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About the Book

From princesses to country girlsto actresses...the loves of Charles |l cometo life.

Ten years after Charles | was deposed and executed, his son, Charles 1, regains the throne after many years in exile.
Charles is determined not only to restore the monarchy but also to revive a society that has suffered under many years of
Puritan rule, when everything from theater to Christmas festivals was illegal. As king, Charles |1 throws himself into the
gaiety of court life, becoming a patron of the arts and a consummate lover of women. He first secures a strong dynastic
aliance by marrying Catherine of Braganza, a shy, plain Portuguese princess who falls in love with her handsome
husband and brings him great wealth, but can never give him the son he longs for. For many years, his "untitled queen"
is a bold and sensua older woman---Barbara, Countess of Castlemaine---whose husband is routinely paid to look the
other way. But when the politically ambitious Lady Castlemaine becomes too powerful, she is replaced by Louise de
Kéroualle, a baby-faced French noblewoman who may have been sent to Charles's court as a spy. His other great love,
and Louise'srival, is Nell Gwyn, a stage actress who rises from the streets of London to become the king's favorite and a
hero of the working class.

Court intrigue and affairs of the heart weave together in this unforgettable page-turner.
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1. Henriette is introduced as a garrulous, opinionated, two-year-old political refugee masquerading as the son of a
peasant. That feisty personality does not reemerge until page 216, when Henriette exiles La Valliere in avociferous fit of
rage over the girl's dalliance with Louis. In between these episodes, Henriette cuts a meek and tolerant figure, mild and
forgiving even in the face of her husband's flagrant indiscretions, her mother's ruthless political ploys, and her lover's
repeated infidelities. Is Henriette a wimp, or does she display exquisite control over her emaotions? Either way, is she
likeable?

2. What classical figures does Plaidy draw on for her characterization of Louis's and Henriette's affair: "In those weeks it
was enough for Louis?as it was for Henriette?o know themselves loved by the loved one. Their relationship seemed to
them the more perfect because, as they saw it at this time, it could never reach its natura climax. It was romantic love
which seemed to gain beauty from the fact that it could not reach that climax and therefore would go on forever at the

same high level"?

3. The long-suffering Henrietta Maria plays both the tragic figure and the villain throughout this novel. Do her constant
harangues intensify?or offer comic relief from?the relentless tension of the story? Do any of her wishes for her children
come about?

4. Louiss love for Henriette is increasingly tainted by his jealousy over her relationship with her brother. At what point
does his obsession turn ominous? Does Henriette recognize the shift? How does Anne of Austria's death affect Louis's
attitude toward |eadership and love?

5. Why does Henriette acquiesce to a rigorous Catholic education, when she knows it is against the express wishes of her
late father and most of her siblings?

6. This story is largely that of the timid, miserable, and misunderstood Catherine. However, Plaidy makes it abundantly
clear that her sympathy lies with the bumbling, jovial Charles who continuously breaks Catherine's heart. Does
Catherine read as an innocent victim or a masochist? In modern parlance, does her behavior "enable” Charles? Does
Charlessinsensitivity occlude his likeability as a character?

7. Charles embraces a social tolerance that is out of step with the palitics of his time. While his ministers call for the
blood of his father's enemies, Charles "was the one who alone..desired that these men should remain
unpunished...Revenge...was enjoyed by the failures of this world." While Presbyterians and Anglicans wrangle loudly
over who should enjoy the king's favor, Charles wonders "Why could they not...be easy in their minds? Why should not
men who wished to worship in a certain way worship that way? What should another man's opinions matter to the next
man...?" When and how does this enlightened but unpopular attitude get Charles into trouble? Do his laissez-faire ideals
ever catch on among his subjects?

8. Lord Chesterfield provides a great deal of mirth to his peers by his thwarted attempts to court his own embittered wife.
What does Chesterfield's saga reveal about the sexual politics of Restoration England?

9. Catherine spends the entire novel ruing?and paying for?her initial inflexibility on the issue of Charless infidelity. She

is deemed "willful," "stubborn,” "obstinate," "narrow-minded," full of "vanity and self-love,” "foolish," "rigid," "simple
and ignorant," and "jealous," not only by Charles, but by nearly everyone, when she refuses to gracefully and publicly

allow him his mistress. Even when Catherine later tries to reverse her position, the damage is done, and no one takes her



seriously. Does the author insert a bias on this topic into the text? The novel was written in 1956; do you think this issue
would be handled any differently if the novel had been written thirty or forty years later?

10. Plaidy paints Nell as an especialy appealing character through her sense of humor. Nell christens Louise
"Squintabella," for example, and delights in crowing publicly to her rival: "His Majesty is well, | rejoice to say, | never
knew him in better form than he was last night.” Where do we see a similar gift for comedy in the king? Does it come as
asurprise in this novel, or isthe king's levity apparent in the first two books of the trilogy?

11. Chief among Nell's vibrant qualities is her fresh, of-the-moment attitude. Plaidy writes, "Nell knew how to live
gloriously in the joyous moment, and to remember from the past only that which made pleasant remembering." Why,
then, does Nell pass such harsh judgment on herself after her six "mad, feckless weeks" spent with Charles Sackville at
Epsom, "which Nell was often to remember with shame"? How does she regain her self-respect after this rare bout of
regret?

12. As "libertine-in-chief in a town of libertines," Charles revolutionizes not only sexua politics in London but
unleashes a new, sexualized jargon as well. Ordinary citizens "now openly discussed subjects which, ten years ago, they
would have blushed to speak of and would have pretended did not even exist." Much is made of Charless mae
imitators: "Throughout the country the King's example was followed, and men took mistresses as naturally as previously
they had taken walks in the sunshine." Does Plaidy suggest that this new era of liberation was beneficial to women as
well? If not, how does she show otherwise?

13. Nell's reaction to motherhood is euphoric: holding her new infant, she "believed she was discovering a new
adventure in the game of happiness. She had never felt so tired nor so contented with her lot." Motherhood looms large
throughout the trilogy, whether Plaidy focuses on the agony of Catherine's childlessness, or the emotiona tyranny
Henrietta Maria wields over her children. What aspects of motherhood does Plaidy explore through Anne of Austria,
Barbara of Castlemaine, Lucy Water, and Eleanor Gwyn, as well as the many young women separated from their
mothers in the stories?

14. Upon reaching the English court from Paris, Louise immediately plots the downfall of the Duke of Buckingham:
"The first task was the capture of the King; then she could proceed to annihilate the Duke." What grudge does she hold
against Buckingham? |s he aware of her hatred? Does she achieve her two goals?

Author Bio

Jean Plaidy, one of the preeminent authors of historical fiction for most of the twentieth century, is the pen name of the
prolific English author Eleanor Hibbert, also known as Victoria Holt. Jean Plaidy's novels had sold more than 14 million
copies worldwide by the time of her death in 1993.

Critical Praise



"Plaidy excels at blending history with romance and drama.”
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