heather, who pretended to clean the floor and fold the towels in order to remain close by, could not resist interrupting:

‘Lady Katherine, those who survive the plague, never die of the plague,’ they murmured in a voice full of admiration, for in their eyes Katherine had a gift to which all human beings aspired…

Katherine shrugged laughing – there were many days, especially before Blanchet and Tom were born, when she had asked why she had not died like her dearest mother and father. She then turned back to the two princesses, who were longing to hear the end of the story.

Elizabeth wanted to know what the boy was called.

‘Thomas. And his father, whose name is Hugh, is one of his lordship’s, your father’s, knights, one of Lancaster’s knights, and he fights to recover the lands that were stolen from us,’ said Katherine.

Philippa, normally so circumspect, jumped up and with cheeks flushed in excitement, exclaimed:

‘Was he with him in Najera, on the third of April of 1367?’

‘Lady Philippa, sit down, you will catch a cold,’ said Katherine, wrapping her in the towel and pulling her close to the fireplace.

‘Yes, Hugh was with your father in Najera, on the day they vanquished the usurper Henrique of Trastâmara, and they handed the throne back to the legitimate king, King Pedro of Castile. And he is there now with your father, fighting Henrique, who cowardly stabbed and killed Pedro at a feast, and took the crown,’ she added, with an enthusiasm equal to the princess’s.

Philippa’s eyes shone and all her knowledge was on the tip of her tongue, and Katherine thought that this combative side of hers, full of convictions, was far more attractive and surprising than the pious and rigid facet, which in general she showed everyone. Perhaps if her intelligent and educated side were stimulated, she might, one day, have the self-assurance to become a determined woman, capable of moulding life to her will.

The truth was that now Philippa would no longer keep quiet:

‘Thrones cannot be taken from kings; God placed them there,’ said Philippa. And she added: ‘King Pedro asked my father for help, and my father gathered men from all over England and asked the Parliament for money, and he won all the battles, until the day he conquered Castile. When he learnt this, King Pedro kissed my father’s hand, my father’s ring, and he thanked him. But then Pedro of Castile died and the traitor Henrique usurped the throne once more, and so my father is there again in order to fight him with no mercy…’

Elizabeth yawned – at the age of five all this conversation seemed terribly boring – but Katherine was fascinated: Philippa had not only inherited the physical traces of the Plantagenets, but also their warrior and ambitious spirit, their ability to give their life for a cause…

Her heart knotted up: why did thinking about John of Gaunt cause such an emotion, a desperate longing to close her eyes and imagine him beside her? It had always been that way since the time in Windsor, when he had saved her from being raped by the idiot with whom they had later forced her to marry. She, who had known nothing about sex, or men, and had been caught like an innocent prey at the age of sixteen during her first appearance in court. Why did the simple fact of picturing John make her feel so confused? Her heart racing, an uncomfortable feeling of betrayal in relation to Lady Blanche, whom she so admired and whom had always come to her rescue. What on earth were these feelings, what could they mean?

But Philippa, like her father, did not believe in half measures, and bringing her back to the tower in Bolingbroke, said in a tone that had acquired once again her usual formality:

‘I’m sorry, Lady Katherine, I rudely interrupted you. You still haven’t told us where you went after the healer cured you and not even why you are grateful to my mother.’

Katherine felt a certain relief in taking up the thread of the story of her life, which after all had been nothing special. And she explained to Philippa that the queen had sent her to a convent, where they had taught her to read and write.

‘Imagine, Lady Philippa, Mother Superior even allowed the prior to teach me to calculate using the abacus,’ she commented laughing.

Finally her sister had managed to obtain Queen Philippa’s permission to send for her, to return to court, freeing her from a life for which she had no calling. But the life of a girl without a dowry, or fortune, even if her father had been a knight, was not easy.

Katherine told Philippa how she had felt awkward amongst so much luxury and etiquette, how she had got lost in the corridors of Windsor every time she had to find her way to the great hall, or the armoury, or the queen’s quarters, or even the way back to her room… and they both giggled companionably, although Philippa only laughed sympathetically, because she had been born running along the corridors of these different castles, and therefore, quite honestly, she felt she had been born with a compass in her head.

‘And it was in the midst of these confusing early days, and understanding that even with the help of my sister, I was making a sad spectacle of myself, that your mother decided to come to my aid. She gave me some of her dresses… – aha, thought Philippa, I knew I recognized that green dress – and above all she talked to me and consoled me when his lordship, your father, and my sister decided to marry me to Hugh. When I had my children, your mother always sent me presents and food, and your parents insisted on being the godparents of my daughter,’ concluded Katherine in the low voice of someone who does not want to confess to the two princesses, in the sumptuous tower of this castle, that Kettleworth, where she lived, could be compared with disadvantage to their servants’ quarters…

Philippa was nine years old, but nine attentive years, in a court where love and marriage were anything but synonymous (‘Except for my parents,’ said Philippa, with conviction, to herself). In other words, she also understood that if Blanche sent food to Katherine and if Katherine came to Bolingbroke without her children and husband, to thank the Duchess of Lancaster, perhaps it would be wisest to end the conversation here. So that, without meaning it, she would not end up hurting her feelings.

Elizabeth had already been taken to bed by her nurse, and Philippa rose an thanked Katherine for an enjoyable day, as if she were a small actress at the end of a recital. Katherine joined the game and with a curtsy wished her a goodnight and promised to remember her in her prayers that night.

Maud and Heather felt divided while they witnessed all this. Could what this lady was saying be true?
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Bolingbroke Castle, September 12, 1369

The next morning Philippa was woken by strident shouts that seemed to come from the outer courtyard. ‘The plague, the plague!’ could be heard all over the place.

She jumped out of bed, pushing a sleepy Elizabeth out of the way, and ran to call Maud.

‘Maud, the plague, the plague! Who has the plague?’

For years Maud had lived for her little girl, the daughter she never had. She tried to protect her from rumours and gossip, from sordid conversations of ladies-in-waiting and others, the stories that entertained the servants in the evening and that invariably circled round the infidelities of their master, but how could she protect her from the plague?

When she ran up from the kitchens she had found the landings full of people. Friar John and the chaplain whispered in a corner, and the look on their faces made clear that the plague had arrived; it had got past the gates of a fortification like Bolingbroke. It had crossed fields and counties and, notwithstanding all precautions, it was said to travel six miles per day, decimating whole villages. It was so contagious that two people needed only to be under the same roof to be contaminated and then they would go on to spread it further. The priests went out into the streets, but no incense or prayers could stop its progress.

The doctors could do little or nothing except try to alleviate the fevers with cold compresses on foreheads burning with fever, and apply ointments on the black boils – the Black Death – that appeared all over the body and oozed a black liquid. The patient found it increasingly difficult to breathe, spat out blood and died, more or less quickly but always within days. The moment they expired their bodies turned black from head to foot.

Orders were clear: once dead, the bodies had to be immediately burnt or buried because the fleas and the rats and even the air became infected, and contaminated.

A village or a castle with the plague had to close down, preventing anyone from entering or leaving. If someone tried to escape, thinking they would find refuge in some other place, they quickly discovered that if the disease did not catch them, hunger and cold would, because no one would give them shelter.

The shouting in Bolingbroke filled the corridors and towers, courtyards and kitchens, great halls and bedrooms. Philippa went to the window, and instead of the tent and the jugglers of yesterday she saw three bodies piled on a pyre of logs. She put a hand to her mouth and held back a shriek of horror. Maud found her like that, glassy-eyed, her slight body trembling like a leaf.

She took her back to bed and covered her nose and mouth with a damp cloth and ordered:

‘Cover your nose and mouth with this, do you hear me, miss?’ Her voice had never sounded so firm to the ears of the princess.

Soon the smell of burning bodies and clothes spiralled up and entered every crack and gap of the slates covering the roof of the castle.

The bedroom door opened suddenly. Philippa had never seen her mother like this: her hair was loose, uncombed, a mantle covering her embroidered nightdress. She entered the nursery, where she herself had been raised, wearing an expression of pure terror.

If only John were here, she murmured. Always so far away, always so busy with his ambition, with kingdoms that did not belong to him. Under the sun of distant lands that Blanche did not know or want to know. So ready to leave his women, his own women, handed over to mere vassals, however loyal. Believing that the rose of Lancaster was enough to protect them from all evils. But John had forgotten the plague!

‘Lady, what should we do with the children?’ asked the three terrified nurses. Henry’s nurse had the three-year-old baby in her arms, plump and with a reddish fuzz and light coloured eyes, completely oblivious to the risk they were all running.

Elizabeth’s nurse held her strongly around the waist while she squirmed like a wild animal, giving that surreal environment a touch of reality, which helped Blanche calm down.

‘Elizabeth, what’s going on?’

‘This fool won’t let me go, I want to see if my pony is alright. If everyone is ill he may be too, and I don’t want to stay here quietly not knowing what’s happening!’ yelled Elizabeth, red with fury, her eyes even greener than usual.

Blanche threw her a cold and implacable look, not even the corners of her lips stretching in a hidden smile, as usually happened when she pretended to get cross with her capricious daughter. Elizabeth, faced with a look she had never seen before, stopped waving her arms and legs immediately and froze.

All through the castle incense was being burned to purify the air, and the chaplain ran down the corridors with his bell, a procession of servants and nobles following him in fervent prayer.

‘Mother, did our sins bring the plague upon us?’ asked Philippa, who had been silent up to then, sitting on the little stone bench near the window, her eyes lost, gazing on the burning bodies on the pyre, on top of which, now and then, a new body was thrown.

Blanche believed in God. She was a devout woman, brought up in the Catholic faith, with no room for doubts or hesitations, but she was frightened by the profound sadness that seemed to be a strong trace Philippa’s personality, always so ready to take the blame for everything.

She stretched out her arms to her daughter and sat her on her lap.

‘You are getting so big, Phil, you no longer fit on my lap.’ Then in a calm voice, which she didn’t know where it came from, she said: ‘No, Philippa, the plague is a disease, transmitted by rats and fleas. It kills sinners and innocents. Daughter, never judge anyone by the way they die…’

Katherine’s hurried entrance interrupted the conversation. The nurses, with the complicity of years spent around the children, exchanged looks: They could vouch for their own souls, but for Katherine’s? Was it not too great a coincidence that the plague should arrive with her, she who was the only one immune to it?

Katherine was determined to help:

‘My Lady, I cannot leave and go to my own children, may the Good Lord in His goodness protect them from all this. But please allow me to remain here and help protect you and yours.’

Blanche was touched:

‘Lady Katherine, thank you, but it makes no sense. We will all take care of each other, come what may, and this plague will not touch us. The chaplain is already saying mass in the chapel, and the sick are being taken outside the walls, and the dead are being burnt.’

But Katherine repeated:

‘I had the plague when I was small and I survived, thank God. The healer your mother-in-law found saved me and they say that those who survive the plague can no longer catch it. So I can do more here than anyone else. I want to help you protect your children.’

At that moment Friar John came through the door, and Blanche ran to block the way:

‘No one else is to enter the children’s quarters, father. We have to divide the castle into areas and stop them from communicating with each other, it is the only way we can limit the plague to one area and prevent it from spreading to the others,’ said Blanche in one breath.

Hubert Plaintly, the seneschal of the castle, arrived shortly after the friar, in time to hear the words of the duchess:

‘It was the people from the circus, my Lady. Several of them have died and the first one of ours to catch it was Peter the stable boy…’

Elizabeth, who was listening to everything, a few steps behind, burst in hysterically: ‘If Peter died, who is taking care of my pony?’ she sobbed. Philippa, white as a sheet, gave her a withering look. Blanche turned towards the two men and Katherine, and showed them the door: this was not a conversation to be had in front of children.

Pushing them on to the landing of the tower, she closed the thick oak door of her children’s bedroom. It was the last time Philippa saw her alive.

[image: illustration]

The castle was divided into wings, as Blanche had determined and the seneschal agreed. The guests who had not run away sought refuge in the great halls, and drank in the hope of forgetting their fear to the sound of music, while the musicians continued playing, like a macabre nightmare. Food appeared on the table brought by two servants, the only ones with access to the rooms, and who in turn answered only to a cook who had been deployed to cook only for the lords. It was also he who served the two maids who climbed up and down the circular stairs that led up to the children’s rooms, from whence no other person entered or left. The building that harboured the servants was, sighed Blanche, fortunately autonomous from the main building, and the seneschal had also ordered its closure, after asking for volunteers to keep the fires burning and guaranteeing the transport of the sick and the digging of graves. The chaplain, exhausted and looking ill, ran from one bed to the other administering the last rites, so that God should receive the dying, sole consolation for the sick and their families.

The drawbridge was raised, but from her tower Philippa could see small groups of farmers who had got together on the other side of the moat, in the hope of hearing news of loved ones who worked in the castle. One of the captains of the guard would go, twice a day, to the closest window, from where he would shout the good and bad news. From the top of the tower the Lancaster flag hung at half-mast, and not a breeze fluttered it.

There was no memory of a hotter September, and Katherine, who spent her days in the children’s quarters, kept them busy making fans with pieces of parchments, to help pass the time… but time did not pass.

Philippa wanted nothing more than news of her mother.

‘Why did my mother not come today?’

The poor maids assigned to the children no longer knew what to say, and Maud and Heather, confined to these quarters, also lacked an answer. When Katherine returned from lunch, which she now ate in the kitchen, Philippa threw herself upon her:

‘Why did my mother not come today?’

Katherine lowered her eyes and did not have the courage to tell her that on the previous day, when they had helped the lady of the house to bed, they had found two or three boils on her skin! Blanche had been subsequently confined to her room.

But Philippa read her thoughts and understood that Katherine could not concentrate on their games, nor on the reading of their books, nor even get enthused imagining where John of Gaunt was now fighting his latest battle against Henrique of Trastâmara, determined not to give him rest.

‘Lady Katherine, does Father know that the plague reached the castle?’ she asked.

For a moment Katherine thought she could not contain the sobs rising in her throat:

‘Princess, I believe that a messenger left a few days ago to warn him. But the roads are long, the boats that cross the Channel are fewer, due to the fear of bringing back the Black Death, and it will take time… for the news to reach the duke and for him to return.’

Katherine longed for John’s presence more than ever – like Blanche, she placed all her confidence in him, and although she did not know how to give her feelings a name, every night she dreamt that one day, when she awoke, she would once again see, at her door, the shadow of the knight who had irredeemably conquered her heart.

Full of remorse – ‘what is the point of thinking of John, when it was Blanche, and only Blanche, he wanted to save?’ –, she raised her eyes to Philippa and said:

‘I have to go and see your mother, princess; she stayed in bed today…’

Philippa looked at her mockingly: Whom did she think she was fooling? As if she, Philippa of Plantagenet, Blanche’s firstborn, did not know, even when closed up in a bedroom, everything that was happening to her mother. Making an enormous effort not to cry, she said to Katherine in a tone of command:

‘Go to her Lady Katherine.’

And Katherine did so.

Fortunately she was already walking down the stairs when Blanche’s favourite chambermaid climbed them in search of her, her body shaking with sobs that hardly allowed her to speak:

‘Lady Katherine, the doctor has seen my Lady, the duchess, and says it is the plague and that we can do no more than keep her comfortable and without pain. If at least Friar William Appleton was here… our lord duke’s doctor is the best doctor in the whole kingdom and his potions can perform miracles which no others can.’ She went on to add angrily: ‘But the master even took the doctor!’

Katherine felt her heart sink to her feet: she had failed Blanche, failed John, she would never forgive herself for having allowed the duchess to go from bed to bed caring for the sick.

She found her livid, raised up on big pillows to help her breathing, which was becoming more and more shallow, interrupted by bouts of coughing that seemed, each time, enough to kill her. Katherine gave her the concoction which the doctor had prepared, for her to sip slowly and, with her own hands, spread the cream on the repulsive boils formed by the clotted haemorrhagic blood.

Blanche asked about her children, in a practically inaudible voice. Katherine tried to keep hers light and steady and, as if she were singing a lullaby, told her about Henry’s little tricks, the difficulty in keeping Elizabeth confined to her rooms, and how Philippa prayed incessantly, and was only distracted when Friar John involved her in books and chronicles of the past.

‘Always lots of maps, my Lady, you know what the princess is like.’

Blanche smiled, her face illuminated by the twenty candles lit in her room in the hope that their flames would burn the evil, that their light would bring Blanche divine mercy.

‘Lady Katherine, does the duke know?’

With all the reticence her education forced on her, Blanche revealed the immense anxiety of knowing herself to be dying far away from the man she loved and with whom she had spent her honeymoon, in this same castle where she had given him the heir who had made him so happy.

‘My Lady, the messenger has already left, perhaps the Duke of Lancaster is on his way home…’

‘Lady Katherine, I need a priest, I need the chaplain to give me the last rites, to bless me and prepare my soul for the journey to meet my father and my children who have already departed and await me… But, what anxiety, Lady Katherine. Who will care for my children, for Philippa, always so reserved and sensitive, who will control Elizabeth, whom I have spoilt too much, I realize that now, and Henry? We must protect Henry, he must not catch this disease, his father has so many plans and dreams for him…

Katherine promised she would look after them, and replacing the damp cloth on Blanche’s forehead, said softly: ‘I’ll call the priest, Lady Blanche.’

Katherine felt empty-headed; she did not have the right to fool a woman like this one. Blanche deserved the truth, and deserved to die in the grace of God.

As soon as she had softly closed the duchess’ bedroom door she set off at a run down the corridors, normally full of people, but now completely empty. Not a servant, a page, nor a lady-in-waiting, not even a guard at the main door; all had retired to their corners (and even the main doors did not have a guard).

Katherine decided to go directly to the kitchen and there she found some of the servants, and by good fortune, in a corner, the chaplain, who, sleepless, sat warming his hands wrapped around a cup of a warm infusion.

‘Father, the duchess, you must go at once… I am afraid you will not get there in time…’ Katherine burst out, her voice trembling, but without giving in to hysteria.

The priest blessed himself, put down the cup, picked up his vestments and his bag of oils, and with a firm step followed Katherine back to Blanche’s room.

The duchess’ favourite chambermaid, who had accompanied her for many years and seen her bear all her children, opened the door and threw herself at the priest’s feet asking for a miracle – why could it not be she, she who had no children, of what point was her life…?

The priest blessed her and slowly approached the bed of that girl whom he had known since she was a small child, to whom he had given her first Holy Communion, heard her first confession, encouraged in her devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary and accompanied in her sorrow with the loss of her children. Blanche’s blue eyes seemed even bluer, because her skin had lost its colour and her lips were stained grey – Blanche was just fighting for a death with a direct passage to Heaven.

Katherine hid in the shadows of the room. She wanted to escape, but also to stay, she had to stay, she needed to be with Blanche until the end – it was what John would expect from her, and even at this moment John’s opinion mattered, it mattered too much…

The priest heard Blanche’s confession, spoke to her sweetly and anointed her with the sacred oils, while saying the prayers that guaranteed that everything was but a passage. A passage to a better world, with no pain or suffering, in the company of Our Lord God, the Virgin Mary, and all the saints.

When the ceremony was over, Katherine approached the opposite side of the bed and passed her hand softly over Blanche’s wavy blonde hair. The priest closed her eyes. Blanche of Lancaster was no longer in the room.

Silently, walking backwards because they did not want to stop looking at that face, the chaplain and Katherine left the room. The priest sat on a bench next to one of the narrow chinks from which he could gaze onto the yellowed fields burnt by the intense sun stretching to the bright blue horizon, and he covered his face in emotion. This death was unlike any other – and God knows how many he had witnessed. But his little Blanche would go straight up to her Maker. Of that he was certain.

‘And now?’ thought Katherine.

She could not afford the luxury of crying for the duchess, it was necessary to give the news to John, tell the king, who had lost his wife only a few months before, and have the bells toll in all the Lancaster castles. England needed to know that Blanche had died. And, the most difficult task of all, it was urgent to inform her children – Philippa, my God, how did one give news like this to a child who venerated her mother, lived for her, a child who would never allow anyone else to console her, and who nevertheless would suffer more than any other? Not even John’s pain would be equal to that of this nine-year-old little girl.

But, after all, Katherine had gone through a similar experience to Philippa’s – maybe that would allow her to build a bridge to reach her, so that she would not feel so alone. And John, John would be coming…

Messengers were sent urgently with letters written by her own hand giving the news and asking for orders. Katherine slowly climbed the stairs that led to the children’s tower.

But before she could stretch out her hand to the door knob she felt it open – it was Elizabeth, who had sensed Katherine’s arrival and who needed no excuse to run and jump, for she was fed up with embroideries and dolls. If at least they would allow her to go for a ride on her pony.

Katherine gathered her in her arms while she moved forward towards the little chair where Philippa continued embroidering, pale, her face contorted in an effort not to cry. Maud tidied the toys in the wooden chest, but the sudden silence made her turn – kneeling, she remained like that, needing not to hear any more: that diabolic disease, which neither gold nor mire, nor the incense of kings was capable of driving away, had taken her lady. Maud did not even have time to think about her – she looked at her little girl, only her little girl mattered now.

Katherine, still holding Elizabeth on her lap, lowered herself to Philippa’s level, and carefully lifting her chin, looked directly in her eyes and said:

‘Lady Philippa, your mother died, but her last words were for you, for Lady Elizabeth and for baby Henry.’

Philippa allowed Katherine to approach her and, for once, Elizabeth slipped quietly off her knee, leaving her arms free to gather up her sister.

Maud followed her lead and serenity was the order of the day for Elizabeth and Henry’s nurses too.

Although knowing she ran a risk, Katherine thought that at least Philippa should see her mother one last time – she remembered how difficult she had found it when they had taken away hers without allowing her to say goodbye. The castle carpenter’s hammers could be heard – the lady duchess would not be burnt by fire, she could not be buried here in Bolingbroke; the king and the lord duke would wish her to have a state funeral in London, Katherine was certain of that, and so she had ordered the quick manufacture of an inviolable coffin where her body would have to be quickly placed.

But the children did not need to know or see anything of this. Katherine took Philippa’s hand and, crossing the airy courtyard, took her to her mother’s room, where the twenty candles still burnt, so she could see her lying covered in her own bed, serene and with a slight smile on her lips.

She knew enough to understand that soon Blanche’s coffin would become ‘national property’, surrounded by people rendering homage and crying heartfelt or crocodile tears, but none of them would have the salt and feelings of her eldest daughter.

Opening the door she told her:

‘Come in, my dear. Your mother is with God, but she will also always be with you, watching you, crying or laughing about what makes you cry or laugh. But say goodbye, stay alone with her for a while, and then we will go back to the tower, alright?’

But Philippa did not want to let go of Katherine’s hand and dragged her towards the bed:

‘This is how I will always remember her, Lady Katherine, so pretty and so dear. No one was as fortunate as to have a mother like mine.’

And kneeling near the bed, she took out from her bodice the embroidery she had hidden and which she had made for her and placed it on her mother’s bosom, where her hands had been joined in prayer.

‘Lady Katherine, can my mother be buried with my embroidery?’ she asked without raising her eyes.

‘Lady Philippa, I myself will make certain of that, and how proud she would be to see such small and perfect stitches…’

Philippa got up and crossed herself, and left the room running – Katherine let her go. If only Philippa could cry, but Katherine understood her: the tears never came to her eyes either when her heart really hurt.
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Windsor, September 17, 1369

The funeral procession left Bolingbroke, following King Edward’s express orders, for he wanted to give his favourite daughter-in-law a funeral with the pomp and circumstance that her rank demanded.

Edward had buried his dear Queen Philippa little more than a month before and had still not recovered from the pain caused by her death. They had been married for years and years, begotten ten children, been very happy, and if during these last years they had drifted apart, he justified himself, it was only because arthritis had taken hold of the Queen’s body, forcing her to remain in a semi-darkened room, surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting and the quacks who tried to ease her pain.

Edward liked to believe that this was exactly what had happened, but when Philippa, Queen of England, was placed in her coffin, in the alabaster tomb which he had had built for her in Westminster Abbey, he had felt an immense weight on his conscience: the mother of his children, the woman who had made him so proud and whom the people had loved because of the simplicity of her demeanour, a Flemish ‘lass’ who gave little importance to the strict protocol of the English Royal House, suffered from the gout, it is true, but far more than that she had suffered during her last years, with dignity and never a complaint, from the humiliation caused by his uncontrollable passion for Alice (what had come over him?), a mere second-rate lady-in-waiting who flaunted her promotion to the royal bed every second of the day – in front of everyone, including his legitimate wife.

Edward knew that his daughter-in-law Blanche had never tried to hide her contempt for his behaviour, nor had she ever paid homage to his mistress – she ignored her blatantly –, that ambitious little dame who had the nerve to come and sow near her mother-in-law’s bed, her fingers covered in rings that only the king could have given her!

Edward remembered well the protests conveyed by his son, who assured him that Blanche would refuse to go up to dine in the great hall, if her lord king and father-in-law allowed that insinuating creature to sit at the head of the table, staring at her with impudence, eyes fixed on hers, with a touch of defiance which even Blanche’s mild temperament found difficult to bear.

The king, her father-in-law, had neither taken offence at her message nor her attitude, because, in fact, he agreed with her, and was ashamed of having broken his vows of fidelity after decades, behaving like a senile old man, unworthy of his ancestors. But, nevertheless, Alice, neither toadying nor hand kissing, made him feel alive, her jokes irreverent, always with direct opinions using no tricks or ruses, ready to order the imprisonment of her enemies and the promotion of her friends with such brazen impudence that the king ended up by laughing and placing his seal on her pretensions. In bed Alice was the hottest and most creative woman he had ever known. A smile came to the king’s lips as he remembered the previous night – that lady-in-waiting of the queen’s with not a drop of blue blood in her veins, made him forget his age, his rheumatism, and above all the tedium. To be honest, he thought he was past the age of engaging in such acrobatics, but when her experienced hands ran over his body and she swore that the pleasure he gave her was superior to that experienced with any younger man, Edward responded to the challenge. He wanted to believe it was true, and after all why should it not be, if his body still awakened with desire, with a promptness that many would regard with envy?

The king shook his head trying to push away such undignified thoughts, looking around anxiously at the faces of the men who surrounded him, fearing that somehow they might have read his thought – today of all days, when the meeting’s agenda was to plan the preparations for the arrival in London of the cavalcade, and the ceremonies that would follow. Poor Blanche.

John would take at least a month to return from the battlefront, even if he rode day and night and changed horses at each outpost. Edward knew his son revered the duchess, and being a man of extremes, would take his mourning to heart – none should doubt his love, nor the power he had to give her a funeral worthy of the beloved wife of the richest and most influential man in England. And his father, who knew him like the palm of his hand, knew that everything would have to be even more grandiose and pompous, in proportion to the remorse he felt for not having been at Blanche’s side, for having left his family alone, once again in search of he knew not what.
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