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1
The Power of Life and Death



The journey that took me from the Château Blanche-pierre, on the banks of the Loire, to Vetch Castle on the Welsh March began, I think, on April 4, 1564, when I snatched up a triple-branched silver candlestick and hurled it the length of the Blanchepierre dinner table at my husband, Matthew de la Roche.


I threw it in an outburst of fury and unhappiness, which had had its beginnings three and a half weeks before, in the fetid, overheated lying-in chamber in the west tower of the château, where our first child should have come into the world, had God or providence been kinder.


I had begged for air but no one would open the shutters for fear of letting in a cold wind. Instead, there was a fire in the hearth, piled too high and giving off a sickly perfume from the herbs which my woman, Fran Dale, had thrown onto it in an effort to please me by sweetening the atmosphere.


The lying-in chamber was pervaded too by a continual murmur of prayers from Matthew’s uncle Armand, who was a priest and lived in the château as its chaplain. It was he who had married us, three and a half years ago, in England. To my fevered mind, the drone of his elderly voice sounded like a prayer for the dying. Possibly, it was. Madame Montaigle had fetched him after using pepper to make me sneeze in the hope that it would shoot the child out, and then attempting in vain to pull him out of me by hand, which had caused me to scream wildly. She told me afterward that she had despaired of my life.


Madame Montaigle was my husband’s former housekeeper. She had been living in a retirement cottage but she had skill as a midwife and Matthew had fetched her back to the château to help me. I wished he hadn’t for she didn’t like me. To her, I was Matthew’s heretic wife, the stranger from England, who had let him down in the past and would probably let him down again if given the ghost of a chance. I did not think she would care if I died. I would have felt the same in her place, but I could have done without either Madame Montaigle or Uncle Armand as I lay sweating and cursing and crying, growing more exhausted and feverish with every passing hour, fighting to bring forth Matthew’s child, and failing.


During the second day, I drifted toward delirium. Matthew had gone to fetch the physician from the village below the château but I kept on forgetting this and asking for him. When at last I heard his voice at the door, telling the physician that this was the room and for the love of God, man, do what you can, it pulled me back into the real world. I cried Matthew’s name and stretched out my hand.


But Madame Montaigle barred his way, exclaiming in outraged tones that he could not enter, that this was women’s business except for priest and doctor, and instead of pushing past her as I wanted him to do, he merely called to me that he had brought help and that he was praying to God that all would soon be well. It was the physician, not Matthew, who came to my side.


The physician was out of breath, for he was a plump man and Matthew had no doubt propelled him up the tower steps at speed. “I agree,” he puffed to Dale and Madame Montaigle, “that this is rightly women’s business. It is not my custom to attend lying-in chambers. However, for you, seigneur,” he added over his shoulder, addressing Matthew and changing to a note of respect, “I will do what I can.” He turned back to my attendants. “What has been done already?”


Madame Montaigle explained, about the pepper and her own manual efforts. Dale spoke little French and her principal task was to lave my forehead with cool water, smooth my straggling hair back from my perspiring face, and offer me milk and broth. The shutters made the room dim and the physician asked for more lights. I heard Matthew shouting for lamps. When they were brought, the physician, without speaking to me, went to the foot of the bed and began doing something to me; I couldn’t tell exactly what. I only knew that the pain I was in grew suddenly worse and I twisted, struggling. The physician drew back.


“The child is lying wrong and it is growing weak. Seigneur …”


Matthew must still have been hovering just outside the room, for the physician was speaking to him from the end of my bed. He moved away to the door to finish what he was saying out of my hearing, and I heard my husband answer though I could not hear the words that either of them said. I called Matthew’s name again but still he wouldn’t defy convention and enter. I was left forlorn, bereft of any anchor to the world. I was dying. I knew it now. Here in this shadowed, stinking room, tangled up in sweaty sheets and with Uncle Armand practically reciting the burial service over me; before I was thirty years old; I was going to slip out of the world into eternity.


“I don’t want to die!” I screamed. “Matthew, I don’t want to die! I want to see Meg again!”


My daughter, Meg, was in England. I hadn’t seen her for two years and this summer, she would be nine. Now, a vision of her, as vivid as though she were actually there, filled my overheated mind. I saw her, playing with a ball on the grass outside Thamesbank House, where she lived with her foster parents. Her dark hair was escaping from its cap, and her little square face, so like the face of her father, Gerald, my first husband, was rosy with exercise. I could see the gracious outlines of the house, and the ripple of the Thames flowing past. For a moment, it was all so real that I called her name aloud, but the vision faded. She receded from me and was gone.


“If I die now I’ll never see Meg again and I’ll never see England again!” I wailed. “Somebody help me!”


“Hush.” Dale was in tears. “Don’t waste your strength, ma’am. Take a little warm milk.”


“I don’t want milk!” I flung out an arm in a frantic gesture of rejection and sent the cup flying out of Dale’s hand, spilling the milk on the trampled rushes and also on Uncle Armand. “I want to give birth and get this over and I wish I’d never married again!”


Uncle Armand, brushing white spatters from his black clerical gown, said reprovingly: “Hush, madame. All things are according to the will of God. Women who die in childbirth may, I think, receive martyrs’ crowns in heaven.”


“I don’t want to be a bloody martyr!” I shouted at him. “I want to live!”


Peering through the lamplight and the red fog of my pain and fever, I saw the physician and Matthew anxiously conferring in the doorway. The fever seemed to have sharpened my senses for although the physician’s voice was still pitched low, this time I heard what he was saying.


“It is a son, seigneur, but there is little chance of saving him, I fear, and if I try, we shall almost certainly lose the mother. If we try instead to save her, the chance of success is better, but it will surely mean the child’s death. I cannot hope to save them both; that much is sure. It is for you to decide.”


I cried out, begging for my life. I had wanted Matthew’s child but in that moment it ceased to be real to me. Nothing was real except the threat, the terrible threat of extinction. Everything became confused. As delirium finally took over, I saw the physician come back to me but after that I remember very little. The pain became a sea in which I was drowning. Then came darkness.


When I became conscious again, I was still in pain but in a new, localized way. My body was no longer struggling. Its burden was gone. Dale and Matthew, very pale, were beside me and the physician stood watchfully by. Uncle Armand and Madame Montaigle had left the room.


“You’re alive,” Matthew said. “But there is no child. It was one or the other and I chose you.”


I smiled. I thanked him. I held his hand.


I had rarely been so angry in my life.


The anger wouldn’t go away and mingled with it was a bleak misery that refused to lift and which did not even seem to have much to do with my grief for the lost baby, although I did indeed grieve. I was glad when Matthew told me that Uncle Armand had managed to baptize him, and that he had been laid in consecrated ground. He had been called Pierre, after Matthew’s father. Physically, I got better, and I let Matthew think that my silences, my inability to smile, were all on account of grief. I knew I was hurting him but I could not help myself. My mind was sick and would not heal.


But by the fourth of April, Matthew was growing worried because I was so remote from him, and over that momentous dinner table, he said so.


We were not alone. Uncle Armand was dining with us as he usually did, and the butler, Doriot, was waiting on us. So was Roger Brockley, my English manservant. Fran Dale was actually married to Brockley although I still called her Dale, because she had been in my service before Brockley joined me.


They were both well into their forties, solid people, very English—Dale a little too given to complaining and slightly marked by childhood smallpox, but handsome in her way and very much attached to me; Brockley, stocky and dignified, with a high, polished forehead, a dusting of pale gold freckles, a slight country accent, a gift for expressionless jokes, and a knack of combining respect with criticism which over the years had inspired me with trust and exasperation in roughly equal proportions.


Brockley had originally been my groom, but when we came to Blanchepierre, the stables were full of grooms, and he had carved out a highly individual niche for himself, acting as my personal messenger and serving me at meals. Doriot didn’t like it, though Brockley tried to be generally helpful and not usurp the butler’s authority.


Brockley was at the sideboard, spooning wine sauce over my fish steaks, when Matthew said: “I have asked the physician to call tomorrow, Ursula. You are not recovering your strength or your spirits as you should. We’ve had a sad loss, but it’s not the end of the world, you know.”


I gazed down the table, past the silver dishes and the very beautiful silver salt and the matching candlesticks. The day was bright and the candles weren’t lit, but they were there as decoration. We always dined in this formal fashion, with the length of the table between us. Blanchepierre was a very formal place.


There he sat, my husband, Matthew, whose dark, diamond-shaped eyes and dramatic black eyebrows, whose tall, loose-jointed frame and graceful movements, had captivated me long ago. He was good-hearted, too; essentially kind. In the end, after a long struggle, I had chosen him and Blanchpierre over a life as a lady of Queen Elizabeth’s Presence Chamber and an agent in the employ of her Secretary of State, Sir William Cecil. I had been willing to live with Matthew as a Catholic, here in France, even though I remembered all too well the cruelties wrought in England by Mary Tudor in the name of that same religion.


Matthew loved me, and I had thought I loved him, but at this moment, he looked like a stranger.


“I don’t like the physician,” I said. “I’d rather not see him.”


“That’s a little ungrateful, isn’t it? He saved your life, after all. I’m sure he can prescribe something for you—a tonic, perhaps.”


“Dale can make a tonic up for me,” I said. “She is quite skilled in such things. Even I have a little knowledge of herb lore.”


“The physician surely knows more than either you or Dale. Why don’t you like him?”


Doriot and Brockley brought the fish steaks to the table and began to serve them. I tried to think of a way to answer Matthew, but couldn’t.


“Well?” he said. “Ursula, I’m worried about you and these silences of yours are one of the reasons. What is the matter with you? If I ask you a question, why can’t you reply?”


Sometimes, I knew, it was because I was too lost in depression to hear him. But at other times, and this was one of them, it was because I knew he wouldn’t like the answer. I stared at him and then, without speaking, started to eat.


“What is wrong with the physician? Ursula, I mean to have an answer. So will you say something, please?”


He had never pressed so hard before, and in any case, the answer was festering in me. I set down the piece of bread with which I was mopping up the sauce.


“Very well,” I said. “The last time he came here was to my lying-in chamber. He said there was a chance of saving me or the child, but not both, and he asked you which he should try to save. He asked you. But I was conscious. I was crying out that I didn’t want to die. Why didn’t he ask me instead? He never even spoke to me. I might have been just a log of wood.”


“Ursula, for the love of God! A physician would always ask the husband in such a case. Naturally.”


“I’ve just said, I was crying out that I didn’t want to die. Why didn’t he just set about saving my life without further ado?”


“And leave me with no say in the matter?”


“It was my life! I was terrified of dying—terrified!”


“That was needless,” said Uncle Armand. “You had heard Mass and been shriven only an hour or two before your pains began. You had nothing to fear.”


“Yes, I had!” I snapped at him. “I wanted to live!”


“I know,” said Matthew. “And I wanted you to live too. I told him to save you. You know that. The child was a son but believe me, I cared nothing for that, if only I could have you back, safe.”


“But where would I be now if you had chosen otherwise?”


“Ursula, what is all this? I saved your life!” Matthew thundered. “You’re completely unreasonable.”


“And unwomanly, I fear.” Uncle Armand shook a reproving head. “What you should have done, my child, was declare that you wished your infant to be saved. Your husband would still have chosen your life instead, of that I feel sure. The very purpose behind asking the husband is to free the woman from the burden of choosing between her child and herself. But …”


“I didn’t ask to be freed of it!”


“The last time you saw the physician,” said Matthew, “you were delirious. I think, Uncle Armand, that Ursula cannot be blamed for anything she said at that time.”


“Blamed!” I shouted.


“Calm yourself. I also think,” said Matthew, “that you spent too long dancing attendance on that redhaired heretic queen in England. She used to raise her voice quite often, if I remember aright, and you are talking the kind of nonsense that she might very well talk.”


“It isn’t nonsense.” I tried to speak more quietly. “I still greatly admire Elizabeth,” I added.


“But you left her service because she and Cecil between them had betrayed you.”


“It felt like that at the time. But since then, I’ve come to understand them better. I’ve had time to think.”


“I would have expected,” said Matthew, “that now you are here in my home, you could have left the thinking to your husband, as other women do. It is not a feminine occupation. But since you have been thinking—to what conclusions have you come? Do you regret staying with me?”


“It would be most shameful if you did,” said Uncle Armand, signaling Brockley for a little more fish. Doriot and Brockley were continuing to serve as imperturbably as though we were all discussing the weather. “When one considers, after all, that the Seigneur de la Roche is of an ancient, most respected French family while you, madame, although you have served at a royal court, were penniless when you were married to him, and furthermore, cannot put a name to your father.”


There was a breathless silence. I felt as though I had been kicked in the stomach. Brockley froze in midfloor, the serving platter in his hands. Even Doriot looked embarrassed and became very anxious to make sure there were enough clean spoons ready for the next course.


“My wife’s family history is of no importance to me,” Matthew snapped, but if he was glaring at Uncle Armand, he was still glaring when he turned to me.


“I am beginning to think,” he said coldly, “that perhaps, Ursula, you are once more planning to abandon me—as you have done in the past. Are you? Do you want to go back to England? If so, in God’s name tell me. I’d rather know.”


It was too much. It all hurt far too much. I had sat down to dine, not happily, but at least in the belief that my domestic world was secure around me. It had fallen to pieces in the space of a few minutes and I didn’t know how it had happened. What I did know was that grief for my dead child and the memory of those horrible hours in the lying-in chamber had flooded over me together, reviving the fear and pain and helplessness, the sense of loss when I called for Matthew and he would not come to me. Even now, he was at the far end of a long table; I could not reach out and touch him.


I had no words, only a surge of emotion: nameless and wordless but too huge to contain. So I picked up the nearest candlestick, threw it at Matthew, and then leapt from my seat and fled headlong from the dining chamber.


* * *


I went straight to my own bedchamber, collapsed on the bed, and thereupon fell victim to one of the sick headaches which have plagued me for most of my life. When Matthew came after me, as he did before long, he found me groaning in semidarkness, and had the good sense not to try to talk to me, but to send Dale to me.


Dale did her best for me, but the chamomile potion which sometimes eased the symptoms this time had no effect. The malady ran its usual unpleasant course, and the headache did not subside until late that evening. Then I told Dale to let Matthew know I was better, and once again, he came to me. He sat down on the side of the bed and looked at me gravely, his face a blank mask. He waited for me to say something first.


There was only one thing I could possibly say. “I’m sorry I threw the candlestick,” I whispered. “But I couldn’t bear it—oh, Matthew, how could you believe I was plotting to leave you? Of course I’m not.”


“I shouldn’t have said that,” Matthew told me quietly. “I too am sorry. And Uncle Armand shouldn’t have made those comments about your family, either. As for the physician at your lying-in, he asked me a question and I gave him the answer I knew you wanted. I had heard you crying out for your life. It broke my heart to hear you.”


“I didn’t want the child to die,” I said. “How could I? I was praying that somehow we could both live. But I was so afraid, Matthew, so afraid, and I felt so helpless.”


“It’s in the nature of women to feel helpless, but you should know that you can trust me to look after you.” He paused and then said steadily: “But now you are longing for the child you already have, I think. In your delirium, you cried out for your daughter, and for England. You are missing Meg very badly, and you’re homesick.”


I nodded, with caution. The remains of the headache still throbbed.


“I’m sorry,” I said again, miserably. Matthew and I had quarreled before, more than once. We had shouted into each other’s faces and I had wept with rage and despair, and once, when we tried to settle our differences with passion, even our lovemaking had turned savage. But never before had any quarrel gone as deep as this. I wanted no more of it. In venting my rage with that candlestick, I had lanced the worst boil in my unhappy mind. Now, I longed for peace between myself and Matthew. “This is my home now,” I said. “I know that. I ought not to be homesick; women aren’t supposed to be. Aunt Tabitha told me that,” I added. “You know—Aunt Tabitha, who brought me up.”


“You must be really out of spirits if you’re quoting your aunt Tabitha. I remember her well, and I didn’t care for her at all. What did she say, exactly?”


“It was when my eldest cousin, Honoria, was betrothed. She was afraid of leaving home because she thought she would be homesick. Aunt Tabitha told her that a woman’s home is where her husband is, even if it’s Cathay or Ultima Thule.”


“That sounds very like your aunt Tabitha. Poor Honoria.”


“But most people would agree with my aunt, wouldn’t they? The only one I know who might not is Queen Elizabeth. Her feelings for England run deep.”


“So do yours, it appears. Oh, Saltspoon.” We both smiled involuntarily, at the sound of the nickname he had given me, years ago, because he said I had such a salty tongue. “It seems long since I last called you that,” he said now. “Dearest Saltspoon, why can’t you love France in the same way as you seem to love England? Would it be easier, I wonder, if we fetched Meg over? I have always said she would be welcome. Didn’t you once say that she should come after—well, after your confinement? Suppose I arrange it? You might feel more settled, then.”


“I don’t know,” I said restlessly. “She is happy with the Hendersons. They are good people. They write quite often, and so does she. It’s not that I don’t have news of her.”


I was choosing my words with care. I had spoken my mind at the dining table, but if I wanted peace with Matthew, I must not speak it now. I had hesitated to bring Meg to France because I did not want to separate her from England. I wanted England—the land, the language, the religion—to be hers by right.


If I said that to Matthew, he would be hurt anew, and he would begin to doubt me once again. He had been surprised to hear me quote my aunt Tabitha, but if my aunt were here now, much as I disliked her, I knew what advice she would give me and she might well be right.


She would tell me to repair my differences with Matthew by pleasing him, even if it meant hiding my own opinions. (Not that my aunt ever needed to hide hers, since they usually chimed to perfection with those of Uncle Herbert. My uncle and aunt were a pair of righteous bullies who worked together like a team of flawlessly matched coach horses.)


But Matthew and I were very different from Aunt Tabitha and Uncle Herbert, and very different too from each other. Yes. I would be wise, I thought wearily, to hide what I was thinking. I said no more, and then Matthew made up his own mind.


“You need more than news of your daughter,” he said. “You need Meg herself.” He stood up. “No more arguments, Ursula. I am sending Brockley over to fetch her.”


“But he’ll need the queen’s permission and …”


“No, he won’t. He will stay for a few days at Thamesbank—that’s the name of the house, is it not?—as though to make a full report on her studies and her well-being. The Hendersons will get used to him and so will Meg herself. He can take her out, on the river, or for rides. Then, one day, he will slip away with her and take her to the south coast, where he will find a boat in which to cross the channel. I will give him the names of three skippers who will help if he carries a letter with my seal on it.”


For a moment, I closed my eyes. It was still going on, then. France had been torn by civil war between Huguenots and Catholics and Matthew had been in the thick of it, but still, it seemed, he had found time to keep up his secret work in England, where he had agents constantly seeking support for Mary Stuart of Scotland, who in Catholic eyes was England’s true queen, and who would bring the Catholic faith back to my country. Along with the Inquisition.


“I understand about homesickness,” Matthew said. “And women are as prone to it as men. My mother was English, and she always missed her homeland. That was why I took her back when my father died. She died too, not long after, but she was glad to be in her own country and to know that she would be buried in her own soil. But I think, Ursula, that if Meg is here, you will feel better. Take some rest now. Your daughter will be with you very soon.”


He kissed me and went away. I lay there, letting my headache fade, and wondering if he was right. I had lived abroad, in Antwerp, when I was married to my first husband, Gerald Blanchard, who was in the service there of the queen’s financier, Sir Thomas Gresham. I had never felt homesick then. But of course, in Antwerp, I had had both Meg and Gerald.


Gerald was dead and gone and if he were to come back now, this moment, what would he find? Getting up from the bed, I went to my toilet chest and looked at my face in the little mirror which lay there. I still had the wide brow and pointed chin which Gerald had called kittenish, but there was little of the kitten about me now. The hazel eyes of that mirrored face had seen many things since Gerald last looked into them. Some of those things had been sad and some horrific. Mine were experienced eyes now.


Gazing more closely, I saw too that there were a couple of silver strands in my dark hair. My youth was passing. The Ursula that Gerald had known had changed. I was Madame de la Roche now, of Château Blanchepierre, by the river Loire.


One could not go back. But Meg was still part of the present, living and growing, and yes, I needed her, to fill the empty place which my dead child had left. How long, I wondered, would it take Brockley to bring her back to France?





2
Lost in the Mist



I sent Dale to England with Brockley. They rarely had such a chance to be alone together and I knew quite well that Dale was not happy in France. She had once been arrested and had spent several weeks in a cell under the palace of St. Germain near Paris. She had been frightened ever since. Only her affection for me, and Brockley’s loyalty to me, had kept her with me through the two years of the French civil war, which we had spent in Paris, fairly safely, but always with danger prowling nearby. Now that peace had come, I hoped she would settle down, but a visit to England might help her.


Also, I thought it would be better for Meg if Dale was there, for I doubted if her nurse, Bridget, would come to Blanchepierre. Brockley himself had remarked on it. “She’s a good-natured soul but I don’t see her ever being at home in any foreign land.” Then he made one of his expressionless jokes, “In France, madam, I reckon she’d be like a cat in a dog kennel.”


After the usual fractional pause while I worked out that despite the blankness of Brockley’s face he was jesting, I laughed.


“I’ll give you some money for her,” I said. “Then she’ll be free to make a new start without anxiety. I think I can trust you not to embezzle it.”


“Madam!” said Brockley, in mock reproach. “The very idea!”


After they set out, Matthew and I quarreled again.


He had found me a maid to replace Dale for the time being, a competent enough girl, but somewhat unsmiling and, unfortunately, from my point of view, related to Madame Montaigle. When Matthew asked me how I was getting on with Marie, I was unwise enough to say—albeit mildly—that I felt as though she disapproved of me.


“Now that’s nonsense. It’s not her business to approve or disapprove of you and Marie knows her place.”


We were in my sitting room, where I often spent the afternoons over a little embroidery, sitting by the window with a view of the Loire below, my workbasket at hand on a small walnut table with a charming inlaid pattern of ivory. I was working on a kirtle which I hoped would fit Meg, embroidering meadow flowers on pale yellow silk, and Matthew, who admired my skill, had come to see how the work was progressing. Marie’s name struck a jarring note.


“She never says anything out of turn,” I said. “It’s just—her expression. After all, she is a Montaigle and Madame Montaigle dislikes me. You know that. She has her reasons but it’s difficult to live at close quarters with them. I’ll be glad when Dale comes back.”


“As to that,” said Matthew, sitting down, “there is something I want to say to you. When Dale and Brock-ley bring Meg home, I would like you to reward them well—I will be generous over this, I promise—and then send them back to England for good. It will be much the same arrangement as you expect to make with the child’s nurse.”


“Pay them off, you mean?”


“Yes.”


“But why? They’re very devoted servants and I’m as fond of them as they are of me. They’ve done nothing wrong.”


“Why are you so quarrelsome, Saltspoon? I used to like that edge on your tongue but it can be tiring sometimes. Could you not be a little sweeter?”


“I’m sorry.” Knowing that I would see Meg soon had done something to ease my unhappiness but it was still there, and could easily be reawakened. “But I’m much attached to both Dale and Brockley,” I said. “I would miss them.”


“I know,” said Matthew. “But that’s just the point. I think you are a little too attached to Brockley.”


“What? Ouch!” I had been startled into pricking my finger. I sat sucking it and looking at Matthew in astonished indignation.


“Brockley’s a good man,” he said. “I know that. I gather that he has shown many kindnesses to the elderly people in the village, such as mending roofs and chopping firewood for them. But I have noticed that you talk to him a great deal and often share jokes with him. I’ve heard you.”


“But there’s no harm in it!” I was truly appalled by this unlooked-for criticism. “And it’s true; Brockley is a good man,” I said defensively. “The old folk down in the village would miss him. He has a liking for them. I know he did his best for his own mother when she was alive.”


“And it’s a virtue. I recognize that. I also realize that he was a great help to you when you were in Paris and I was away fighting. But now we are together again and you have me to lean on. You no longer need Roger Brockley.”


“Brockley has never been anything other than perfectly respectful. He’s like Marie; he knows his place.”


“I’m well aware that he’s respectful. If I thought otherwise, he would have been on his way to England long ago. Nevertheless, as I said, you have me to lean on now and you no longer need a personal manservant. We’ve been married for three years and a half, but we’ve spent much of that time apart, and we’ve only been settled in Blanchepierre since January. However, we are at last arranging the pattern of our real married life. And surely, Ursula, you can see that there is no place for Brockley in it? I already have enough grooms—enough to take care of more horses than I possess—and Doriot doesn’t need Brockley to help him at table and doesn’t like it, either. And also …”


“Yes?” My finger had stopped bleeding but my hands were shaking and I rested them on my lap rather than try to go on stitching. I could not imagine being permanently without Brockley and Dale. They were part of me. We were a threesome held in a precise relationship to each other by a web of shared experiences. We had worked together, been afraid together, and even saved each other’s lives. Didn’t Matthew understand, Matthew, who was supposed to be the other half of myself?


“You often say how fond you are of Dale,” Matthew was saying, “but you seem blind to the obvious. Dale loves you, but you know very well that she longs for England, and in addition, you and Brockley often hurt her.”


“What? What are you talking about?”


“I’m trying to point out to you that your intimacy with him gives her pain. Didn’t you know?”


“Of all the things to say! How can you?”


“It’s true.”


“It’s not true! I can’t bear this. How can you? No, let me pass; I’m going to my room.”


Here, once again, was something that was too much, that hurt more than I could bear. Throwing my work down on the walnut table, I sprang up, evaded Matthew’s protesting hand, and fled from him. When I reached the sanctuary of my own bedchamber, Marie was there, brushing clothes. She looked at my white face and tear-filled eyes and at once, as a good personal maid should, asked if there was anything she could do for Madame.


“Yes. Just leave Madame alone,” I said ungraciously. She curtsied politely and went away and I longed to have Dale fussing around me, offering me chamomile possets. I bolted the door to keep Marie from coming back and then threw myself onto the bed and burst into tears.


Matthew pursued me, of course. He tapped on the door and called to me. “Let me in, Ursula. You solve nothing by running away. Come, unbar the door.”


I sat up wearily, rubbing my eyes with my palms, and knew that I must not shut him out. I got up and drew back the bolt.


“Saltspoon, I didn’t mean to upset you.” The pet name brought a fresh flood of tears from me. Standing in his arms, I soaked the front of his doublet with them. My cap had gone awry. He pulled it off and stroked my hair. “You are so sharp-minded,” he said, “and yet sometimes you seem not to know things that anyone else can see with their eyes closed … oh well, never mind. There, there. You’re not strong yet, I know. You have been so very ill, my dear.”


Since that dreadful, useless delivery, I had not been able to face lovemaking. Matthew’s masculine beauty, which had once filled me with desire so that every bone in my body seemed to lean toward him when he came near me, had ceased to move me at all. Now, however, I felt his need of me and knew I must respond. I let him take me to the bed. It was agony at first, in a way quite new to me. I had never known lovemaking to cause me pain before, not even the very first time, with Gerald. Now I gritted my teeth and kept my eyes closed and could do no more at first than endure.


Matthew sensed my distress and held his urgency in check, coaxing and caressing, until at last my body remembered what to do, and my juices began to flow, soothing away the pain and letting him move easily. Afterward, I lay curled against him and thinking that one day, soon, all would be as it used to be. We would be happy together again, and I would love Matthew as I used to do. All I needed was to grow a little stronger—and for Meg to come.


Perhaps when I had Meg, I would even be able to contemplate life without Brockley and Dale!


Matthew did not again mention the idea of paying them off, and neither did I. By tacit agreement, we left all that until they should return. Two and a half weeks after they had left for England, I saw a hired barge approaching up the river, and as I looked from my sitting room window, I recognized Brockley and Dale on the deck. But although I peered and strained my eyes, I could not see any little girl with them. I sped down to the château landing stage and their grave faces confirmed my fears even before I spoke to them. It was I who spoke first, before they had even come ashore. “Where is she? Where is Meg?”


They stepped quickly onto the jetty, Brockley giving a hand to his wife. “Madam …” he began, and then stopped.


“What is it? Brockley! Dale! Tell me at once!”


“Meg was there when we got to Thamesbank,” Dale said earnestly. “Very lively, very healthy, and asking after you, and how she’s grown, ma’am; you’d hardly credit it …”


“Dale!”


“We had a good journey,” Brockley said. His even voice made me attend to him. “We were there in four days,” he said. “We meant to spend a week at Thames-bank and then get the child away. We thought it would be easy, for the house was busy. Sir William Cecil came, the day after we did, to spend a few days there and he brought his wife, Lady Mildred, and a guest of theirs, a Lady Mortimer. There was entertaining and any amount of coming and going … I’m coming to the point, madam. We were laying plans. As we expected, Bridget didn’t want to come to France, but she was willing to help us. Also, I’m sure she didn’t talk; she’s got plenty of sense. We were all careful and I’m as sure as I can be that what happened had nothing to do with our plans. But … well, one morning, Bridget and Meg weren’t there. They’d vanished in the night. Just gone.”


“Gone?” I said blankly.


“Yes, madam. No horses were missing from the stable and no one had seen or heard anything. They had slept in their beds—one could see that—but a hamper had disappeared from a cupboard in the room, and so had some of their clothes, Mistress Henderson said, although not everything—just a set of daily wear and a change of linen. Master Henderson sent riders out everywhere, to inquire if anyone had seen them, and I rode out too.”


“What?” My voice was still blank. I could hardly take in what he was saying.


“We couldn’t hear of a single sighting,” Brockley said. “Not on any road or on the river. I helped the search for three days but there wasn’t a trace, not a single trace. Mistress Henderson was frantic, shut in her room in tears most of the time. It was a foggy morning when they went; you know how the vapors rise off the river. They’d just—vanished into the mist.”





3
Hawk or Donkey



“I won’t be away longer than I must,” I said to Matthew, as he stepped onto the barge, bringing an extra rug to protect me from the breeze. “But I have to find Meg. I must. Once I have her safe, I’ll bring her home. I wish you could come too.”


As I took my seat, I looked up at the château. It was very beautiful, its turrets and crenellations elegant as well as practical. It was built of pale Caen stone, which changed color according to the weather. Under cloudy skies, the walls were white, but sunlight would tint them with gold, and at sunset they flushed to the softest shade of rose, and their reflection in the Loire, wavering with the ripples, was like the outline of a faerie fortress.


“I’d gladly come, but I’m a wanted man in England,” Matthew said. “Be careful, Ursula, my dear one. According to Brockley, Sir William Cecil urged him to fetch you to England to look for Meg. Be careful of Cecil.”


“I will.” It still saddened me to say that. Sir William Cecil and his wife, Lady Mildred, had in the past been very kind to me. They had found me my post at Elizabeth’s court; they had arranged for Meg to be fostered by the Hendersons. It was Cecil, mainly, who had enhanced my income by employing me on secret tasks, watching and investigating the enemies of Queen Elizabeth.


And then Cecil and Elizabeth between them had sent me to France on a seemingly innocent errand, and I hadn’t known that they were using me as bait to draw Matthew out of hiding. We had been married for some time by then, but were estranged. When I learned how I had been used, I ended the estrangement and chose to stay with Matthew. I had told him that I understood that betrayal better now, but I still could not see how I could ever really trust either Cecil or the queen again.


I said: “I only want to find Meg. That is the only reason why I am going, and the only thing that I intend to do.”


“I shall pray that both of you will return to me soon,” Matthew said. “I shall pray in my chapel, every day.”


“And I.” Uncle Armand had come to the jetty to say good-bye as well. “I shall keep a night vigil once a week, until you return, madame. It is very right that you should wish to find your daughter and bring her here.” He spoke quite warmly and it occurred to me that like many priests, he was uncomfortable with women in general but got on better with those who were mothers. Screaming out my enraged rejection of martyrdom by parturition I had scandalized him; but in my present anxiety for my little girl, I was an object of sympathy.


Dale and Brockley were aboard, their bags at their feet. The boatmen were settling to their oars. It was time.


“Matthew …”


“Godspeed, Saltspoon.”


We had a parting embrace, long and fierce. Then he stepped ashore and stood on the jetty, waving farewell as the barge slipped away downstream. I watched him grow smaller as the distance between us grew.


A divided heart, divided loves, are a terrible burden to carry.


It was a quick journey. We reached Nantes in a day and there we had good luck, for we found a ship in which Matthew had shares, about to sail for England with a cargo of wine. When the Cygnet left next day, we were aboard her. The winds were playful, but they drove us in the right direction. I had feared seasickness but none of us fell ill, although the tossing sea made Dale nervous. “I just wish the wind would drop a bit, ma’am,” she said miserably. “I can’t abide the sea. I wouldn’t do it for anyone but you and Roger and that’s a fact.”


“You’ll soon be on dry land again,” I said comfortingly.


“I hope so, ma’am. The way those timbers creak; they make me think the ship’s going to fall apart and drop us all in the water.”


“Matthew de la Roche,” I said, “doesn’t buy shares in unseaworthy buckets. The Cygnet will get us to England; don’t worry.”


The Cygnet did. We landed safely at Southampton late on a May evening and went to an inn where a good night’s sleep made Dale more cheerful and the sound of the English language was a delight to me. In the morning, Brockley found us some hired horses, and we set out for Thamesbank.


The house where Meg had been living with Cecil’s friends, Rob and Mattie Henderson, was beside the Thames, near Hampton. I was in a furious hurry to get there and because posting inns couldn’t always provide proper sidesaddles—only pillion saddles, but riding pillion would have slowed us down—I rode as Dale always did, astride and in breeches, though over them, I put on one of the open-fronted skirts which I usually wore on top of an embroidered kirtle. In my impatience, I also shocked Brockley with my curses when the hired horses were less than ideal.


They often are, of course, for they are ridden hard, in all weathers, by all kinds of riders. They nearly always have iron mouths and temperaments either phlegmatic or cussed. I remember that one of my mounts nearly drove me mad with its reluctance to go faster than a slow jog and with its big clumsy feet, which seemed to find every single pothole in the track. “This damned horse swerves out of the way on purpose to tread in a hole and stumble!” I raged, and thereafter named the animal Dogmeat. “Blast you, Dogmeat, pick your feet up!” “Get on with it, Dog-meat; we haven’t got forever!”


Yet through it all, the beauty of England in early May reached and touched me. It was subtly different from France: the new young leaves a more delicate shade of green; the sunshine gentler. No golden orioles whistled in the woodland; thrushes and blackbirds sang unchallenged. Villages were quiet and mostly prosperous; there had been no civil war in England to take men from the land. France was now my home, but I would never cease to care for England. I was glad to see it once again.


We had to spend one night on the road, but in the morning, we found ourselves with better horses and I made good use of them, pushing us on as fast as possible, deaf to Dale’s protests that it was surely dinnertime and when were we going to eat? By three in the afternoon, we were all very hungry, but the ornamental red-brick chimneys of Thamesbank House were in sight. “We’re there,” I said.


The lodgekeeper sent his son Tom running ahead to announce our arrival and by the time we rode into the courtyard, Rob Henderson, tall, fair-haired, and handsome, jauntily clad in green with a feather in his cap, as though he were about to go a-hunting, was out there to meet us. Brockley made to dismount and help me down, but Henderson reached me first and I was out of my saddle before Brockley was out of his.


“I knew you would come. I knew it!” Rob exclaimed. “Welcome!”


“Of course I came. Is there any news of Meg? Have you found her? I’ve been frantic.”


“I feared you would be. I’m sorry. Yes, there’s news.” Rob smiled and I saw that his expression was both cheerful and tranquil. “Put your mind at rest and come indoors.”


“She’s safe?” Relief weakened my knees, so much so that for a moment the whole courtyard spun. I must have gone white because Rob looked at me in concern and took hold of my arm.


“Steady, now. Meg is all right. I promise. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”


“But where is she? Is she here? What happened?”


“She’s not here but she’s perfectly safe and you can go to her soon. Have you dined? No?” Dale was shaking her head. “Brockley, leave the horses to my grooms, take Dale to the kitchens, and ask for some food for the two of you. Come inside, Ursula. A meal will be brought to you and you shall eat while I talk.”


“But where is Meg?” I let Rob lead me up the porch steps and steer me into a parlor, but I would not stop asking questions. “If you’ve found her, why isn’t she here? What is all this? And where’s Mattie?”


“My wife is with Meg.” A maid appeared to take my cloak, and someone else arrived with a tray of wine. Rob barked some orders to a hovering butler, concerning food. Then he steered me to a settle, poured a glass of wine, and offered it to me. Impatiently, I put it aside. “Rob,” I said, “I mean, Master Henderson …”


“We know each other well enough to be Rob and Ursula, even if we haven’t met these two years past. Meg is with Mattie and with her nurse, Bridget. She is safe and well. She’s growing into as bonny a wench as I ever saw and when you see her, you’ll think so too. But she’s not at Thamesbank,” said Rob. “She’s in Herefordshire. To be precise, she’s near the Welsh border, at a place called Vetch Castle, a few miles west of the Malvern Hills.”


“Rob, I’ve never heard of the Malvern Hills or of Vetch Castle. What is Meg doing there? How did she get there? Who took her and why?”


“Drink some wine, Ursula. … On the day they vanished, Meg and her nurse were taken quietly from Thamesbank before dawn. They stayed for a few days in a comfortable household until Brockley and Dale gave up hope of finding them, and set out for France to fetch you.”


“What?”


Rob picked up my right hand and my wineglass and firmly wrapped my fingers around the stem. “Take a good long draft of that, and don’t agitate yourself so. … As soon as Brockley and Dale had gone, Mattie set out with Lady Mortimer, who was our guest at the time, and who also happens to be the chatelaine of Vetch Castle, until such time as her son marries. They joined Bridget and Meg and then they all went, well escorted, to Herefordshire. Meg supposes herself to be on a visit. Mattie and Bridget are with her; she hasn’t been frightened or upset in any way. She …”


“But why? What’s it all about … ?” I saw him looking at me quizzically. “It was to get me back to England, wasn’t it? Rob, how could you? How could Mattie? Brockley told me that when Meg vanished, Mattie was so distraught she shut herself in her room. Was all that a mere performance? In God’s name, why? No, don’t tell me. This is some scheme of Cecil’s, isn’t it? Bloody Cecil—I might have known!”


“He is a good man, Ursula. No queen ever had a more trustworthy Secretary of State. Which means, of course, that at times he puts his loyalty to her first—ahead of other things and other people. Are you not wise enough to understand that?”


“Yes, I am. I understood it some time ago,” I said grimly. I gulped some of the wine as bidden, feeling the need of it. “But this!” I said. “Am I wanted back in England for some particular purpose? Does the queen want me, or is it just Cecil?”


“This request didn’t come originally from either of them,” Rob said. “As a matter of fact, it came from Lady Mortimer. But it concerns the queen; most certainly it does. And for the moment, my dear—my very dear—Ursula, that is all I can say. You will hear the rest when Cecil arrives. He is with the court at Richmond, but young Tom from the lodge has gone off by boat to tell him that you’re here. Ah.” A butler had come into the room and was clearing his throat. “I think, Ursula, that your meal is nearly ready. There should be hot water in your room, if you want to wash before you eat.”


“Thank you,” I said. “Listen, Rob. I want to be reunited with Meg as soon as possible and I then intend to take her straight home to France and I am not prepared to take no for an answer.”


“I said you’d say that. But,” said Rob, with a glint of disquieting laughter in his blue eyes, “you’ll have to fetch her first.”


He wouldn’t explain further. I must wait until Sir William Cecil arrived and then I would understand everything. I ate my meal, fuming. After that, I roamed restlessly from room to room and asked questions which Rob wouldn’t answer, until I realized that I was wasting my time. On Dale’s sensible recommendation, I then settled in the parlor and tried to play backgammon with Rob’s twelve-year-old son, Harry, a jolly lad with a marked resemblance to his merry dumpling of a mother.


In the early evening, glancing out of the window at the sweep of lawn and the river beyond, I saw a barge draw quietly alongside the Thamesbank landing stage, and tie up. Whereupon, I sat down again and remarked to Harry that we needed to light the candles if we were to play another game. I would not hurry out to greet Cecil. I had come to find Meg as a hawk comes to the lure and he had known I would. But I would take wing at his bidding no longer.


Within a few minutes, however, there were voices outside the room. Rob was speaking in quiet, respectful tones. Then the door opened and his head came around it. “I am sorry, Harry, but I must interrupt you. Ursula, will you come to the study?”


Beyond the tall leaded windows of the study, a quiet blue dusk was falling across the land but the room itself, with crimson velvet curtains and cushions and vivid rugs, was bright and welcoming. It was quite a big room, and I saw that a supper table laid for four had been placed at one side. There were lighted candles on the table and in wall sconces, and a small fire burned in the hearth, for the evenings were still cool. Sir William Cecil was there, standing beside a chair in which a cloaked woman was seated. I looked at her and as I did so, she raised a long-fingered hand, laden with rings, to push back her hood. She smiled and automatically I dropped into a curtsy.


“Good evening, Ursula,” said Queen Elizabeth sweetly.


She looked older. Elizabeth was senior to me by only a few months, but had I not known this, I would have said three or four years. Her golden-brown eyes had always been watchful but now I would have called them wary, and there were tiny scars at her temples, where the light red hair was drawn back into its crimpings. She had had smallpox since I saw her last but she had been luckier than my Gerald. She had escaped not only with her life but with most of her complexion.


Her pale shield of a face was as I remembered it, though, and so were those long, jeweled fingers, and so too was the curious quality of unexpectedness, which was one of her most outstanding characteristics.


Elizabeth lived, for most of the time, just as her father, King Henry, had done, wielding her power openly, amid splendor and protocol, in ornate rooms, surrounded by a crowd of people. Yet she could at will detach herself from all of it, wrap herself in an anonymous cloak, take a journey by barge with no escort beyond Cecil, seat herself in the parlor of a private house, and look as though she had grown there. Like the ermine whose white winter fur was part of her regalia, she could change to match her surroundings, taking one by surprise.


I sometimes thought that this mercurial side of her perhaps came from her mother, Anne Boleyn, who had been described to me by my own mother, who once served Anne. Elizabeth never mentioned her mother by name but there were times, such as now, when I felt that Anne was glimpsed again in her royal daughter.


Cecil had changed a little, too. His neatly combed fair beard and intelligent blue eyes were the same, but the line between his eyes was deeper, and seemed now not so much a line of worry as of sternness. I noticed as he stepped forward to meet me that he was limping a little, and he said briefly: “Gout, I fear. The years exact their toll.” His tone did not encourage further inquiry.


He had always been formidable; I thought that over the last two years I had forgotten just how formidable. Now, face-to-face with him, I saw the weight of responsibility that he carried—for England, and for the person of Elizabeth, who was England’s representative. Against all that, the claims of my private life and loves seemed to shrivel. When I had kissed the hand that Elizabeth offered me, I rose and gave my hand in conventional fashion to her Secretary of State, and I did not find it possible even to burst out into questions, let alone accusations. I waited.


“Let us cast away formality,” Elizabeth said. “Supper is to be served here; we will all sit down and behave as friends. I am happy to see you, Ursula. Is the supper ready, Master Henderson?”


They did not keep me waiting long for an explanation, however. Once the supper dishes had been brought in and the servants had withdrawn, Elizabeth said: “Cecil and I have a story to tell you, Ursula. It is the reason why we have lured you here. I suppose you would put it that way.” I did open my mouth to speak at that point, but she raised a hand to silence me. “I will begin and Cecil shall continue.” True to her wish for informality, she was not using the royal plural. “I can only hope, Ursula, that we can make you understand. As a child, did you study history at all?”


“Yes, ma’am. I shared my cousins’ tutor and he was fond of the subject.”


“Good. Tell me, did he ever mention a family called Mortimer?”


I had come to learn why my daughter had been whisked away to Herefordshire and what the queen had to do with it. I hadn’t expected to be examined on my knowledge of English history. But the queen was conducting the examination and I could do nothing but reply.


“Yes, ma’am,” I said, although I knew my puzzlement was in my voice. “At least, that was the name of a powerful family who lived on the Welsh border in bygone times. Are those the Mortimers you mean?”


“They are. Continue.”


I rubbed my forehead, trying to remember. “They were barons on the Welsh Marches, very powerful indeed, with huge estates. In the fourteenth century—I think—Edward II’s queen had a liaison with one of them—Roger Mortimer. In the end, he was executed for his part in the murder of the king.”
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