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THE PORTRAIT WAS THAT OF A MAN. RECENT cleaning had brought out the richness of the colors: a background of smoldering scarlet, the crimson of rubies in the jeweled collar and hat brooch, the gold threads in the undertunic displayed by open collar and slashed sleeves. Yet the overall impression was sober to the point of grimness. Shoulder-length brown hair framed the man’s spare face. It was not the face of a young man, although the subject had been barely thirty years of age when it was painted. Lines bracketed the tight-set mouth and made deep vertical indentations between the narrowed eyes, which were focused, not on the beholder, but on some inner vision. Whatever his thoughts, they had not been pleasant ones.

The portrait had an odd effect on some people. Thomas Carter was one of them. He had seen it innumerable times; indeed, he could summon up those features in memory more clearly than he could those of his own father, who was enjoying an acrimonious eighth decade in Peoria, Illinois. Thomas could not explain the near-hypnotic spell cast by the painted features, but he sincerely hoped they were having the same effect on his companion. He had private reasons for wanting Jacqueline Kirby to develop an interest in Richard III, quondam king of England, who had met a messy death on the field of battle almost five hundred years earlier.

Thomas had not changed a great deal since the day he and Jacqueline had first met, at the eastern university where Jacqueline was employed at one of the libraries. He had acquired a few more silver threads, but they blended with his fair hair. His baggy blue sweater tactfully concealed a slight tendency toward embonpoint. Thomas was a fair golfer and a good tennis player; but he was also an amateur chef, and this latter hobby left its marks on his figure. The blue sweater and the shabby tweeds were British made, but Thomas was not, although he was presently lecturing at one of England’s oldest universities.

His prolonged bachelordom had given rise to predictable rumors. Thomas knew of the rumors and did not resent them; indeed, he encouraged them by his abnormal reticence about his personal affairs. Although he would have denied the charge indignantly, he was a rather old-fashioned man who believed that gentlemen do not boast of their conquests. He also found his reputation a useful tactical weapon. It reassured the ladies and put them off guard.

Neither this device nor any other had aided Thomas’s campaign with Jacqueline. He had begun his pursuit the first day he saw her ensconced behind the desk in the library, glowering impartially on all comers from behind her heavy glasses. Thomas noted the emerald-green eyes behind the glasses, and the rich coppery bronze of the hair pinned back in a severe knot. He even judged, with fair accuracy, the figure under the tailored wool suit. The job offer from England ended the campaign before it had fairly begun. However, he and Jacqueline had become friends, and Thomas appreciated Jacqueline’s quick unorthodox mind and weird sense of humor as much as he did her other attributes. When Jacqueline wrote him that she was spending part of the summer in England, he had replied enthusiastically, offering his services as guide to the glories of London. He had not, at that time, had ulterior motives. The motives had arisen in the interim, and had directed them to the place where they presently stood. The National Portrait Gallery, though one of London’s accepted tourist “sights,” was not high on Jacqueline’s list of things to see. Thomas glanced at her uneasily. If she resented his arbitrary choice she would say so, in no mellow tones.

Jacqueline was regarding the portrait with a fixed stare. Her horn-rimmed glasses rode high on her nose, but she had left the rest of her tailored working costume at home. She wore a short, clinging dress of her favorite green; the short sleeves and plunging neckline displayed an admirable tan. Tendrils of bronze hair curled over her ears and temples. Without turning her head, she spoke. The voice could not by any stretch of the imagination be called mellow.

“The Tower of London,” she said. “Westminster Abbey. Buckingham Palace. I’m just a little country girl who has never been abroad. What am I doing here? I want to see the Changing of the Guard. I want to have tea, a real English tea, in a real London tea shop. I want—”

“You just had lunch,” Thomas said indignantly. “At Simpson’s on the Strand. You had an enormous lunch. Don’t you gain weight?”

Instead of replying, Jacqueline let her eyes drift sideways. They focused on Thomas’s midriff. Reflexively Thomas sucked in his breath, and Jacqueline went on with her mournful monologue.

“I don’t even mind looking at portraits. Elizabeth the First, Charles the Second…I adore Charles the Second. He was a very sexy man. I could contemplate Keats and Byron and Shelley without resentment. And what do I get? A bad portrait—if it is a portrait, and not a seventeenth-century painter’s imaginative guess—of a famous villain. Old Crouchback himself.”

“Old Crouchback!” Thomas was indignant. “Look at him. See anything wrong with his back?”

Jacqueline studied the portrait again and Thomas let out a little sigh of relief as the glasses began to slip slowly down her narrow, high-bridged nose. The glasses were a barometer of Jacqueline’s moods. When she was interested in, or worried about something, she forgot to push them back into place. In moments of extreme emotion they perched precariously on the tip of her nose.

“No,” Jacqueline said finally.

“There is a slight hint of deformity in the set of the shoulders; one looks higher than the other. But that could be due to bad painting. He certainly was not a hunchback. He’s even good-looking, in a gloomy sort of way. It is a contemporary portrait, of course?”

Thomas glanced at her suspiciously. She continued to contemplate the portrait of Richard III with candid interest, but Thomas was not deceived. Art history was one of Jacqueline’s specialties.

“No. It’s been dated to about 1580. Like most of the other portraits of Richard, it was probably copied from a lost original. The only one that might be a contemporary portrait is in the Royal Collection. When it was X-rayed recently, the experts found that parts of it had been painted over. Originally the right shoulder was lower, even with the left, and the eyes were not so narrow and slitlike.”

Jacqueline’s eyebrows lifted. She would never admit it, but Thomas knew that he had caught her interest.

“Retouched, to suggest the hunchbacked, squinting villain? That does suggest that the original was a contemporary portrait, too flattering to suit Richard’s enemies. Let’s see; if I remember my history lessons, Richard’s successor was Henry the Seventh, the first of the Tudor kings and the last heir of the house of Lancaster. Richard was the house of York. Henry got the crown by killing Richard at the Battle of Bosworth—”

“Henry Tudor never killed anyone in a fair fight,” Thomas said contemptuously. “At Bosworth he was running for the rear when Richard was cut down by a dozen men. It was Richard’s good name Henry tried to destroy. Henry had no real claim to the throne and no popular support. He’d have lost the Battle of Bosworth if his widowed mother hadn’t been smart enough to marry one of the most powerful nobles in the kingdom. Lord Stanley and his brother marched to Bosworth field as Richard’s vassals and then treacherously attacked him. The only way Henry could justify his seizure of the throne was to show Richard as a usurper and a tyrant. Otherwise Henry was the usurper, and a rebel against the rightful king. Henry began the Tudor legend about wicked King Richard. He literally rewrote history. He—”

“He wasn’t sexy,” said Jacqueline regretfully. She had moved on; Thomas joined her in front of the portrait of Henry VII. “Grasping hands, and a mouth like a steel trap. And a shifty, suspicious expression.” She turned to the neighboring portrait. “Who’s the simpering doll-faced blond lady?”

“Henry’s queen, Elizabeth of York. His marriage with her united the houses of Lancaster and York, and ended the Wars of the Roses. She was Richard’s niece, the daughter of his elder brother, Edward the Fourth. Whom you see before you, in this portrait. He was supposed to have been one of the handsomest kings England ever had—a big blond six-footer, with an eye for the ladies.”


“He doesn’t look very sexy,” said Jacqueline, eyeing the flat, doughy features of Edward IV critically.

“Sexy, hell. If I had realized you suffered from historical necrophilia, I’d never have brought you here. Ready to leave?”

“Oh, no. You brought me here, and I’m not leaving till I’ve seen all my heroes. Keats, Shelley—and of course King Charles. Where is he? ‘Here’s a health unto his Majesty—’ ”

“I had forgotten your regrettable habit of bursting into song at odd moments. Jacqueline…”

It took Thomas over an hour to extract Jacqueline from the gallery. The portrait of Charles II had to be admired and the long line of his official mistresses subjected to a scathing commentary. Jacqueline said they were all too fat. When Thomas finally got her out the door, Trafalgar Square was raucous with late-afternoon traffic, and Jacqueline said she was faint from hunger.

“No wonder I love England,” she remarked some time later, after devouring most of a plate of cream-filled buns. “People eat so often here. Morning tea, breakfast, elevenses, lunch, afternoon tea—”

“I don’t think I can afford you,” said Thomas.

“I know you can’t.” Jacqueline gave him a look that left him momentarily speechless. She pushed her glasses firmly back onto the bridge of her nose and regarded him severely. “All right, Thomas. I know you’re up to something. First you invite me to a country weekend with a lot of people I’ve never met; then you deluge me with information about one of the most mixed-up periods in English history. There must be a connection, but I can’t figure out what it is. Go on; I can see you’re dying to lecture about something. I recognize your classroom scowl.”

“I’m not going to lecture,” Thomas said self-consciously. “How much do you know about—”

He stopped, staring at Jacqueline. She had slipped sideways in her chair. One arm dangled; the hand at its end was out of sight under the tea table, but it seemed to be making violent motions.

“For God’s sake,” Thomas snapped. “What are you looking for? If it’s cigarettes, I’ll buy you some. You’ll never find anything in that purse. Or is it a briefcase? Anyhow, I thought you had kicked the habit.”

Jacqueline resumed an upright position. In one hand she held a ball of white thread; in the other, a metal shuttle. Thomas watched, openmouthed, as she wound the thread around her fingers in a pattern that resembled a one-handed form of cat’s cradle.


“I have kicked the habit nine times since you last saw me. I have taken up tatting in order to help me kick it once again. I tried knitting, but that didn’t work; every time I reached in my purse I stabbed myself on a knitting needle.”

“I suspect this isn’t going to work either,” said Thomas. “Forgive me for mentioning it, but your fingers are turning blue. I think the thread is too tight.”

Jacqueline put the shuttle down and began unwinding the thread.

“Thomas, you are too easily distracted. If I should choose to chin myself on the chandelier, it should not interrupt your discourse. I am listening. How much do I know about what?”

With an effort Thomas wrenched his eyes away from the struggle between Jacqueline and her fancywork.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if you did. Chin yourself, I mean…How much do you know about Richard the Third?”

For answer, Jacqueline arranged her features in a hideous scowl. Out of the corner of her mouth, in the accents of a movie gangster, she said, “ ‘I am determined to prove a villain, And hate the idle pleasure of these days!’ ”

“Oh, forget about Shakespeare,” Thomas said. “He based his Richard the Third on the Tudor historians, and they maligned Richard to please Henry the Seventh. Shakespeare’s version is great theater, but it isn’t history. Let’s try another question. How much do you know about the Wars of the Roses?”

“I know a little bit, but not enough, about everything,” said Jacqueline. “I’m a librarian, remember? Oh…”

The last word was a low moan. Tenderly she freed her swelling fingers from entwined thread, wadded the whole mass up, and thrust it back into her purse. The second failure had soured her temper. She went on disagreeably, “I never did understand the Wars of the Roses. I don’t think anybody understands the Wars of the Roses. I don’t want to understand them…it…the Wars of the Roses. The houses of Lancaster and York—the red rose and the white—were fighting for the throne. That’s what the Wars of the Roses were about. That’s all I know and all I need to know.”

“Okay, okay,” Thomas said soothingly. “The last of the Lancastrian kings was Henry the Sixth—not to be confused with Henry the Seventh, the first of the Tudors. Henry the Sixth was a nice ineffectual old idiot—part saint, part mental defective. His successful Yorkist rival was Edward the Fourth, the big handsome blond, whose contemporaries considered him sexy, even if you don’t. Edward got rid of Henry the Sixth, and Henry’s son, and a few miscellaneous malcontents, and settled down to enjoy himself. His biggest mistake was to marry a widow lady, Elizabeth Woodville by name. Everyone was shocked at this marriage with a commoner; they resented Edward’s failure to strengthen England with an alliance with a foreign princess. Elizabeth had a couple of sons by her first marriage and a crowd of brothers and sisters. They were a predatory crew, and Elizabeth helped them advance. The noblest families in England were forced to marry the queen’s sisters; the marriage of her twenty-year-old with the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk, aged eighty, scandalized the country. Edward begat a clutch of children on his beautiful wife—two sons and a number of daughters. The eldest daughter was also named Elizabeth.”

“These people all have the same names,” Jacqueline grumbled. “Edward, Elizabeth, Henry. Can’t you call them Ethelbert or Francisco or something?”

“I could,” said Thomas coldly. “But those weren’t their names. Stop griping and concentrate.”

Jacqueline reached for a cucumber sandwich. They were having the genuine English tea she had demanded, in the lounge of one of London’s dignified old hotels. The chink of silverware and the subdued rattle of china were no louder than the genteel murmuring voices of the other patrons.

“Edward the Fourth,” Thomas went on. “The Yorkist king—Richard’s brother. Got that? Okay. Edward died at the early age of forty, worn out by riotous living. He left two sons. The eldest, on his father’s death, became Edward the Fifth…” He ignored Jacqueline’s grimace and went on relentlessly. “Yes, another Edward. He was only a kid—twelve years old, too young to rule alone. A protectorate was necessary; and the obvious candidate for the role of Protector was the kid’s only paternal uncle, Edward the Fourth’s younger brother—a brilliant soldier, a first-rate administrator, devoted to his wife and little son, loyal, honest, popular—Richard, Duke of Gloucester.”

“Three cheers and a roll of drums,” said Jacqueline. “Gee whiz, Thomas, to think that all these years I’ve had the wrong idea about Richard the Third. He was a swell guy. I’m surprised they haven’t canonized him. Beloved husband, fond father, admirable brother…. Loving uncle?”

“You have a tongue like a viper.”

“Thanks. Look here, Thomas, what is the one thing people do know about Richard the Third—if they know anything? He was the wicked uncle par excellence. He murdered his nephews—the two little princes in the tower—and usurped the throne that was rightfully theirs.”

“He did not!” Thomas shouted.

Heads turned. A waiter dropped a fork.

Thomas subsided, flushing.

“Damn it, Jacqueline, that is the most fascinating, frustrating unsolved murder in history. There is no evidence. Do you know that? Absolutely no proof whatsoever that Richard had those kids killed. Only rumor and slander on one side—”

“And on the other?”

“Richard’s character. The otherwise inexplicable behavior of other people who were involved. Simple common sense.”

“I wouldn’t say his character was exactly—”

“I mean his real character, not the one the Tudor historians invented. Everything that is known about Richard’s actions supports the picture of a man of rare integrity, kindness, and courage. At the age of eighteen he commanded armies, and led them well. He administered the northern provinces for his brother the king, and won lasting loyalty for the house of York by his scrupulous fairness and concern for the rights of the ordinary citizen against rapacious nobles. He supported the arts. He was deeply religious. As for his personal life—oh, he sired a few bastards, everybody did in those days, but after he was married, to a girl he had known since they were children together, he remained faithful to her while she lived and mourned her sincerely when she died. The death of his little son threw him into a frenzy of grief. In a time of turn-coating and treachery, he never once failed in his loyalty to his brother, Edward the Fourth. There was a third brother, the Duke of Clarence, who tried to push his own claim to the throne and even took up arms against Edward. Richard persuaded Clarence to come back into the fold, and when Edward finally got exasperated with Clarence’s plotting and ordered his execution, Richard was the only one who spoke up for Clarence.”

“That ain’t the way I heard it,” said Jacqueline, eating the last sandwich.

“No, you heard the Tudor legend—the myth of the monster. By the time Sir Thomas More wrote his biography of Richard, in the reign of Henry the Eighth, Richard was being accused of everything but barratry and arson. According to More, Richard murdered Henry the Sixth and Henry’s son; his own wife; and his brother, the Duke of Clarence. He had his nephews smothered, usurped the throne, and decapitated a group of noblemen who objected to his activities.


“Modern historians admit that Richard was innocent of most of these charges. He did execute a few nobles, including some of the queen’s Woodville relatives. He said they had plotted against his life, and there is no reason to doubt that they had. When Richard killed people he did it in broad daylight, with plenty of witnesses, and made no bones about it. But the little princes just…disappeared.”

“Very interesting. But what does all this have to do with the mysterious house party? You’ve been very cryptic about it, and I don’t see—”

“I’ll get to that. Stop looking wistfully at the waiter; I’m not going to order any more food, you’ve had enough for two people already. Pay attention. I’m not just trying to improve your knowledge of English history; all this has bearing on a very contemporary problem.

“We return, then, to the time right after Edward the Fourth died. Richard was in the north when it happened, at his favorite castle of Middleham. The new young king had his own household in Wales. At the news of his father’s death he started for London, with his Woodville uncles—the queen had made sure her brothers had control of the heir to the throne—and an escort of two thousand men. Richard, on his way south for the funeral, had only six hundred. He obviously didn’t anticipate trouble.

“But somewhere along the way, he got word that the Woodvilles were planning to seize power and cut him out of the job of Protector. They may have planned to kill him. They virtually had to; he had the popular support and the legal rights they lacked, and he was not the sort of man to turn the other cheek.

“Two men warned Richard of what was happening. One was Lord Hastings, his brother’s old friend and drinking companion. The other was the Duke of Buckingham, of royal descent himself, who had been forced to marry one of the queen’s upstart sisters.

“Richard moved like lightning. He caught up with the young king’s entourage, arrested the boy’s Woodville relatives, and escorted young Edward to London. The queen rushed into church sanctuary, taking the other children with her. Later she was persuaded to let the younger boy join his royal brother. The two kids were lodged in the royal apartments in the Tower, which was the conventional place for kings to reside in before their coronations. Up to this time, Richard’s behavior had been perfectly reasonable and forthright.”


“Richard the Forthright,” murmured Jacqueline.

Thomas pretended he had not heard.

“Then, around the middle of June 1483, all hell broke loose. England was astounded to learn that Edward the Fourth had never been married to Elizabeth Woodville. He had entered into a precontract with another lady, and in those days a precontract was as binding as a marriage ceremony. That meant that all Edward the Fourth’s children were bastards, and that young Edward the Fifth had no right to the throne.

“The Tudor historians claim Richard invented this story, but all the evidence indicates that it was true. The man who broke the news was no fly-by-night flunky of Richard’s; he was one of the great prelates of England, the Bishop of Bath and Wells. The story was accepted by Parliament and embodied in a formal decree, Titulus Regius, that proclaimed Richard’s right to the throne. Both his brothers were dead; Clarence’s children were barred from the succession because their father had been executed as a traitor; and if Edward’s children were illegitimate, the rightful heir was Richard himself.”

“Oh, that’s all right, then,” said Jacqueline. “If the boys were bastards, Richard had every right to smother them.”


“Damn it, he didn’t smother them!” Thomas felt his face reddening. He got control of himself with an effort. “The boys were seen, playing in the Tower, in the summer of 1483. Except for a few doubtful references in the official royal account books, that is the last anyone ever heard of them.

“In 1485, two years later, Henry Tudor landed in England. Thanks to the treachery of the Stanleys, Richard was killed at Bosworth and Henry became King Henry the Seventh.

“Now, what would you have done if you had been Henry? Here you are, occupying a shaky throne in a country seething with potential rebellion. Your claim to the throne comes via your mother, who is descended from an illegitimate child of a king’s younger son. There are a dozen people still alive who have stronger claims than that. The man you succeeded is dead, but he is by no means forgotten, especially in the north of England. You propose to strengthen your claim by marrying young Elizabeth, Richard’s niece, but a lot of people think she is illegitimate; and if she is not, then her brothers, if they are still alive, are the real heirs to the throne. There have been rumors that the boys were killed, but nobody knows for sure what happened to them.

“If you had been Henry, surely one of your first moves would have been to find out the truth about the princes. The Tower of London is in your hands. You would look for those pathetic little bodies, and question the attendants who were on duty when they were killed. The Tower is a huge fortress, full of people—servants and warders and scrubwomen and cooks and officials. There are dozens of people still alive who must know what happened. You can’t eliminate two state prisoners without someone noticing that they have vanished between sunset and sunrise.

“Henry did nothing of the sort. I don’t think he could—because the boys were still alive when Henry entered London in 1485. But they wouldn’t stay alive, not for long.”

Jacqueline nibbled a piece of bread and butter.

“Someone confessed to the murder, didn’t he?” she asked tentatively.

“Yes—a man named Sir James Tyrrell. Twenty years later, after the supposed murderer had been arrested on another charge. The confession was never published. It was not made public until after Tyrrell’s execution on another charge. The version given in Sir Thomas More’s biography of Richard bristles with contradictions, misstatements, and downright lies. It is such a palpable tissue of—”

He broke off, eyeing Jacqueline with a sudden wild surmise. She stared owlishly back at him over the rims of her glasses; and Thomas, who seldom did so, swore imaginatively.

“You know all this! You, who claim to have read every detective story ever printed…Of course you know it. You’ve read The Daughter of Time.”

“Sure.”

“Then why didn’t you say so?”

“I lo-o-ove to hear you talk,” said Jacqueline silkily.

“There are times when I could kill you.”

“I read all Josephine Tey’s mysteries,” Jacqueline said. “The Daughter of Time is absolutely brilliant. But it’s a novel, not a work of serious history. It is far from unbiased.”

“What else have you read?” Thomas asked with resignation.

Jacqueline reached for the last bun.

“Once a librarian, always a librarian,” she said, nibbling. “When I read historical fiction I always check to see what’s real and what’s made up. Tey got her material from one of Richard’s apologists, and she is just as biased as the Tudor historians, only on the other side—Saint Richard the Third, full of love and peace and flowers. I read some historical novels about Richard,” she added, finishing the bun with a snap of her white teeth. “Most of them portrayed him as a sensitive martyr, wringing his slender hands and sobbing. I doubt that he cried much.”

“You are really—”

“So now we come to the house party,” said Jacqueline. She eyed the crumbs on the empty plate regretfully, and went on, “I assume the party has to do with your hero. What is it, a meeting of some organization? There is a group that is concerned with Richard’s rehabilitation. They call themselves Ricardians, and are not to be confused with the followers of the economist, David Ricardo. They put In Memoriam notices in the Times on the anniversary of the Battle of Bosworth.”

Jacqueline’s tone gave this otherwise innocuous statement implications that made Thomas’s eyes narrow with exasperation. His sense of humor triumphed, however, and he smiled sheepishly.

“There are several groups interested in Richard the Third. I suspect ours is the freakiest of them all.”

“That’s nice.”

“You needn’t be sarcastic.”

“I’m not being sarcastic. There is no happier outlet for our inherent aggressive instincts than the belligerent support of an unorthodox cause. I myself,” said Jacqueline proudly, “am a member of the friends of Jerome.” She watched Thomas sort through his capacious memory for potential historic Jeromes, and added, “Jerome is a place, not a person. It’s an absolutely marvelous ghost town in Arizona. It sits on top of an abandoned mine, and if we don’t get busy, it is going to slide right down the hill into—”

“That’s even crazier than our organization.”

“One attribute of eccentric groups is their lack of sympathy for other eccentrics. Tell me about Richard’s friends.”

“Don’t call us that. It’s one of the names of the older organization from which we reneged when they denied Sir Richard’s illegitimacy.”

Jacqueline had again produced her tatting. She studied it fixedly for several seconds before she looked at Thomas.

“Just say that again, Thomas. Slowly.”

“Our founder and president is Sir Richard Weldon,” Thomas explained. “He claims to be descended from one of Richard the Third’s illegitimate children. The Richard the Third Society wouldn’t accept his claim, in spite of well-documented—”

“Thomas!”

“Well, it could be true. Richard had several bastards; everybody did in those days.”

“That resolves all my doubts. You tempt me, Thomas,” Jacqueline said pensively. “I’d like to meet Sir Richard…Weldon. That isn’t the department store?”


“Stores, not store. They’re all over England. But you’ll like Sir Richard,” Thomas added with seeming irrelevance. “He’s a nice guy, even if he does have an idée fixe. The house party is to be at his home in Yorkshire. It is a special meeting of the executive board of the society. Usually we forgather on the anniversary of Richard’s birthday—October second.”

“He was a Libra,” said Jacqueline, interested. “That’s a point for your side. Libras are well-balanced individuals, not liable to bursts of passion or ungoverned rage. They are sensitive to beauty, fond of justice—”

“Now stop that!”

Jacqueline grinned. Then she sobered and shook her head.

“Thomas, I’d adore coming to the meeting, but I don’t think I can manage it. I had planned to go home early next week.”

“Why must you? College doesn’t open till the middle of September. You’re not worried about the offspring, are you? Surely they’re old enough to manage for another fortnight.”

“Oh, they’d be delighted to have me stay away permanently. They have my car, my TV set, my refrigerator, and my bank account—such as it is—at their mercy. They are probably having nightly orgies.”


“They can’t be doing anything too bad….”

“Oh, yes, they can. However,” Jacqueline said, brightening, “they manage to keep me unwitting. So far they seem to have buried the bodies and settled out of court.”

“You’re a damned unnatural mum. I don’t know how they put up with you. Jacqueline, you’ve got to come. I’m counting on you.”

“It’s not polite to visit people without an invitation. I was brought up to be a lady.”

“I’ve already told Sir Richard you’re coming. He’s delighted.”

“Oh, you have, have you?”

“Don’t be so hostile. You haven’t asked me why the meeting is extraordinary.”

“Why,” said Jacqueline in the same steely voice, “is the meeting extraordinary?”

“We’ve found the letter. The one from Elizabeth of York, Richard’s niece.”

The bald statement had the desired effect. Jacqueline’s hard stare softened.

“You’re kidding.”

“No.”

“The letter in which the girl says she’s in love with her uncle and wants to marry him? That she wishes the queen would hurry up and die? That Richard is her—”

“ ‘Only joy and maker in this world,’ ” said Thomas, thoroughly pleased with himself. “That’s the letter.”

“The girl was at court,” Jacqueline said thoughtfully. “Her mother let her and the other princesses leave sanctuary after Richard was crowned. He agreed to provide for them, and not to force them into unsuitable marriages. But the letter is apocryphal, Thomas. I remember; it was quoted by one of Richard’s earliest defenders, back in the seventeenth century—”

“Buck.”

“Yes, Buck. He said he had seen the original, in Elizabeth’s own handwriting. But then it disappeared. Most authorities doubt it ever existed. Because, if it did—”

“Uh-huh,” said Thomas. “If it exists, it absolves Richard of one of the Tudor slanders—that he tried to force his unwilling niece into an incestuous marriage in order to improve his claim to the throne.”

“Yes, I remember. I was particularly struck by one part of that story—the Christmas party at court, where Queen Anne and young Elizabeth appeared in identical dresses.”

“Everyone at court was struck by it. The gesture was in singularly bad taste. The queen was dying of tuberculosis; she must have looked like a haggard ghost next to a handsome, healthy young girl. Richard was accused of thinking that one up, of course.”

“A man would never think of a thing like that. It’s a woman’s trick. Not the queen’s; she wouldn’t give another woman a gown like hers, especially if the other woman was younger and prettier. I thought, when I read about it, that Elizabeth must have planned the trick herself—had the dress copied.”

“Excellent,” Thomas said approvingly. “I hadn’t thought of that, but it bears out my own theory. There certainly was a rumor going around that Richard planned to marry the girl. When Richard heard it, he denied the story, publicly and emphatically. It would have been an extremely stupid move from his point of view. The girl was illegitimate, a commoner, his own niece, one of the hated Woodvilles. He had everything to lose and nothing to gain by such a marriage.

“No, I’m sure young Elizabeth started the rumor herself. Wishful thinking. Richard was only about ten years older than she was, and the queen was dying….”

Jacqueline shook her head violently. “No, Thomas, it’s too much. Granted that the girl was ambitious—granted that she was in love with her uncle. Even so…”

Thomas finished the sentence. “…it is inconceivable that she should want to marry the murderer of her brothers. I couldn’t agree more. It’s hard enough to explain how the queen mother could have entrusted her daughters to Richard’s protection after he had ruthlessly slaughtered her sons. She accepted a pension from him, even wrote to her son by her first marriage, who had fled abroad, urging him to return because Richard would treat him well.”

Jacqueline was still shaking her head. “Maybe the two Elizabeths didn’t know the boys were dead. The date, Thomas. What was the date of the letter?”

“That won’t wash. The letter was probably written in January or February of 1485—a year and a half after the boys were supposed to have been killed. All England prayed for saintly Henry Tudor to come over and rescue them from the monster. You can’t have it both ways. Either the truth was known—and in that case the boys’ family couldn’t help knowing it—or the boys were still alive and the accusations were malicious lies spread by Henry’s agents. Agitprop is not a modern invention, you know.”

“Hmm.” Jacqueline acknowledged his logic by abandoning the argument. “The letter would support your second alternative. It isn’t absolute proof, but—Good Heavens, Thomas, it’s an important document! And your little society is sitting on it like a broody hen. Who found it? Where was it found? Has the provenance been checked? Have any reputable authorities seen it?”

“An authority is about to see it.”

He had rarely seen Jacqueline taken aback. Now she gaped at him, unable to believe her ears.

“Me? Is that how you got me invited? Thomas, I’m not—”

“You took a course in authenticating manuscripts, didn’t you?”

“Oh, for God’s sake—just the usual survey sort of thing. I’m no—”

“And you studied handwriting analysis, didn’t you?”

“I can read your fortune in the Tarot, too, if you like. That has nothing to do with—”

“Could you spot an out-and-out fake?”

Jacqueline studied him thoughtfully. Her indignation faded as she realized his concern was genuine.

“A crude one—of course. Errors in vocabulary, spelling, and the like…. So could you. For anything more complex I’d need a laboratory. They can test the paper, the ink…. And I’m no expert on fifteenth-century orthography. What’s wrong, Thomas? Do you think one of your fellow enthusiasts forged this letter?”

“I don’t know! I’m sure the letter did exist. Buck couldn’t have invented it out of whole cloth. But it’s too damned fortuitous to have it turn up now, after all these years. The scholarly world and the press think we’re a bunch of crackpots now. If we make a big public spectacle of this—as we are planning to do—and then some goateed expert strolls in and says, ‘You’ve been had, ladies and gents; this is Woolworth’s best stationery….’ You can see how idiotic we would look. And…maybe you won’t understand this. But we honestly are concerned with a little matter of justice, even if it’s five hundred years late. A fiasco like this…”

“…could hurt Richard’s cause,” said Jacqueline, as he hesitated. She spoke tentatively, as if the words were too bizarre to be uttered; but as she studied the flushed face of the man across the table, her own face changed. “My God. You really feel…”

“I guess it sounds silly,” Thomas said, with no sign of anger. “I can’t explain it. In part, it’s the fun of an unsolved puzzle; in part, the famous Anglo-Saxon weakness for the underdog. But it’s more than that. Do you remember what they wrote about Richard in the official records of the city of York, after they heard the news of Bosworth? ‘King Richard, late mercifully reigning upon us, was…piteously slain and murdered, to the great heaviness of this City.’ The men of Yorkshire knew him well; he had lived among them for many years. It took guts to write that epitaph with Henry Tudor on the throne and Richard’s cause buried in a felon’s grave at Leicester…. If there is such a thing as charisma, maybe some people have an extra-large dose. Enough to carry through five hundred years.”

Jacqueline’s eyebrows went up. “That’s a scary idea, Thomas. I refuse to pursue it…. Okay. If you feel that strongly, I’m your woman. In a limited sense,” she added. “What is going on this weekend? Do you reenact the Battle of Bosworth, or what?”

“It’s like a regular professional meeting,” Thomas explained. He didn’t thank her, they knew each other too well for that. “We start on Friday with a dinner at Dick’s place; after dinner we’ll hear papers, have discussions, the way they do at the scholarly society meetings. More lectures, etcetera, on Saturday. Saturday night we’re having our big banquet and ball. The Sunday afternoon meeting is when Dick is producing the letter. God, they’ve invited the BBC, and I understand half the papers in England are sending reporters. Not because the find is important, you understand; they just want to see a bunch of nuts making a spectacle of themselves.”

“It sounds rather dull.”

“Well…”

“Ah! Come clean, Thomas. You are going to reenact the Battle of Bosworth. Only this time Richard wins?”

“That’s an idea,” said Thomas interestedly. “History as it should have been. I’ll have to propose that some time.”

“Thomas.”

Thomas came as near to squirming as a dignified adult male can come. “We—er—dress up,” he said reluctantly. “In costume of the period.”

“Indeed.”

“You don’t have to, it’s optional. And then we—well, we take parts. Various historical characters.”

He looked at Jacqueline and saw with regret, but without surprise, that her green eyes were sparkling. Her mouth was fixed in a line of exaggerated composure.

“Really, Thomas? What fun! And who are you, darling?”

“Clarence.”

“Richard’s brother, the Duke of Clarence? The one who was drowned…”

“Yes, that one. Really, Jacqueline, for a woman of your age and supposed refinement, you have the most raucous laugh.”

“I’m sorry.” Jacqueline wiped tears of mirth from her eyes. “I had a sudden mental picture of you, head down in—”

“That story about the butt of malmsey is ridiculous! Can you imagine anyone drowning an enemy in a barrel of wine? It would ruin the wine, for one thing.” Thomas grinned unwillingly. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not going to dive into a barrel with my feet kicking in the air just to entertain you.”

He was to remember this statement later as a particularly dazzling example of “famous last words.”
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