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  Holly and Jimmy




  


     

  




  The Painted Lady




  

    You think you know not my face or name, and yet, good people, you have carried me in your pocket for more than three hundred years. For I am Frances, called

    ‘La Belle Stuart’, and was loved by a king (and pursued by him for five years), and it was I that posed for Britannia, stamped on the copper coin of

    England.


  




  This is my tale, and I will leave you to tell whether it be high romance or tragedy.
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  Paris, 1659




  Frances Stuart reached down, unlaced her worn shoe and scratched the painful redness of her toes. Her mother would certainly not approve of so

  vulgar a gesture, for a lady feels no pain, exhaustion, hunger, and certainly no itching.




  The chilblains had been with her since November, and nothing – neither scratching nor wearing two pairs of stockings, nor her old nurse’s remedy of potato rubbed into the fiery skin

  – had made a scrap of difference. Her mother’s dresser had argued for egg white and honey, and a passing scullion threw in that his master used the halves of lemons squeezed onto his

  itching fingers and toes. Yet what use were such counsels to her? Where would she get honey or lemons in these lean times?




  In the old days, the days before the troubles over the Channel in England, when the King still had his head, they would have had honey and lemons aplenty. Here they got only soup to eat (and not

  much meat in that), old bread, and certainly neither honey nor lemons. And yet she did not live in the poor quarters of Paris amongst the lepers and the plague-afflicted. No, she, Frances Teresa

  Stuart, of noble Scottish lineage and a distant cousin of King Charles, lived at the Court of his widow, Queen Henrietta Maria, in the Palais Royal – and almost starved there.




  And froze also. The great echoing apartments they had been grudgingly lent by the French king were rarely heated and they had little money for fuel to warm themselves, let alone the hordes of

  tattered Cavaliers and starving soldiers who flocked to the Queen’s side. When, a year ago, the tyrant Cromwell was struck down by God, they had danced in their cold rooms and hoped things

  would change, but still their meagre state persisted.




  Like any young girl, Frances longed for ribbons and silks and pretty gowns, when instead they were forced to make their clothes from the very hangings of their beds!




  A strong desire to scratch came over her once more and to distract herself she turned to her commonplace book, in which she kept her dreams, her plans and her most secret thoughts. Today she did

  not write, but drew. Her favourite subject was a fine manor house with a tower and eight tall chimneys built of herringbone brick. Why did this self-same house always come into her mind whenever

  she picked up her pen? Was it because she never had a home to call her own, no fields to run in, no passageways in which to play Hide and Seek, no mellow arms of golden stone to fold her inwards,

  nor garden full of roses and gillyflowers to remind her that she was in England’s gentle embrace? Instead she had lived here, amongst strangers, speaking French before she spoke her native

  tongue, for as long as she could remember.




  She heard steps and guessed it was her sister Sophia, and hid the commonplace book beneath a threadbare cushion, pretending instead to make a castle out of cards.




  Practice had made her fingers nimble and she had built it to the third storey before Sophia burst into the chamber, followed by her mother, and accompanied by a maid of honour to the Queen, one

  Mary Villiers, whom all called by her familiar name of Mall.




  Her sister regarded the castle of cards, her head cocked like some silly hen wondering if the rooster will deign to mount it, then, noticing that their mother and Mall were preoccupied with some

  discourse of their own, she quietly knocked it down.




  Their mother, Sophia Stuart, continued conversing unchecked, but Mall, chestnut-haired and quick-eyed, known in her younger days for her own pranks and japes, caught Frances’ eye and

  smiled in sympathy. Mall had been a beauty at twenty and saw in Frances’ fair, willowy elegance a reflection of her own younger self. When French heads turned in admiration of Frances, Mall

  took more pleasure in it than her own mother did.




  ‘Frances,’ Mall requested, ‘run and fetch my copy of the Psalms. You will find it in my closet near to the coffer that holds my combs. And there is a sweetmeat next to it you

  may have for a reward.’




  Her sister shot her a look of venomous envy, for sweetmeats in this place were as rare as hen’s teeth.




  As she began to leave the room, a swish of silken skirts announced the arrival of Her Majesty Queen Henrietta Maria and her youngest daughter, the Princess Henriette-Anne.




  Henrietta Maria walked across the room and stood next to the great window looking over at the north wing of the Louvre Palace opposite. Their apartments were to the side, facing the palace

  colonnades, which had a symmetry and grandeur unknown in buildings in London, with the exception of the great Banqueting House, whose name none could mention to the Queen since it was the site of

  her beloved husband’s execution.




  Despite her many sufferings, Frances noted, the Queen’s dark hair had kept its lustre, and her eyes showed no sign of defeat. Until her son, Prince Charles, regained his throne and was

  crowned Charles II, she vowed that the gleam of battle would never die from her eyes. Even in the plain black clothes she always wore since her husband’s death, she still resembled the noble

  queen, glowing with regal dignity, so often painted in silks and satins by Master Van Dyck.




  And yet it seemed to Frances that it was a quality of mind that marked her out, for her physical appearance could be small and plain. Indeed, years ago, her own niece had declared herself

  shocked that the beautiful lady of the portraits was in fact a little woman with long lean arms, crooked shoulders and teeth protruding from her mouth like guns from a fort.




  Frances hung back. The Queen was so tiny of stature that she herself, at five feet eight inches, felt like the giantess her sister so often rudely called her.




  At the back of the great empty room a page arrived. Frances saw on closer study that it was one of the Queen’s liveried dwarves. Grinning, he handed a letter to the Queen. ‘From His

  Majesty Prince Charles.’ He bowed low, kissing the Queen’s feet with surprising agility for one of his sturdy bulk.




  The Queen tore open the seal with excited fingers. ‘He comes here! My son is on his way to visit me!’




  Of a sudden, for no reason but that the Prince was popular, and they knew that with his ease and charm he would lighten all their spirits just when they needed it, all in the room began to

  clap.




  The Princess Henriette-Anne looked happiest of all.




  ‘My dearest brother comes next week,’ she exclaimed. And indeed I have not seen him once these five years. Hurrah!’ And taking hold of the dwarf’s small hands, she began

  to spin around the room until at last, exhausted, they collapsed in a dizzying heap.




  ‘Henriette, you forget yourself!’ reproved the Queen. ‘You will have to learn to behave like a princess again.’




  Henriette laughed. ‘Not for my brother’s sake. He is the least stuffy prince in all of Christendom!’




  ‘He too is going to have to learn to conduct himself as a king. Even if he is in exile.’




  Frances smiled sadly at Mall. For she knew how the French scorned our Charles and called him the ‘Threadbare Prince’. Henrietta Maria had tried to repair their fortunes with a grand

  alliance, but no eligible princess or great lady thought our Prince Charles a promising catch.




  Frances took her leave and went to search for Mall’s book of Psalms, the thought of the sweetmeat quickening her steps.




  In the Great Gallery outside their apartments she came across a sight so sad that she could only stop and stare. A scruffy band of ex-soldiers, dirty, disordered and desperate for a few sous,

  was in the act of chipping the gilding from the palace ceiling in the hope of selling it. At the far end of the gallery another man leaned out of the window to break off a pane of glass, eager for

  the price of the lead that latticed it.




  Frances felt a deep shame flood through her that so noble a cause should be laid so low as this. ‘Stop!’ she commanded, forgetting her youth, and trying to draw herself for once to

  her full height. ‘Where is your honour that you strip this palace like a marauding army?’




  The leader of the men, as swarthy and unkempt as a privateer on the high seas, pushed towards her, leering. ‘Like a marauding army, is it, my fine lady?’ he demanded, thrusting his

  face right up to hers so that she could smell his rank breath. ‘And you know how armies act when they’ve been in the field for months without wine or women?’




  His filthy fingers grabbed at her dress.




  Frances froze, fighting back the bile that rose in her throat, urging herself the while to stand up to this coward who dared to prey on young women.




  While his rabble of men shouted encouragement, a sudden voice cut across their exhortations. ‘Release the lady, you stinking vermin!’




  Frances found herself forcibly wrenched from her attacker’s grasp and flung aside by a tall young man with flaming russet hair, and a look of murderous rage in his grey eyes. ‘Are

  you so reduced that you would violate the innocence of this young woman? Was our fight, and loss of life and country, for nothing that you behave so?’




  The soldier eyed the stranger’s fine brocade doublet. ‘Fine talk from one who can afford to eat! If we have no food nor warmth, at least we can . . .’ He gestured crudely at

  Frances, his eyes resting hungrily on her torn chemise.




  ‘Prince Charles is on his way here. How do you think he will like to hear of virgins ravaged and this palace looted – and by his own men?’ The stranger’s hand strayed

  menacingly to his sword belt. ‘Leave now, or you will pay for this insult with your blood!’




  ‘So this is why we fought a war?’ the soldier reluctantly signalled to the men to leave. ‘To starve and find ourselves banished without even a roof over our heads.’




  ‘Just as well,’ her rescuer retorted. ‘For it seems you would sell it, if you had one!’




  As soon as they had gone he turned to Frances, taking in the torn silk of her dress, which she was vainly attempting to disguise. ‘Are you recovered, mistress? I hope you took no hurt when

  I laid hands upon you?’




  He reached out a hand to help her up.




  For the briefest of moments their gaze locked and she saw that a look of desire darkened his eyes also, though he strove to hide it.




  She did not know if it was relief, the intensity of the moment or some deeper swirling emotion, yet far down within her she felt an answering leap of longing and wished that he would lean down

  and kiss her lips.




  To cover her confusion at so strange and shaming a reaction she answered him more stiffly than she meant. ‘I could have defended my own honour without your intervention, sir.’




  His crack of laughter took her by surprise. ‘By God, I’m sure you could. That ruffian would have been on the floor and his cronies also, floored by one glimpse of that stern gaze of

  yours. No doubt in the late troubles you could have slain whole battalions with a glance.’




  Frances felt obliged to curb this flight of fancy. ‘Well, not whole battalions. Besides, I was not born until the great battles were already fought.’




  ‘I am sure such a detail as that would not have held you back.’




  Seeing that he was well and truly laughing at her, she pulled herself up to her full height, which dwarfed many men. Yet not this one. He stood at least six feet tall.




  ‘So,’ he bowed low, his grey eyes teasing, ‘which avenging goddess do I have the good luck to be encountering?’




  The sound of girlish laughter told Frances that her sister Sophia, possibly with Mall’s daughter Mary in tow, was fast approaching, no doubt wondering about the fate of Mall’s book

  of Psalms and the sweetmeat. She glanced behind her. When she looked back her deliverer had all but taken his leave. ‘Fear not,’ he kissed his hand to her, ‘I will make it my

  business to find out. For now I shall call you fair Diana, chaste Goddess, who defends her honour not with a bow and arrow, but with sharp words and sombre glances.’




  To her great relief, since she did not wish her sister to turn this incident into a much-bruited anecdote, by the time Sophia hove into view the stranger had already gone.




  ‘Frances?’ her sister asked, her nose for gossip twitching like a dowser scenting water. ‘Why have you been so long? And who was that young man just departing so

  precipitously?’




  ‘I came across some soldiers stealing lead and gilding and had to persuade them to desist.’




  Sophia shot her a look. ‘Was that not foolhardy in one so young as you?’




  An odd smile curled Frances’ lips as she answered. ‘Do not worry. We goddesses know how to defend ourselves.’




  Sophia shook her head. ‘What foolishness is this? True, you are as tall as the Giantess of Bermondsey, but a goddess? That sounds a pagan fantasy to me – and blasphemous to

  boot.’




  Frances hid her smile and took her sister’s hand. Just like their mother, whose name she shared, Sophia had never had a sense of humour. Frances had almost forgotten the pleasure of

  dallying with one who did.




  And now, just as he would do, she would make it her business to discover who he was.




  Mall was her usual source of information, especially information she did not wish her sister Sophia to stick her nose into, but all were so busy with preparations for the arrival of Prince

  Charles that it was hard to find Mall, let alone pin her down even for a short moment’s confidence.




  They might have little fuel or food, yet the Queen wished to put on the best possible show to welcome her son, and such was the high esteem in which he was held that despite the harsh winter

  that had descended on Paris that December, it felt to all like the sudden coming of spring.




  The anticipation at Prince Charles’ visit brought a smile to the face of all, from the humblest turnspit boy to the highest Lady of the Bedchamber. The Queen decided to receive him not at

  the Palais Royal, where he might notice the depredations of the soldiery or the poor state of her furnishings, but at the smaller chateau at Colombes, an hour’s ride away. Rooms were cleaned,

  curtains and rugs shaken out, and a feast of sorts – lean though it might be – prepared to welcome what all hoped was the King-in-waiting.




  The cook was grateful to have at least game for the pot. And the courtiers made sport of hunting rabbits so that, though there would be nothing to rival the ten or fifteen courses that a royal

  banquet would once have offered, the Prince could at least have a choice of meats. Marchpane, made of almonds and too expensive for their reduced budget, was but a distant memory, yet the

  cook’s artistry made a great pie out of apples saved from autumn and some preserved plums, which he cooked in a fine tart adorned with a tiny crown made of gilding begged from King

  Louis’ confectioner.




  The most excited of them all was the Princess Henriette-Anne. Though the fourteen-year age-gap between Charles and herself made him almost an uncle rather than a brother, she waited for his

  arrival with childish impatience.




  ‘Will he have changed greatly since I saw him last?’ she demanded of her ladies. ‘Is he still that laughing black-haired man I remember, who used to dandle me on his knee when

  I was a little maid and sing ‘Ride a Cock Horse to Banbury Cross’?




  Frances thought she had rarely seen Henriette look so lovely. She had always been tiny, a doll of a girl, so fragile-looking that a puff of wind might blow her into the Seine,

  but now she beamed with happiness and anticipation. Frances had never met the Prince herself, yet she could not miss the powerful effect he had on all around him, especially his little sister.




  ‘Almost like getting ready for a bridegroom,’ commented Sophia, with her customary want of tact.




  ‘She has time enough for that yet,’ corrected their mother. ‘Let her enjoy the pleasures of a wedding without its tribulations.’




  ‘Think you she means the marriage bed?’ enquired Sophia, ever ready to pick up any insinuations in that department.




  Frances looked away, overcome by the memory of the strange sensation of the other day, when she had longed to be kissed, and knowing that her mother, with her narrow disapproving ways, was the

  last person on God’s earth she could ask about it.




  ‘Fancy, it is five whole years since last we met! Do you think he will know me?’ Henriette asked coyly, enjoying the fact that all told her she had transformed from a gawky child

  into a lovely young woman.




  At this, Mall clapped her hands. ‘I have had the most diverting thought. Let us play a jest on him!’




  Mall was famous for her pranks, but none of them were sure they wished to join her in one. However, when Henriette laughed and heartily endorsed the plan, they had not much choice but to agree

  to Mall’s madcap thought.




  ‘Frances!’ Mall took her by the elbows and pulled her sharply to stand by the great fireplace, which, for a rare occasion, was actually filled with blazing faggots. ‘You are

  almost of an age with Her Highness. You shall pretend to be she.’




  ‘I am three years younger,’ Frances protested.




  ‘Well, you are nearer in years than any of the rest of us.’




  ‘Yet I am five inches taller!’




  Mall seemed much struck by this.




  ‘You shall sit then.’ Behind them was a carved wooden footstool, inside an alcove, next to a fading tapestry of David and Bathsheba, half-hidden by the sweep of a threadbare

  curtain.




  ‘The very place!’ Mall clapped her hands delightedly and pulled forward the stool.




  ‘But I cannot remain seated when His Majesty arrives,’ Frances protested. ‘It would go against every rule of precedence.’




  ‘Faugh! The Prince is the least ceremonious man of my acquaintance.’




  Frances sat on the stool and nervously arranged her gown, wondering what Prince Charles would be like.




  Had he kept his spirits and his faith during his long exile? Many men in his position would have given in to the promptings of despair.




  There was no further time for such thoughts as Prince Charles of England strode into the room, a smile of anticipation lighting up his long, lean features. Had he been in his own Court, he would

  have had trumpeters and Court musicians to announce him. Here it was simply the Queen’s dwarf shouting that the Prince was here.




  Frances’ first impression was that our Prince looked more Spanish or Italian than the son of old England. Black brows and a thin moustache the colour almost of a raven’s wing, his

  skin tinged not with the milky paleness of English nurture, but with the olive of a distant sun-scorched clime, together with thick black hair tumbling down to his shoulders, lent him a foreign and

  exotic look.




  Here he stood before them, the ‘black boy’ born when Venus was high in the sky at midday – a strange fact greeted by all as an omen of his auspicious future, when instead it

  presaged the death of his father and the loss of his kingdom.




  Although she tried not to stare, Frances was startled at how plain his clothes were. Accustomed to the magnificence of Louis XIV’s Court, she could hardly believe that his coat was a

  simple black, adorned only with the merest sprinkling of lace. And as the sun shone in from the great window, her heart went out to him, for if his coat were not actually threadbare, it shone with

  continual pressing and in one corner she was sure she spied a darn. It was true then, the gossip that Mrs Chiffinch, who managed the Prince’s household in exile, had not the money even to

  send clothes to the washerwoman and had to wash and darn them with her own hands.




  That England’s hopes had come to this!




  And yet the friendly good humour of Prince Charles’ manner belied any promptings of dejection at his lot. Instead he clicked his fingers and from the room beyond appeared his chief

  advisor, Edward Hyde, heavy and hobbling with his gout, followed by a yapping band of spaniels and, to the delighted amazement of all present, by a monkey dressed in a black suit, with its own

  feathered Cavalier’s hat. Lastly came a courtier bearing on his arm a greenish-grey parrot.




  ‘My sweetest sister.’ The Prince knelt at Frances’ feet. ‘I wish to present this gift as a token of the love I bear you.’ He handed her the parrot with great

  ceremony. ‘I hope you might teach him to speak, for I and all my courtiers have failed to do so.’




  Behind them the giggling began, a tiny wavelet growing into a tinkling river of laughter as the monkey pulled back the curtain behind which Henriette-Anne was hiding.




  For a moment Prince Charles looked dumbfounded.




  But Henriette ran forward, seized his hand and kissed it. ‘Dearest brother! Forgive us for our trickery. We wanted to see if you would know me after so long an interlude.’




  A slow grin spread across Charles’ dark features.




  ‘So to whom, then, did I have the pleasure of offering this parrot?’




  Henriette laughed. ‘May I present Mistress Frances Stuart to Your Majesty?’




  The King bowed low. ‘I had heard how lovely my sister had become, and Mistress Stuart as her substitute was no disappointment.’




  His gaze rested on Frances so long that she began to feel uncomfortable. He was so powerful, even in exile, and so much older than she was. He seemed more of her father’s age than her own,

  and yet the interest that glinted in his eyes – if she mistook it not – was anything but fatherly.




  She had heard that in the spotlight of his blackbird-keen gaze each woman felt that only she existed in all his universe. But none had told her that his desires would be so evident, even for one

  as young and green as she.




  ‘So, Mistress Minx,’ Prince Charles looked away from Frances at last and slipped his arm around his sister, ‘you thought you would deceive your poor dunce of a brother, did

  you?’




  ‘It was Mall’s idea,’ Henriette accused.




  ‘Odds fish, and so it would be!’ Mall emerged from behind the curtain and curtseyed to Prince Charles. Since she had been six or seven years old they had been brought up together as

  brother and sister, ever since the assassination of her father, the Duke of Buckingham.




  Feeling she ought to withdraw from the intimacy of the tender reunion, Frances tried to hand the parrot to Henriette. It began to squawk loudly in protest.




  ‘See, Frances, how he has taken to you,’ laughed Henriette. ‘You must keep him. Brother, could I not have the monkey instead?’




  As if he approved of the suggestion, the monkey took off his hat and bowed to her.




  ‘He is my prize possession!’ protested Prince Charles. ‘I have been offered a hundred crowns for him by the Ambassador of Muscovy.’




  Henriette smiled her winning smile.




  ‘Take him then!’ Charles picked up the monkey and placed him in her arms. ‘I never was able to refuse you, even when you were the tiniest child.’




  His sister laughed. ‘I was not a taking infant, I know. It was only you who paid me any mind.’




  ‘I knew already what a beautiful and accomplished young woman you would one day become. And I was right, was I not, Ned?’




  Charles turned to Edward Hyde, his most trusted advisor. Hyde bowed stiffly.




  ‘So, what news from England?’ Henriette demanded. ‘Now that Cromwell is dead, surely the people will demand you back soon enough?’




  Charles shrugged, a careworn look clouding his face. ‘Sure enough there was dancing in the streets when Cromwell died. Yet now the people are strangely quiet. Not even a dog wags his

  tongue in London, or so our friends tell us.’ Though he was trying to make light of his position, Frances could hear the edge of disappointment in his voice. ‘If the people want me

  back, they are being mighty quiet about it. They have not raised the Maypole in the Strand for me yet.’




  ‘When it happens, it will happen fast, Majesty,’ Edward Hyde counselled, shifting from one swollen leg to the other. ‘For my money, General Monck’s the man to watch, not

  that ninny Cromwell’s son whom they have put in his father’s place as Protector.’




  ‘Aye, Tumbledown Dick they call him,’ Charles mused. ‘’Tis often thus with the son of an over-strong father. My own father would not have made such a mistake.’




  They all fell silent, struck by the awful memory of King Charles stepping out onto the roof of the Banqueting House, bravely and gallantly walking to his death wearing two doublets against the

  chill, so that none thought him shivering from fear instead of cold.




  ‘Come – ’ Charles looked around at the small group, now disconsolate – ‘let us cheer ourselves with a glass of wine. Another thing denied my people too long.’

  He noticed for the first time the gay gown that Henriette wore to greet him. ‘Gold becomes you, Sister, it makes you look like a little cat I once possessed, who loved nothing better than to

  unravel my sash.’ He laughed gaily. ‘Indeed, you are very like her. I shall henceforth christen you Minette, little puss, in her memory.’




  They all joined in the much-needed laughter. None of them had seen Henriette so light-hearted as she was today. ‘Thank you, sire,’ she curtseyed low and hid her dimples behind a

  pretty fan. ‘The gown you so admire has an interesting history.’




  ‘And what is that, pray, little puss?’




  ‘My clever nurse fashioned it from my old bed curtains.’




  A shadow cast itself over Charles’ dark features like a cloud that crosses a sunny hillside. ‘Indeed, that it has come to that.’ He shook his head sadly. And then, being of an

  optimistic disposition, he shrugged it off. ‘It becomes you, all the same.’




  ‘I see you made an impression on His Majesty,’ teased Mall when the Prince had departed to pay his respects to his cousin Louis, and they were walking back to visit her children Esme

  and Mary, before their nurse sang them to sleep.




  Frances flushed, building up the courage to speak to Mall of private things.




  ‘Mall . . .’ she began, suddenly shy. ‘You have had two husbands, the first when you were younger even than I. Did you ever feel a strange stirring . . .’ she searched

  for the right words ‘. . . so that, at a certain person’s look, your body soared and sang?’




  Mall pealed with laughter and then, repenting of her levity at such a moment of disclosure, made herself be serious. ‘It usually takes more than a look! And is it His Majesty who caused

  these waves to rock your calm harbour? I saw that he talked with you as if none existed in this wide world save you two.’




  Frances shook her head. ‘No, it is not he, but quite another. Indeed, I wished to ask you who the gentleman might be, since no one comes to Court but you know all about him, from bonnet to

  spurs.’




  ‘Describe this paragon to me.’




  Frances smiled. ‘He is tall with hair as burnished almost as the setting sun when it sinks down in winter.’




  ‘Bless the Lord, I am in love with him myself . . . Did he give you no clue of his name, then?’




  ‘Mama! Mama!’ Mall’s nine-year-old daughter Mary ran up, fit to burst with excitement. ‘Prince Charles says I may ride in front of him on his great white horse and be

  grander than any queen in Europe.’




  Mall laughed, seeing in her daughter the wild child she had been herself, and promised to come and watch.




  ‘That power you felt,’ she said softly to Frances so none could hear. ‘It can be a part of your armoury. You can make others feel it also. Indeed, I have seen men watch after

  you with a look of longing when you leave a room. It is time I taught you to use your gifts, especially now that you have found these longings in yourself. Have you ever seen a woman make a

  gentleman open a door for her, using just her eyes?’




  Frances laughed and shook her head.




  ‘It is easy when you have the skill. I will find you a gentleman, that you may practise your art on him. Indeed, my husband’s brother, Ludovic, comes this very afternoon with his

  dull and dutiful charge, my nephew Charles, who will succeed him as Seigneur d’Aubigny. Let us be ready for them. I will teach you to open a door using only your eyes. And now I go to see my

  daughter riding astride a king. My Mary is a solid child, rather than a thing of beauty. She should enjoy it while she can, for I do not think the experience will be repeated when she is

  grown.’




  ‘Mall! Shame on you! What kind of mother says such a thing as that?’




  And so, later that day, Frances Teresa Stuart was instructed in the art of lowering her grey-blue eyes and looking upwards through thick lashes, and thence towards the door, which to her

  amusement Mall insisted would be opened without her uttering a word.




  Frances was trying to teach the silent parrot, now a firm gift to her from Minette, to speak either in English or in French, with a signal lack of success, when their guests arrived.




  ‘Mistress Stuart,’ Mall bowed formally to her brother-in-law, ‘may I introduce my kinsman Ludovic Stuart, the Seigneur d’Aubigny?’




  ‘The pleasure is entirely mine.’




  Frances was surprised by the strong Scottish burr in so French a title, as a lean and ascetic gentleman with short red hair and piercing blue eyes leaned over her hand. But this was naught to

  the shock she felt when he introduced his companion.




  ‘And this is my ward and nephew, Charles Stuart, who rejoices in the King’s name, yet without any of his wealth or trappings!’




  The tall, russet-haired young man who had rescued her from the ruffians stepped forward and kissed her hand with detached formality, making no reference to the circumstances of their previous

  meeting and certainly none to the look of frank desire that had so stirred her.




  ‘Good afternoon, mistress. I am delighted to make your acquaintance.’




  ‘Do you live here in Paris?’ Frances enquired, keeping her voice steady. He seemed so different today, so stiff and formal. She would never have suspected the fire beneath this

  patrician exterior, if she had not seen it with her own eyes.




  ‘I have been staying with my uncle. Yet I intend to return to London as soon as I can.’




  ‘Will that not be dangerous?’




  ‘I am convinced it will not be many days before our King is restored to his rightful throne.’




  ‘I hope you are right.’




  Frances saw Mall gesture towards her nephew and the door beside them, which was firmly closed. For a jest she followed Mall’s instructions, glancing coyly downwards, then back up at the

  closed door.




  Charles Stuart watched with amusement.




  Suddenly, without warning, the parrot left Frances’ arm and launched itself onto the young man’s padded shoulder.




  He held up a hand and the parrot obediently hopped onto his second finger. ‘Good day, Charles Stuart, heir to the Seigneur d’Aubigny,’ it greeted him cordially.




  ‘Good heavens,’ Mall marvelled. ‘The creature talks.’




  Frances dissolved in laughter, all thought of Mall’s instructions in the art of coquetry forgotten. ‘You are to be congratulated,’ she told him delightedly. ‘He has said

  not a word to us, before your arrival.’




  ‘I am told I have a way with God’s creatures,’ Charles informed her, with a wink that transformed his stiff manner. ‘The less attractive they are, the more they like

  me.’




  The parrot squawked in protest.




  ‘And by the way . . .’ he trailed off tantalizingly.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘I would be happy to open that door without you batting your eyes so obviously in my direction.’ He turned, smiling to himself, the parrot still attached to his finger as if it had

  been welded there by an iron shackle, while Frances fumed and concluded that, whatever the stupid bird had decided, Charles Stuart, son of the Seigneur d’Aubigny, was rather too pleased with

  himself for her liking.




  And yet, in the coming days, it was not the newcomer’s confidence or his teasing manner that persisted in invading her mind, but the wolfish smile that had lurked briefly in his grey eyes.

  More than once she found herself reliving that rescue with a very different outcome, where he lifted her into his arms and carried her to safety – if safety could indeed be the word to

  describe what she imagined happening afterwards in the privacy of her chamber.




  Some of this forbidden delight must have been manifest in her expression, since Mall bore down upon her relentlessly. ‘So, Mistress Innocence, I hear from your sister that you were rescued

  from marauding soldiers – and by none other than my nephew Charles. I wondered if it might be he, when you mentioned the russet hair, yet I thought it not possible. I could not imagine him in

  such a role. Surely it was not he who ruffled your waves so?’ She fixed Frances with a penetrating gaze that was not without kindness. ‘If so, you had better calm them. Nephew Charles

  needs a rich wife. Since the family scandal, Ludovic Stuart has been forever telling him that he must be honourable and fulfil his duties by marrying well. Ludovic has even found him a wife.’

  Her face softened at the shock she saw in Frances’ eyes. ‘He is betrothed to one Elizabeth Rogers, eighteen years old with a portion of ten thousand pounds. Whether he likes it or

  not.’




  The unfairness of it all cried out to Frances. Like so many others who supported the King, her family had lost all. She would have no portion to bring to a marriage. The thought of a bleak

  future – marrying some old man who would take her beauty in place of wealth – or of remaining unwed, little more than an unpaid servant in some distant relative’s house, so

  clouded her mind that she forgot even to discover what scandal it was that had engulfed the family of the reportedly dull and dutiful Charles Stuart, heir to Ludovic Stuart, the Seigneur

  d’Aubigny.




  


     

  




  Chapter 1
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  At last she stood, the wind whipping her hair from beneath her hood, on the deck of The London on her way to the city of that name, her

  heart soaring with excitement at what might await her.




  The weather was fair, with but one brief squall, and it took no more than seven hours to reach the longed-for English shores. It had been almost two years now since the monarchy had been

  restored and Prince Charles had at last been crowned King of England.




  They were bound for the Queen Mother’s residence at Somerset House, where they would stay until Catherine of Braganza, the King’s intended bride, arrived in a month or two, and

  Frances would move to Whitehall to be her lady-in-waiting.




  In the end it had all been thanks to Minette.




  Frances was far too lovely, she decreed, to moulder away in some French palace. She must go to London and shine in the setting of her brother’s restored Court. And so, armed with a letter

  to the King insisting that she was the prettiest girl in the world and the most fitted to adorn a Court, Frances had set out for a new life with Mall and little Mary to bear her company.




  The only sadness that had marred their joyful preparations was the death of Mall’s dear son, Esme, at eleven years old, of typhoid fever. Mall had been so prostrate with grief at the loss

  of her sweet, chestnut-haired boy, the image in miniature of his mother, that she would see no one for two weeks. It had been the Queen Mother, Henrietta Maria herself, who insisted that Mall go

  with Frances to London, away from the scene of such unhappiness. It was the needs of Mary, her sweet daughter, that finally lifted her from her despair.




  ‘What a strange thing is life,’ Mall mused to Frances as they readied themselves to depart. ‘Now my sweet Esme is gone and will never inherit his father’s title, and Mary

  may not, for being a woman, it must go to the next male heir.’




  ‘And who is that?’




  ‘My nephew Charles. Your rescuer is about to become the Duke of Richmond.’




  Frances turned away, not wanting Mall to see the pain in her eyes. Not only was he married to another woman by now, but that woman was about to be his duchess.




  Mall had chosen for them to arrive quietly, via Lambeth, and from there to go by water past the reddish brick of the Palace, where lived the Archbishops of Canterbury, then towards Westminster

  Abbey and the warren of Whitehall Palace and thence to Somerset Stairs.




  The first thing that struck Frances about London was the noise. Paris, though a great city, was not so great as London. Everywhere bells rang continually, day and night. Street vendors with

  trays of vegetables, flowers or China oranges cried their wares; huge drays pulled by four horses rumbled through the cobbled streets, barely missing street children and sometimes getting stuck in

  the narrow roadway. A forest of signs creaked, nine and a half feet up, so that the horses might pass beneath, advertising all manner of trades. Yet what surprised her most of all was the blackness

  of the air, and the layer of soot that settled upon everything and everyone, tearing at your throat and bringing tears to your eyes.




  ‘You will become accustomed to it,’ Mall shrugged, leaning forward to cover little Mary’s mouth with her veil. ‘’Tis the sea-coal burned by all. The soot stopped

  only once when the coal ships could not make their way through icy weather, and suddenly the city was clear as dawn on a dewpond.’




  They rounded the final bend in the river and threaded their way through dozens of wherries, passing a great building on their left. Frances asked Mall what it was.




  ‘Westminster Hall where Noll Cromwell had himself decreed Lord Protector and sat in the Coronation Chair in his purple and ermine. Much good it did him in the end.’ She pointed to a

  small smudge high on the roof. ‘That’s his head. The King dug him up from the Abbey, with the other traitors Ireton and Bradshaw, and hanged them from Tyburn Tree, then cut off their

  heads and stuck them there for Londoners to admire.’




  Frances shivered. ‘I had not thought His Majesty so barbaric.’




  ‘Barbaric!’ Mall turned on her angrily. ‘The King is too tender by half!’ Frances had never heard such anger from her. ‘He only punished a handful of those traitors

  who put his father to death. I would have hanged the lot! But the milk of human kindness overflows in our King. He shrugged and said he was weary of hanging.’




  They rowed onwards, struck silent now, past the Palace of Whitehall towards their destination at Somerset House.




  ‘There it is,’ Mall pointed out, her breath spiralling upwards in the freezing air of afternoon. Before them was a great square building of yellow brick, adorned in the centre by a

  clock tower and two graceful wings, fronted by ornamental lawns and a vast garden laid with trees to one side.




  ‘It is a fine building indeed,’ Frances said in admiration.




  ‘’Twas not so when Cromwell’s scum of soldiery took it as their barracks!’ Mall almost spat. ‘They sold off every picture, carpet, piece of plate and hanging they

  could lay their filthy hands on. It has taken the Queen two whole years to make it habitable again so that she can return and live here. It will be our job to finally ready it for her.’




  ‘I will do so gladly.’




  ‘And be not squeamish. You see those windows?’ She pointed to the long gallery that fronted the river. ‘That is where they hanged Cromwell’s effigy – and good

  riddance – for this is where he dared to have himself laid in state, just as if he were as great a man and monarch as the saint he had slaughtered.’




  Frances could not repress her horror at so much violence. ‘Cousin, I did not know you were so bloodthirsty.’




  ‘Do not speak of that which you do not understand!’ was Mall’s angry reply. ‘My husband lost all because of Cromwell. His two young brothers, the flower of Charles’

  Court, strode into battle in their silks and were cut down before they had ever lived.’




  ‘I am sorry. I spoke out of turn.’ Her own family had also suffered grievously, yet she felt more in tune with the King who had wearied of hanging his enemies. Revenge did not bring

  back the dead. Yet she must respect Mall’s loss. This world, where injury was still so fresh, was new to her after so long across the Channel. ‘Mall, beloved cousin, I have much to

  learn.’




  ‘Yes,’ Mall’s voice was cold and hard with pain. ‘You do.’ The boat glided in towards the stairs leading from the river up to the great house. ‘I am sorry,

  Coz. You will find that, despite the King’s restoration, wounds still fester. Yet I will help you understand.’ She took her daughter’s hand and held onto the boatman as she

  climbed down. ‘Come, it will not be sad. London is like no city on earth for fun and laughter. What we lack in cultivation, compared with Paris, we make up for with merriment!’




  Mall was telling no less than the truth. After so many years of repression there was a giddy, breathless sense of adventure in the sooty air of London, as if everyone had to prove that life was

  vital, pleasure-filled and free of all restriction.




  They walked up the grand stairs from the river, through the gardens and across a wide terrace overlooking the Thames, where a crowd of finely dressed people watched their progress curiously. As

  they passed, each lady nodded her head to Mall while the men bowed. Frances followed, amazed that Mall seemed to know each and every one of them.




  Once inside Somerset House, a Groom of the Bedchamber was summoned, who took their belongings to their chambers. Used to sharing with her sister, Frances had expected a dormitory or some little

  nook, tucked away in a corner of the great house. Instead she was allotted a large square room in the east tower, with a fine view of the lawns with their great marble statues of Thames and

  Isis.




  As she unpacked her clothing and hung her gowns on pegs and laid her petticoats and chemises into the press provided, she wondered where to put her parrot. Attached to one wall, in the

  furthermost corner, was a sconce once destined for a candle-holder. Frances hung the bird’s cage on it. He squawked and ruffled his feathers angrily, hopping from one foot to the other in

  comical protest.




  ‘Where then?’ Frances demanded.




  In the other corner of the room a dressing table with a Turkey rug draped over it stood near the great window.




  ‘So you want to look out at the river, do you? Yet it is too grand for the likes of you, bird. What if you drop your seed on that fine stitching or spoil its glorious colours?’




  Nevertheless she placed the cage upon the dressing table.




  ‘God bless Charlie Stuart!’ commented the bird in approval.




  ‘Aye,’ Frances shrugged. ‘God has blessed him all right. He has wed his heiress and, for aught we know, has the son he needs to keep his uncle happy. And now he is a

  duke!’




  She had no time to dwell on Charles Stuart’s domestic arrangements, for she heard Mall calling to her that they were going out to explore the city while the sun still shone.




  ‘We shall not see much – a little taste only of the delights to come.’




  Across the Strand from the back of Somerset House stood the hackney-coach stand, next to the greatest maypole in London.




  ‘Just think,’ Mall marvelled,’ it took twelve sailors to pull it back up after Cromwell felled it. Old Noll banned maypoles, along with play-acting, wassailing and even

  Yuletide. Imagine the poor citizens of London. All those years without any festive cheer. No wonder they were glad to see him go!’




  Frances, Mall and little Mary clambered into the coach for a tour of the city. On every street painted signs swung high above them, announcing the tailors, shoe-makers, linen drapers, mercers,

  felt-makers, hatters, hosiers and button-makers that thronged London. Frances learned that if she wanted ivory combs, she must seek a sign that showed a painted elephant; Adam and Eve offering

  apples meant a fruiterer; apothecaries’ shops sported unicorns or dragons; a sign with a row of coffins reminded Londoners that one day the purchasing would have to stop.




  But for now she could see the citizens were mad for getting and spending. Deprived of any luxury during the years of Cromwell, lavishness was now the order of the day. And, unlike Paris, where

  rich and poor were somewhat separated, here they lived cheek by jowl in each other’s pockets.




  Down each narrow street, so cramped they were almost alleys, the unsuspecting walker might, with equal ease, stroll into a tippling house packed with costermongers or the hidden mansion of some

  rich merchant.




  Frances’ head was whirling with the new sights and sounds of London. What it lacked in elegance, she found, it more than made up in energy.




  ‘Tomorrow we visit Whitehall, ‘Mall announced, ‘and meet the other ladies who will wait upon the Queen.’




  The Palace of Whitehall! Later that night Frances was so excited that she could hardly sleep in the huge bed she had entirely to herself. She was so used to sharing with Sophia that it had

  seemed strange at first, but now she luxuriated in the fine linen, the hangings of brocade tied up with golden tassels, and the rich velvet covering on her bed. Not long ago she would have looked

  at them with thoughts only of turning them into a gown. Now she had dresses aplenty, and Mall, with only little Mary to clothe, seemed to be taking great pleasure in adding to that growing

  wardrobe.




  Next day, the weather being balmy, and it being but the skip of a pebble from Somerset House to Whitehall, Frances had thought it would be easy to walk there.




  ‘Walk!’ Mall laughed at her innocence. ‘My dear girl, your gown would be mired before you took two steps. The filth from the channels down the middle of the street would choke

  you; you would be pushed untimely to the ground by the gallants who keep to the wall for fear of ordure being thrown from the windows and spoiling their silver lace. And no doubt your purse would

  be stolen into the bargain! In London we travel by wheels or water.’




  Impressed though she was by Mall’s superior knowledge, it struck Frances, as they hailed a wherry, that for two ladies dressed in satin gowns, petticoats and mantles and holding fans,

  climbing in and out of a wet craft that bobbed disconcertingly in the late spring breeze, travelling by water was not a method much to be favoured over walking in the street, no matter how

  hazardous the roadway.




  Mall had completed her own outfit with a black silk vizard, which covered half her face, giving her a rather frightening appearance, like the harbinger of some dread fate. It was, she explained,

  simply to ward off the damaging rays of the sun, and she advised Frances to do the same.




  Frances laughed and said she would take her chances.




  They made good speed and reached Whitehall in only fifteen minutes.




  ‘Well, mistresses,’ asked the wherryman as they approached the muddy shore, ‘be it Whitehall Stairs or the Privy Stairs you’re desiring?’




  ‘What think you, doddypol?’ Mall snorted.




  The Whitehall Stairs were public and used by all manner of people. The Privy Stairs, on the other hand, went only to the Palace and were used solely by the noble.




  The wherryman looked them up and down and dutifully rowed towards the latter.




  On arrival they climbed carefully from the craft, picking their way past a post to which a dozen small boats were made fast, onto a rickety plank wall, which curved out over the mud like an

  arthritic finger. The tide was low and half the river was solid mud almost across to Lambeth Palace. The stairs led to a small jetty from which Whitehall Palace spread out before them.




  Frances, used to the elegant palaces of the Louvre and the Tuileries, built in graceful squares or curves, stared in shock at the vast collection of houses and buildings that made up the Palace

  of Whitehall. ‘In truth,’ she declared, ‘it is not so much a palace as a village or town.’




  The warren of Whitehall, comprising hundreds and hundreds of small rooms and large apartments – some tall, others humble – stretched back from its river frontage, through four acres,

  past the Bowling Green and Privy Garden and the King’s tennis court, the Horse Guards parade ground and the Banqueting House, almost as far as St James’ Park.




  ‘A heap of houses, my mother always called it,’ Mall looked round affectionately. ‘Fifteen hundred rooms, and can house six hundred courtiers. The largest – and ugliest

  – palace in Europe. Knew you that I grew up in York Place, which the King has since made part of his palace? So, I live at the Court, but still I live at home.’




  With a thrill of nervous anticipation Frances wondered if they might see the King and, if they did, whether he would remember her or no.




  ‘Is the King in residence?’




  ‘At this time of year?’ Mall laughed at her ignorance. ‘He is at Newmarket. He visits twice, in spring and autumn.’ Her expression blackened. ‘And takes My Lady

  Trollop with him.’ Even though she had been at Court so short a time, Frances had already heard much of the scandalous Barbara Castlemaine, born Barbara Villiers, and another of Mall’s

  numerous cousins. Barbara had shocked the nation by spending the very first night that the King returned to London lying in his arms. The fact that she already had a husband of her own had not

  stopped her. The King, for his part, had tried to mollify the unfortunate Roger Palmer by making him Earl of Castlemaine, and thus Barbara became Lady Castlemaine. Yet everyone at Court, Frances

  knew, simply referred to her as The Lady.




  ‘Dearest Barbara is breeding the King’s bastard,’ Mall continued. ‘Though they do say the last one much resembles not His Majesty, but Lord Chesterfield, my lady’s

  previous lover.’




  Frances bit her lip, taken aback at Mall’s indiscretion about one who was her own cousin.




  ‘Oh,’ Mall laughed, ‘I am too generous to her. There are those who speak much worse of her than I do. Ned Hyde, the Chancellor, loathes my lady so much he will agree to no

  money or privileges being accorded to her. When the King wished to make her husband Roger an earl, so that Barbara might call herself a countess, he had to do so in the Irish peerage, so that his

  own Chancellor need not affix the great seal to it!’




  ‘But cannot the King do whatever he will?’




  ‘Where have you been sleeping these last years? It may make my blood boil, but the King must not overstep his mark and be seen to act as his father did.’




  They had arrived within the Palace and a liveried servant led them to the apartments that were being readied for the Queen.




  ‘So, lad,’ Mall quizzed him. ‘Are you looking forward to a new mistress taking charge of the household?’




  The servant nodded. ‘Yes, indeed, my lady.’




  ‘No doubt he feels he has one already,’ Mall commented in a low voice. Once inside, they were led through a labyrinth of passageways until they reached a large suite of rooms

  panelled in English oak, finely carved and pilastered, the panels gilded and painted with feurs-deilis. ‘The Queen’s Apartments,’ announced the groom who was accompanying them,

  bowing.




  From the adjoining room they heard a sudden chattering, like a flock of starlings gathering at dusk, preparing to find a roost. A door opened and the flock descended, led by a lady of middle

  years.




  ‘Mall Villiers! Come here and kiss my hand like a good niece ought.’




  Mall smiled and ran to her side. ‘Good day to you, my aunt Suffolk, I was happy indeed to hear of your appointment. First Lady of the Bedchamber no less!’




  ‘Aye. And Mistress of the Robes and Keeper of the Privy Purse,’ confided her aunt.




  Frances looked from one to the other, taking in the deep, polished brow and intelligent hazel eyes that both ladies shared.




  ‘Not forgetting Groomess of the Stool!’ breathed an elegant young woman, who far outshone the others in style and elegance.




  ‘Silence, Cary Frazier! You are ever gossiping like a wench at a wassail.’




  ‘My lady aunt,’ Mall curtseyed, acknowledging her greater precedence. ‘May I introduce Mistress Frances Stuart?’




  Frances curtseyed too, finding the appraising gaze of six young women fastened upon her.




  ‘So is all decided for the Queen’s household?’ Mall enquired.




  ‘Indeed, no.’ The Countess of Suffolk shook out her elaborate dress like an anxious hen. ‘We are a very unsettled family as yet. The Queen will be here in a month, and only the

  dressers are fixed: Lady Wood, Lady Scroope, Mrs La Garde,’ she gestured to a shy-looking young lady.




  ‘And Cary Frazier here. If she can allow us the time from her dress-maker. The maids of honour are also chosen: Mrs Wells, Mrs Price, Mrs Warmestry, Mrs Boynton.’ Each lady nodded in

  turn to signal her presence. The title ‘Mrs’, Frances had learned, was given even to unmarried ladies, since ‘Miss’ denoted not an unmarried but a kept woman. ‘And of

  course Mrs Stuart.’ She curtseyed in acknowledgement of the honour. She knew how closely these posts were sought after. Much jockeying for position, and even outright bribing, would have led

  to this list. Being as near to the Queen as all these ladies would be brought with it great influence.




  ‘And which ladies will be of the Bedchamber?’




  This, of all the roles, was the most sought after and influential, since it brought the most intimate access of all to the Queen. And with it, great opportunities to forward any suits that

  needed pressing and the possibility of profiting by doing so.




  The Countess dropped her voice. ‘None are named. It is a mystery.’




  ‘Why so?’




  The Countess looked over her shoulder. ‘We wonder if it is in connection with The Lady.’




  Frances had rarely seen Mall so shocked.




  ‘She would not dare! Expect to be a Lady of the Bedchamber to the Queen, when she is the King’s mistress? Not even she!’




  The Countess shrugged and signalled with her head that Mall should follow her to a discreet corner of the room, where they continued talking in low voices.




  ‘Mistress Stuart . . .’ Frances found three of the ladies gathered round her. The boldest, Cary Frazier, began touching the sleeves of her dress. ‘Tell us, mistress, how these

  sleeves are wrought.’ She pointed to the way Frances had rolled back the blue satin of her oversleeve, by means of tying it with ribbons to expose the chemise beneath.




  ‘Oh, it is just some little trick the ladies in Paris do.’




  ‘Is it indeed?’ asked Cary Frazier. ‘Too difficult for all of us poor Englishwomen?’




  Frances could see her attempt at modesty had been taken for pride.




  ‘And you show so much of your chemise beneath your gown, you could be in the boudoir rather than in company,’ Jane La Garde, another of the Queen’s dressers-to-be, pulled at

  the soft cloth Frances wore under her gown. ‘Do you not give scandal that you wear your underlinen on display so?’




  Frances shrugged. ‘It is the fashion there.’




  ‘And the colour of your hair,’ chipped in Catherine Boynton. ‘I have seen naught like it here. What shade hath your hair-dresser wrought it?’




  Frances’ chin went up at this, conscious this was no friendly inquisition. ‘The colour of nature, mistress. The one I was born with.’




  ‘Well said, Frances!’ Mall congratulated. ‘Come, ladies, cease this interrogation. In Paris, Mistress Stuart is famed for the artlessness of her beauty.’




  A ripple of laughter ran through the group of ladies and Frances wished Mall had left her to her own defence.




  ‘Ah,’ quipped Mary Scroope. ‘You could not expect us to know of artlessness at this Court!’




  ‘For myself,’ Jane La Garde added quickly, ‘I admire your hair greatly. Will you show me how to braid it thus, and still have some fall softly over your shoulder?’




  Frances smiled eagerly. ‘Indeed I will. Though the French ladies thought me as unpolished as a country wench compared to their fine beauty.’




  ‘Since we are not as polished as you, then we must be ladies of the hovel rather than the Bedchamber.’ Catherine Boynton’s voice was dipped in vinegar.




  ‘Now, now, ladies!’ Mall had finished her private conversation. ‘We will spend much time together in the service of the Queen, we must be friends.’




  Her words reminded Frances of her old nurse abjuring Sophia and her to stop quarrelling. To her surprise, of a sudden she missed sorely her sister and their apartment in the Palais Royal. Yet

  this was her home now, in England, and, despite these unwelcoming ladies, she intended to be happy here.




  ‘How soon comes Queen Catherine, my lady?’ Jane La Garde asked the Countess of Suffolk.




  ‘The end of May. Then they go to Hampton Court to do their honeymooning.’




  ‘Is it true my lady Castlemaine plans her lying-in there with the King’s bastard?’ asked Catherine Boynton.




  ‘If she does, she will get a flea in her ear from me, as well as a squalling child to care for,’ snapped Lady Suffolk, who was Barbara’s aunt as well as Mall’s.




  ‘If only it were true that my aunt could truly send my lady Castlemaine away with a flea in her ear,’ whispered Mall as they walked back towards the water, having taken their leave

  of the assembled ladies. ‘But where my cousin Barbara is concerned, the King is as blind as a newborn puppy.’




  ‘And what gives her such power over the King?’ Frances enquired. She knew the King to be kind and tolerant – a man as much as a King – someone to be admired in so many

  ways, and could not comprehend the hold this lady seemed to have on him. ‘Is it her great beauty?’




  ‘Oh, Barbara Castlemaine is beautiful all right. Like a ripe peach, caught when it is fullest and juiciest, just at the moment before it begins to corrupt. Yet that is not the attraction

  she holds.’




  ‘What is it then?’




  ‘Her appetite. Barbara has an itch as strong as any man’s. I remember, when she was a child, she used touch herself down below, in full view of the company, as if for all the world

  there were nothing to be ashamed of in it.’




  Frances looked away, shocked and yet intrigued.




  She would never in a thousand years admit as much to Mall, yet she also felt a fascination for this outrageous creature who dared to flout every convention laid upon virtuous women.




  Barbara Castlemaine might be the Devil incarnate, yet compared to the ladies amongst whom Frances had grown up, whose chief delight was spending pious hours upon their knees, she sounded exotic

  indeed.




  They spent the afternoon playing with Mary in the gardens in front of Somerset House, where there were square lawns to run on, bordered by straight gravel walks on each side and by three avenues

  of trees leading down to great stone steps to a lower garden, bordering the river. Through a locked iron gate they glimpsed a strange craft, which Mall explained was modelled on a boat called a

  gondola, all the way from Venice.




  ‘I would like to go on it,’ said Mary.




  ‘And I also,’ Frances nodded.




  ‘Not today, sweeting.’




  Mary looked so distraught that Frances had to cheer her by chasing her over the lawns and hiding behind a statue of Triton, before jumping out to say ‘Boo!’




  When they climbed back up to the house it was to find a gentleman, rather stout and florid, yet richly attired in black velvet, with dozens of brass buttons lining his coat, sporting a

  fair-coloured wig.




  ‘Are you a soldier?’ Mary asked him.




  ‘No, indeed – well, not at the moment, and never if he can help it,’ laughed Mall. ‘This is my brother, George Villiers, the wicked Duke of Buckingham. Mary, meet your

  uncle.’




  ‘Are you indeed my uncle?’ Mary asked.




  ‘Odds fish, Mall, what a way to introduce me to this charming pair.’ He bent down on one knee, but succeeded, owing to his rather heavy bulk, in looking ridiculous instead of

  romantic. ‘I am indeed, young lady.’




  ‘I am Mary, Lady Stuart,’ the child said, suddenly important. ‘Yet I will not become Her Grace of Richmond, even though my brother died, because I am a girl.’




  Frances shot a look at Mall, fearful that this reminder of Esme would bring her pain. Yet Mall smiled at the child’s prattle.




  ‘True indeed. The Duke of Richmond is now my young cousin Charles.’ This time it was Mall’s turn to shoot a look of amused enquiry at Frances.




  She pretended to ignore it. ‘Come, Mary, let us run up those great steps and beat your mother and her brother back to the house.’




  At that, Mary picked up her skirts and dashed towards the steps, with Frances after her.




  ‘So, Butterfly,’ she heard the Duke enquire of his sister. ‘How do you like being back at the English Court?’




  Frances could not hear the reply, but at the top of the steps behind the statue of a Nereid she had to stop because the lace of her shoe had come untied. She bent down to fasten it. The words

  she heard next froze her to the spot.




  ‘Congratulations, Sister!’ The Duke said in a low voice. ‘She is perfect in every way. What innocent beauty, and such artless charm! You could not have found a fitter contrast

  to the over-ripeness of our Barbara, or a better answer to our prayers. How could the King resist so tempting a morsel as that?’




  Frances waited for Mall to fire up at such demeaning words, but instead her answer chilled Frances to the bone.




  ‘Indeed, I think you are right, George. Like a water ice, she will clear his palate after so long a diet of over-rich food.’




  ‘What a clever Butterfly. And tell me, how is your scandalous poetry progressing?’




  Frances did not stay to hear the answer, but ran on, her heart racing in the wake of little Mary. She had been naive and a fool. Mall had seemed so much her friend – indeed, her only

  friend – and now she saw that she could not trust Mall any more than those poisonous ladies-in-waiting.




  She had never greatly believed in her own beauty, though others told her of it, and now she heartily wished she did not possess it. Perhaps she had been naive to trust Mall so completely. Mall

  had lived at courts all her life, and had learned to make judgements over what would be useful and what not. Frances had thought herself a friend – almost a daughter, since her own mother was

  not given to natural affection. Now she suspected that Mall had coolly weighed up her charm and innocence not as qualities in themselves, but for their use in furthering the cause of the

  Villiers’ interests.




  It was time she fought her way out from under Mall’s wing and made some friends she could trust.




  When she reached the graceful arches and porticoes of Somerset House she found that a Groom of the Bedchamber awaited her, holding a small posy upon a silver salver.




  ‘Pretty flowers!’ exclaimed Mary. ‘Are they for me?’




  The man smiled at her childish prattle. ‘You are a little young, my lady, to be sent posies. They are for Mistress Stuart from Mrs La Garde,’ he announced gravely, handing Frances a

  letter. ‘This note accompanied them, and her apology that she could not come and present them herself.’




  Frances tore open the letter. It was a short missive, littered with misspellings and liberally decorated with blotches of ink, apologizing for the unkind treatment Frances had received from the

  maids of honour. ‘Whom, if their name meant aught, should know to behave better.’




  It seemed that she had one friend at least.




  


     

  




  Chapter 2
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  As the arrival of Queen Catherine approached, so did the sense of excitement at Court. A new queen meant a new start for all. And for some, perhaps

  an end.




  This was what many foretold for Barbara, Countess of Castlemaine. ‘She might be carrying the King’s bastard,’ Mall pointed out, ‘but Barbara should remember his promise

  that he would never do what his cousin Louis did. Once he took a wife, he would not have the ill manners to insult her by keeping a mistress at the same time.’




  ‘Aye,’ added Lady Suffolk briskly, ‘but that was before he found himself a bride.’




  Would Catherine of Braganza, twenty-four, yet seeming almost a child, thanks to growing up in a convent and leading such a sheltered life, be alluring enough to make him keep his promise?




  Mall was busily occupied distributing the vast amounts of objects that Catherine had sent ahead as her dowry – great vases of porcelain, cane furniture, cabinets of Eastern lacquer and

  painted calicoes for the wall, all more exotic than anything seen in England before. She also had the task of allotting rooms to the various Portuguese ladies who would be accompanying the Queen,

  and supervising servants with the airing of their beds, so that England might make a fine show of it.




  Yet Mall, ever quick and alert to all around her, soon noticed that Frances was avoiding her, and confronted her.




  ‘Tell me, Frances, what have I done to so offend you that your eyes slip away every time they encounter mine, and you stay not five minutes in my company, as if I carried the

  typhus?’




  Frances struggled with herself, unsure of whether to tell the truth or no. Yet one dishonesty was surely enough? ‘I overheard you talking about me to His Grace of Buckingham.’




  ‘I thought as much.’ Surprisingly, Mall looked relieved. ‘George always has some mad scheme to foist on me, and I play along to humour him. It means naught, I assure you. My

  brother’s plans are harmless, for the most part.’




  ‘Yet why should I be involved in such a thing?’




  ‘It is a hare-brained scheme, no more. It could as well be Catherine Boynton or Cary Frazier he approaches. Worry not.’




  Frances watched her warily. ‘And why does he call you Butterfly?’




  Mall laughed. ‘When I was a child, King Charles – father of our present King – saw me up a tree and thought me a rare and lovely butterfly, and sent his men to catch me, that

  is all. And since then it pleases my brother and some at the Court to address me by the name of Butterfly.’




  ‘And what of the poetry he said you write? Was that true? Do you indeed write verse?’




  Brave and fierce Mall, cowed by no man, flushed the colour of a ripe tomato. ‘I dabble a little. When the world angers me so much I can no longer speak it, but write it down.’




  ‘May I read some?’




  ‘It is not for the public eye.’




  ‘I am not the public, Mall.’




  ‘One day perhaps, in a moment of weakness, I will show you.’




  Frances thanked her, and yet, she told herself, she would be warier of what she disclosed about herself to Mall in the future.




  It was two weeks into May before Catherine of Braganza, escorted by Lord Sandwich, aboard the very ship that had brought the King back two years previously, the Royal

  Charles, finally arrived at Portsmouth, after a terrible voyage rocked by storms and buffeted by huge breakers.




  Frances felt for her, coming as she herself had to a new country (even though her own was home) and having to understand the ways of its Court, so different from the stiff Spanish one.




  Unlike Charles’ first action on reaching England, which had been to kneel down and thank God for his safe arrival, they heard that Catherine’s was to request a cup of tea. Sadly,

  though a chest of tea was stowed in the hold as part of her dowry, none was immediately available and she was offered English ale instead, which had the effect of sending her back to her cabin to

  lie down.




  ‘Poor lady,’ commented Jane La Garde, ‘I hate ale myself. I only hope it was well watered-down.’




  Eventually the Queen appeared to greet her husband-to-be, and was quickly spirited away for a secret Catholic marriage, before the official Protestant one soon after. The King, so the word came

  to Court, seemed happy enough with his bride, who was a sweet-faced, childish-looking woman.




  The fact that she was accompanied by a fearsome entourage of Portuguese ladies all wearing enormous farthingales, the like of which had not been seen in England since Elizabeth’s day,

  seemed only to amuse him. He even kept his good humour when they took particular delight in informing His Majesty that the Queen would not be able to perform her marital duty that night because the

  voyage had affected her monthly cycle.




  ‘My dears,’ Charles was overheard commenting to his Gentlemen of the Bedchamber, ‘the Queen has got her flowers, so the King will have his cups. Bring me some good Bordeaux

  wine.’ And when they poured it he commented ruefully, ‘Mayhap it is as well. I am so tired by racing to be here that I could not uphold the honour of England in the

  bedchamber.’




  While the Queen herself was modest and sweet, her entourage gave the King’s courtiers great cause for mirth. Apart from the six frights of ladies-in-waiting, there were numerous

  confessors, her ancient nurse, a Jewish perfumer and, to the enormous amusement of the King, the Queen’s own barber. A whisper came back to Court that the King wickedly asked his wife which

  part of herself she intended to shave. Fortunately his new wife did not understand the joke.




  The Queen, for her part – content that Charles was both handsome and kind and not some cruel ogre – seemed very eager to fall in love with her new husband. And so they happily

  progressed to Hampton Court, where the Queen’s ladies, with Frances among them, waited to make her acquaintance.




  Here the little Queen wandered happily around Cardinal Wolsey’s mellow red-brick palace, picked roses in the gardens, strolled through the water meadows laughing with the King, and went

  happily off to their bridal bed of crimson and silver, which, perhaps unfortunately, had been a gift from the Netherlands to his dead sister, Mary.




  The King declared his intentions to be a good and faithful husband, and some people, including Frances, even believed him.




  ‘Think you not,’ she enquired of the other ladies, ‘now that he has his Queen and they are so content in each other’s company, that all will hence be

  different?’




  Cary Frazier exchanged looks with Catherine Boynton. Lady Scroope shrugged her well-padded shoulders. Jane La Garde smiled supportively.




  ‘Shall we tell her the truth?’ enquired Catherine Boynton. ‘Lady Castlemaine has this week given birth to a son and called him Charles.’




  Frances gasped.




  ‘The King has been visiting them every day. The Lady’s husband has left her at last, and the King feels, since he has privately ruined her, he must now publicly support

  her.’




  ‘Yet what about the Queen?’ Frances asked indignantly. ‘Does she know of this insult?’




  All were struck silent at this thought.




  ‘She will know soon enough.’ Cary Frazier sighed. ‘The King has kept his promise to make the other a Lady of the Bedchamber.’




  ‘Yet he is a kind, good man!’ Frances protested, remembering how concerned and angry the King had been, even over the trifle of her chilblains. ‘How can he behave

  thus?’




  Lady Scroope, older and wiser than the rest, simply shrugged. ‘He is a man. And a king. He can do what he will.’




  ‘It is those rogues and ne’er-do-wells he keeps company with, my lords Rochester and Dorset and their ilk, who think themselves poets and wits, who encourage him and tell him that a

  king should do as he wishes, and not listen to the pleas of a woman,’ Cary Frazier pointed out gloomily. She had been the object of an obscene and anonymous poem, which all thought was penned

  by Lord Rochester, and had reason to feel resentful. ‘Wits! If to talk of dildoes, and conies, which I am told is the woman’s part, is wit, then they are wittier than all the actors at

  the King’s playhouse.’




  Frances, still new to Court convention, struggled between shock that gentlewomen could talk of such things and a strange rash pride that she had been included in so daring a conversation.




  ‘They have been pouring venom into his ears,’ suggested Catherine Boynton. ‘That his grandfather King James chose whom he wanted to have in his bed, and so should

  he.’




  Frances flushed furiously and glanced at Mall, remembering that it had been Mall’s own father, the Duke of Buckingham, who had, according to the gossips, at one point been the object of

  King James’ passion.




  ‘They are telling him that unless he stands up to Queen Catherine, and bends her to his will, she will be as meddlesome as his mother, and it will be he who is the loser,’ added

  Cary.




  Remembering the many times she had seen Henrietta Maria cross swords with her son, this made at least some sense to Frances. Poor Catherine would be made to suffer because her mother-in-law so

  wished to dominate.




  ‘And they point out that King Louis of France is not constrained by notions of fidelity to his queen, but flaunts his mistresses where he will.’




  ‘And the King of Spain also,’ nodded Lady Scroope. ‘Aye, these wits persuade the King that virtue is worthless and he must do as other kings do, or they will think the less of

  him.’




  A silence fell as all contemplated the fate of lawfully wedded wives in the face of amoral, yet alluring mistresses.




  Diversion from their gloomy thoughts came in the person of the Groom of the Presence Chamber, who informed them that a very large delivery had arrived and asked where it should be placed.




  Lady Suffolk, as chief Lady of the Bedchamber, was consulted and the vast parcel was carried up the great stairs to the Queen’s Apartments.




  ‘But what is it?’ enquired the little Queen, standing next to the package, which was as high as she was. She smiled shyly at her ladies. ‘Shall we open it?’




  Shouting with laughter, they fell upon the wrapping and tore away the waxed paper. Underneath was a layer of canvas tied securely with rope so thick that the small scissors Lady Suffolk carried

  tied to her waist were not strong enough to cut it. ‘A knife! Go fetch a knife from the kitchen, Mistress Frazier,’ she instructed.




  Cary Frazier trailed unwillingly off, taking so long that by the time she returned they had almost undone the wrapping entirely, revealing a glorious gilded looking-glass, oval in shape and

  almost six feet tall, with borders of roses adorning each corner.




  ‘But how beautiful it is!’ exclaimed the Queen. ‘And where does it come from?’




  Yet no one knew.




  ‘Perhaps it is a surprise gift from your husband the King, Majesty,’ suggested Jane La Garde hopefully.




  ‘I think that he would have told me,’ the Queen replied, as her ladies amused themselves by propping the great mirror against the wall and laughing as they admired themselves in it,

  the younger ones taking it in turns to pose and primp.




  ‘Come, we shall go and ask him.’ The Queen, together with Jane and several pages, went off in search of him.




  ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall,’ laughed Cary Frazier, ever the most forward of their number. ‘Who is the fairest of them all?’




  ‘I am.’




  The group swung round to find a violet-eyed lady with a bold, laughing expression surveying them all.




  Her skin was a polished white to rival the statue of Isis in the gardens, her red lips pursed into a pouting rosebud of provocation. She wore a loose gown of amber silk, cut low on the shoulders

  revealing the frill of her chemise beneath, and suggesting a hint of alluring déshabillé as if she had only, at this late hour, just arisen from her bed.




  ‘Barbara!’ Mall whispered warningly. ‘What do you here in the Queen’s Apartments?’




  ‘Since I am to be a Lady of the Bedchamber,’ demanded the lady insolently, ‘where else should I be?’




  ‘In hell,’ Mall answered in a furious whisper. ‘Or dead on a dung heap, like Jane Shore, old King Edward’s doxy, as you deserve.’




  ‘It is as well you are my cousin, Mary Villiers, or it would be you who ended up on the dung heap, mark my words.’




  With an angry swish of silk, Barbara turned on her heel, pausing only to stop at the door for a moment.




  ‘Ladies, I think you will discover that looking glass is meant for me. The King suggested I hang it next to the bed.’ A mocking smile lit up her lovely features. ‘I need not

  elaborate as to why.’




  She closed the door, leaving behind a shocked and leaden silence.




  ‘That,’ Mall almost spat, ‘was the Countess of Castlemaine. Seduced at sixteen and never looked backwards. They say she knows all the tricks of the whorehouse and practises

  each and every one of them to keep the King beneath her thumb.’
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