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ONE

I have heard it said that when you are first apprised of some great, earth-shaking event, ever afterwards you can remember exactly where you were and what you were doing at the time. And I suppose it says something about the general bathos of my life that when I received the first intimations of the death of King Edward IV, I was coming out of the public latrine on Bristol Bridge.

I had spent the previous weeks happily peddling my goods among the villages and hamlets of north Somerset, revelling in the periods of solitude, enjoying the gossip of cottage and hall and the exchange of views with fellow travellers whom I met on the road. I had seen sunsets and sunrises, meadows knee-high in early morning mist, felt the rain on my face, the sun on my back, and watched the gradual greening of trees and hedgerows as March slid into April. And, above all, especially after the restrictions and restraints imposed on me during the previous year, I had known the bliss of being my own man again and the unfettered pleasures of perfect freedom. Now, I was on my way home, refreshed in mind and body, to Adela and the children. I imagined how their faces would light up at the sight of me, and could hear their welcoming, ecstatic cries of ‘What have you brought us?’.

I had entered the city by the Redcliffe Gate early that morning, and it was as I was crossing Bristol Bridge that the call of nature became too pressing to be ignored any longer. I headed for the public latrine with an injunction to Hercules to ‘Stay there!’. Of course, he followed me in (that dog has no sense of propriety), cocking his leg against the wooden structure in a gesture of male solidarity.

It was as we emerged, a few minutes later, that I was suddenly conscious of people rushing out of the shops and houses on either side of the bridge and running towards the town. And in the distance, I could just make out the clamour of the town crier’s bell and the old Norman-French imperative of ‘Oyez! Oyez! Oyez!’ (‘Hear ye! Hear ye! Hear ye!’) being shouted at the City Cross, at the junction of High Street, Wine Street, Corn Street and Broad Street. I picked up Hercules and began to follow the crowds; but these had grown in such numbers as we crossed the quayside, that even with my height and girth I was unable to make good progress. My arrival at the top of High Street, dishevelled and out of breath, coincided with the crier’s closing words.

‘The king is dead! Long live our Sovereign Lord, King Edward the Fifth!’

For a moment, I felt winded, but not just from running. I felt stupefied, as though someone had punched me in the guts, and my heart was pounding. More than anyone else in that crowd, I had been preparing myself for this news throughout the past five months, ever since my return from France and the secret mission I had carried out for the Duke of Gloucester. I had known, far better than the anxious people around me, that the king’s health was precarious, but I had secretly been hoping for some miracle that would preserve his life for at least several years to come. But God had not granted the miracle. The future was suddenly dark and insecure.

I realized that the crowds were dispersing. A not unfriendly voice in my ear said, ‘Oi! Move you great dumb ox! Let an honest man get by.’

A man, a brewer to judge by his pungent smell, was shaking my arm and trying to squeeze between me and the Cross. He glanced at my dumbfounded expression and grimaced sympathetically.

‘It’s a bugger, eh? I must get home and tell my goody. She weren’t able to leave the little ’uns when the bell started ringing. She’ll be dying o’ curiosity by now. What is it they say? Woe unto the land when her king is a child? Summat like that. Now if you’ll excuse me, master!’

I grabbed the brewer’s arm. ‘Did you see where the crier went?’

He chuckled. ‘Oh, aye! Heading straight for The Green Lattis, he was. Understandable after all that shouting.’

I thanked him and, ignoring Hercules’s protests – he was all for going straight home now that his nose told him we were so close – I made my way to my own favourite drinking place and pushed my way in.

The main room was full to capacity, the majority of people clustered around the stocky figure of the town crier who was seated in one corner like a king upon his throne, holding court as he was begged for more information than he could possibly impart. And no one was asking the right questions, I could hear that. Most of them – mainly from women – were concerning the ‘poor queen’, the ‘sweet princesses’ and the ‘dear little king’. This time, using my bodily strength to good effect, I shouldered a path through the crowd, turfed an apprentice off the stool next to master crier and dropped an indignant Hercules on the floor beside me.

There was a sudden lull in the vociferous questioning and the crier turned towards me, displaying a furious frown.

I ignored this and asked abruptly, ‘Is the royal messenger still with the mayor?’

‘Of course not,’ was the truculent reply. ‘He was off to Wells as soon as he’d given us the news.’ I noted the ‘us’ and the slight swelling of the chest that accompanied it. ‘He has the whole of Somerset, Devon and Cornwall to cover before the end of the week.’

‘But he must have given you and the mayor and council –’ I was careful to put them in that order, with a slight emphasis on the ‘you’ – ‘some information. For instance, when did King Edward die?’

The crier was mollified, even pleased now by my interruption. Here was his chance to stress his importance.

‘Last Wednesday. April the ninth. They’ll be moving his body to Windsor sometime this week, for burial in St George’s Chapel.’

‘Where’s the Duke of Gloucester?’

‘Way up north apparently. At one of his castles in Yorkshire. So goodness knows when they’ll be seeing him in London. He may even send for confirmation of the news. Seemingly he’d received a false report about his brother’s death at the end of March, so he mightn’t believe this one to begin with.’

‘And where’s the Prince of W–? I mean the king?’ How strange it was to be calling that twelve-year-old child by his father’s title. Edward IV had reigned over us for so long.

The crier shrugged. ‘As far as anyone knows at present, still at Ludlow with his uncle, Earl Rivers, and the rest of his household. But he’s bound to be setting out for the capital soon. So the messenger supposed. Well, I mean, stands to reason.’

I nodded and pushed an importunate Hercules aside as he tried to climb into my lap, just to remind me of his presence. He was extremely annoyed, and he had a nasty habit of peeing down my leg when displeased.

I turned again to my informant. The crowd around us had gone very quiet, hanging on his every word.

‘Did the royal messenger happen to say what was happening in London? Is all peaceful there?’

The crier gave a gruff laugh. ‘Far from it, I gather. Rumour has it that the late king, as he was dying, forced Lord Hastings and the Marquis of Dorset – that’s the queen’s elder son from her first marriage—’

‘I know who the Marquis of Dorset is,’ I said irritably.

He gave me a look, but proceeded affably enough. ‘Well, the king insisted on their reconciliation. Seems there’s always been bad blood between them, particularly of late, over some woman. One of the king’s – the late king, that is – mistresses.’ He added on a note of lugubrious satisfaction, ‘If there’s trouble between men, you can wager your last groat it’ll be about a woman.’

I guessed that this lady was Elizabeth (although she was always known as Jane, presumably to distinguish her from the queen) Shore, Edward IV’s favourite mistress, long coveted by both his friend and his elder stepson. I wondered which of them she would choose as her protector now that the king was dead. But such idle speculation was for another occasion. There were more important questions to be answered.

‘Did the messenger say anything about events in London since His Highness’s death?’

The crier sucked his teeth and looked portentous. ‘He did let drop to the mayor and aldermen that things were pretty chaotic. The queen’s brother, the Bishop of Salisbury, has been arming his retainers, as has Lord Hastings. And another of the queen’s brothers, Sir Edward Woodville, has been moving some of the royal treasure from the Tower.’

‘What? Was the messenger sure about that?’

‘Appeared to be pretty positive. His Worship and members of the council were as shocked as you seem to be and questioned the man closely on the matter. But there was no shifting him. Said he knew it for a fact. What’s more, Sir Edward is making preparations to put to sea. Says, apparently, it’s to sweep the Channel clear of the French corsairs that have been raiding along the south coast in recent months. But if he takes the treasure with him, we–ell, it puts a different complexion on his actions, I would say.’

I drew a deep breath as the crowd, gathered around the crier and completely silent for the past few minutes, started muttering to one another. Then there was a general shifting of bodies as people moved to get back to work. Kings might come and kings might go, but there was always a crust to be earned in order to keep body and soul together. Life went on whatever momentous events were shaping the future.

Somebody said, ‘Praise be we don’t live in London, eh?’

There was a general murmur of assent, and someone else called out, ‘It’ll be all right once the Duke of Gloucester gets there, lad. He’ll sort ’em out. He’ll know what to do.’

The crier rose to his feet, pushing aside his empty mazer. ‘You never said a truer word, friend. Thank God for Duke Richard! He won’t stand for the Woodvilles’ nonsense.’

There was ragged cheer and, in moments it seemed, the Green Lattis had emptied of all but the usual regulars, the elderly and the young layabouts who spent their days dicing and drinking, desperately trying to avoid anything in the nature of manual labour. I, too, gathered up my pack and cudgel, stirred a sulking Hercules with my foot and left the inn, crossing the busy thoroughfare of Corn Street and starting down Small Street towards my house.

I felt deeply disturbed by the news I had heard. I knew Sir Edward Woodville. He had been with the expedition to Scotland the previous year, and I had seen him in London as recently as last October, peacocking up the steps of Baynard’s Castle as though he already owned the place. But more than that, I knew what I had been sent to France by Richard of Gloucester to discover, and I wondered if the Woodvilles knew it, too. Their spy was dead, but that wasn’t to say they hadn’t made a guess as to what my mission had been.

There was going to be trouble, I felt it in my bones, but exactly what kind of trouble I found it difficult to guess. Were the queen’s family planning a coup against the absent Duke of Gloucester? Were they – heaven forbid! – even considering the possibility of taking his life? But somehow I couldn’t see Earl Rivers, head of the family and an essentially gentle, extremely cultured man who frequently went on pilgrimage to Walsingham, Compostella, Rome or Bury St Edmunds, sanctioning such a move. But then again, was he capable of controlling its more violent and rapacious members? Particularly Edward Woodville, who had never concealed his dislike of the late king’s surviving brother? Lionel, too, might be Bishop of Salisbury, but he was as power-hungry as the rest of his clan. And the queen’s two first-marriage sons, the Marquis of Dorset and his brother, Sir Richard Grey, were a couple of roistering, swaggering young braggarts; at least so I judged from what little I had seen of them. Their stepfather had kept them firmly in their place, but now that he was dead, I could imagine that their self-importance would know no bounds. They were half-brothers to the new young king. They would be a part of the tight circle of Woodvilles who would surround him.

Well, it was none of my business now, thank God. I had played my part – under duress, I might add – last autumn and I would stay safely here in the West Country while the main protagonists played out whatever drama awaited them in London. Nevertheless, knowing what I did, my uneasiness remained and refused to be shaken off, although my step became brisker and my mood lightened as I approached my own front door.

This proved to be locked, but that in itself was not surprising. It simply meant that Adela was at market and the children with her; or, more probably, as I had not spotted them in the crowds around the High Cross, visiting Margaret Walker, my former mother-in-law and her cousin, in Redcliffe. It was disappointing, but had happened often enough before as there was no way my family could ever anticipate my arrival home from one of my journeys. I took my key from the pouch at my belt, leant my cudgel against the wall, hitched my pack to a safer height on my shoulder, unlocked the door and stepped inside.

But once across the threshold, I paused. The house being temporarily empty, naturally I was expecting no noise, but the silence struck me as unusually oppressive. Moreover, there was a mustiness that suggested it had been unoccupied for some time, days perhaps, or even weeks. Hercules had dashed ahead of me into the kitchen, but now re-emerged, looking puzzled. He barked on a querulous, questioning note and then tried to nip my ankle, a sure sign of agitation.

‘All right, lad,’ I said. ‘What is it? Show me.’

He returned to the kitchen and indicated the spot where his feeding and water bowls should be, always left in the same place even if there was nothing in them, so that he could indicate hunger or thirst by pushing one or the other around the floor, then standing back until his needs were attended to. But they were no longer there. They had been washed and stacked neatly on a side bench along with Adela’s other kitchen implements, knives, bowls, choppers, all similarly clean and unused. I stared around, bewildered. There was no fire on the hearth, not even a handful of dead ashes, and no pot hung from the iron tripod above it. The water barrel in the corner was empty, as I discovered when, in response to Hercules’s frenzied importuning, I picked up one of his bowls and went to fill it. The bunches of dried herbs, tied to one of the ceiling beams, were still there, rustling in a slight draught from the still open front door, but the meat skewer with its half side of smoked bacon and the net of vegetables which hung beside it were missing.

I took the stairs three at a time and burst into the bedchamber I shared with Adela. Here, a stripped bed, the patchwork quilt neatly folded in the middle, told the same story. With trembling hands, I flung open the lid of the clothes chest to find it almost empty. All that remained were a few old things of mine, plus the two new outfits I had been given last year to wear to France and which Duke Richard, in defiance of Timothy Plummer’s arguments that the ducal finances could not afford such extravagant gestures, had insisted that I be allowed to keep. The room which the two boys – my son, Adam, now almost five, and my stepson, eight-year-old Nicholas – shared was equally devoid of any sign of recent tenure, as was the little attic at the top of the house, normally occupied by my daughter, Elizabeth.

Slowly, inexorably, it was borne in upon me that Adela and my children were gone. But where? And why?

The silence was appalling. Even Hercules had become conscious of it and had stopped badgering me for water, sniffing around the vacant rooms and whimpering pathetically. I shivered, suddenly feeling cold in spite of the thin April sunshine struggling through the oiled-parchment window panes, and I recognized it as the chill of neglect.

With legs that felt like lead and with my heart beating so fast that it seemed as if I must choke, I turned and went downstairs again. As I reached the bottom of the flight, there was a knock at the still half-open street door. I flung it wide.

‘Adela?’ I croacked.

But the small, neatly coifed, grey-gowned woman who stood there was not my wife, although I recognized her as one of our neighbours; one of those respectable Goodies who had objected so vociferously years ago when Cicely Ford had outraged all their finer feelings by leaving a common pedlar and his family her Small Street house in her will.

‘Oh, it is you,’ she said with a sniff. ‘I thought it might be, but when I noticed the door was open I decided I’d better come over and take a look.’ The brown eyes, set beneath eyebrows which were beginning to go grey, sparkled maliciously. ‘If you’re looking for your wife –’ she gave the last word an insulting emphasis which indicated some doubt of the fact – ‘she’s been gone these many weeks and the children with her. At least, I don’t know about the girl. I think she may be over with her grandmother, in Redcliffe. She’s not your wife’s child I’ve been told.’

‘Is Mistress Chapman there, too?’ I demanded, choosing to ignore the unpleasant and totally unwarranted innuendo. I hoped my wife had gone to stay with my former mother-in-law.

The woman shook her head. ‘No. I don’t know where she’s gone. Someone said London, but I wouldn’t know about that.’ She gave a small, self-righteous smile. ‘I mind my own business.’

You lying old besom, I thought viciously, but schooled my features to nothing more than a polite scepticism, asking, ‘Do you have any idea exactly when it was that Mistress Chapman left?’

She wrinkled her brow, the furrowed lines bobbing up towards a thin fringe of greying hair, just visible beneath her coif.

‘It must have been about a week after you, or maybe a little longer. I can’t say for certain. As I told you, I’m not one of those who spies on her neighbours.’ A prim smile twitched the corners of her mouth. ‘But I can tell you it was the day after a woman called here. A young woman,’ she added, ‘carrying a baby.’

The almost opaque brown eyes were suddenly alive with prurient curiosity. A few blobs of spittle had appeared on her upper lip. She was agog with eagerness to winkle out the truth and pass it on – no doubt with her own embellishments – to other neighbours.

My mind was reeling as I tried desperately to think who this woman could have been and what she might have said to make Adela pack up and leave our home, taking the two boys with her. My guilty thoughts immediately turned to my recent lapse from grace with Eloise Grey, but common sense at once told me that even if Eloise had returned to England from France, there was no possible way she could have given birth to a child in the past six months.

I drew a deep, steadying breath. Whatever else I did, I must be sure to give this nosy old busybody no food for further gossip. (I had little doubt that she and her friends had already chewed the matter over daily since Adela’s departure, and had been waiting with impatience for me to make my reappearance.)

‘Ah!’ I said with studied nonchalance. ‘Yes. I think I know who that was. A... a kinswoman of my wife’s first husband. Adela would not have been altogether surprised to see her. There has been some... er... trouble in the family of late and Adela had promised assistance if she could be of any use. Yes, yes! Of course. That would be it. Things must have come to a head during my absence. Adela will have gone to stay with them. The Juetts live some miles off, near... er... near Glastonbury.’

The woman seemed disappointed with this ingenious explanation, and she gave me a narrow look as if not entirely convinced by it.

I smiled blandly back at her and hoped that she was unable to hear the thumping of my heart as I waited in a fever of impatience for her to go.

‘Oh well, if that’s all...’ she muttered sulkily.

‘It is. You say you think my daughter is with Mistress Walker, in Redcliffe?’ I asked as she finally and reluctantly turned away.

Hope flared again in the strangely dark eyes. ‘So I was told. But why would your wife have left the girl, but not the boys? That’s odd, surely?’

‘Not at all. My stepson and son, being also my wife’s children, are related to the Juetts. Elizabeth is not. As you and your friends have doubtless made it your business to discover during the years my family and I have lived in Small Street, she is my child by my first wife, Mistress Walker’s daughter.’

‘Hmmmph.’ The noise was wonderfully indicative of her contempt for me and my household, implying that such domestic irregularities were only to be expected of a low-born pedlar.

‘Thank you for your concern,’ I said, preparing to close the door. ‘But there is no need for you or any of our neighbours to worry any further.’

I think, even then, she was tempted to linger, prompted by a feeling that she had by no means discovered the whole truth, but by this time Hercules, too, had had enough of her unwelcome presence on his doorstep. He suddenly advanced several paces, baring his teeth and growling ferociously. The woman gave a little shriek, snatched at her skirts and ran up the street, letting herself in with more haste than dignity at her own front door.

This ignominious departure afforded me a momentary satisfaction, but it was short-lived. Now that Hercules and I were alone again, all my anxiety flooded back and I felt as if some unseen hand were squeezing my entrails. I glanced down at the dog, who was regarding me with a puzzled stare, then, for the second time, ran upstairs and into the bedchamber, unearthing from a corner cupboard a large canvas sack. Into this, I stuffed all my clothes from the clothes chest, my new garments being thrust unceremoniously in amongst the old, and made certain that the children’s and Adela’s coffers really were empty, ran downstairs again, Hercules at my heels. I was out in the street almost before I knew it, locking the door behind me.

I walked back to Redcliffe as fast as my legs would carry me, the canvas sack somewhat impeding my progress. The crowds around the High Cross and the Tolzey were as thick as usual but there was a subdued air about them. Shoppers were clustered together in little groups of three or four, deep in earnest conversation, speculating, no doubt, on what the future under a boy king was likely to hold and reflecting sadly on the past twelve years of peace and prosperity of the late king’s reign, ever since the spring of 1471 when he had returned from temporary exile to wrest back his crown from the Earl of Warwick and the latter’s attempt to re-enthrone King Henry VI. Several people hailed me, eager to hear my views, but I pretended not to see them and pressed on across the bridge to Margaret Walker’s cottage.

My greatest fear was that she would be from home, but to my relief she answered the door after my first knock, staring at me for a moment as though uncertain who I was – her sight was not as good as it had once been – before her features settled into lines of accusation and disapproval. At the same time, in response to a bark from Hercules, my daughter, Elizabeth, pushed past her grandmother and flung herself into my arms.

‘Father! Father! Tell Mother and Nicholas to come back! And Adam, too,’ she added generously, ‘if we have to have him. I miss them so much!’ And she burst into tears.

My quondam mother-in-law pursed her lips. ‘So you’re home at last, are you?’ she said grimly. She pushed the cottage door wider. ‘Well, I suppose you’d better come in.’


TWO

I picked up Elizabeth – no mean feat for she took after me in both colouring and physique and was nothing like her dark, delicate, small-boned mother – and stepped into the cottage.

‘Where’s Adela?’ I demanded, wasting no time on pleasantries.

But it was a question not destined to be answered immediately. For a start, Hercules’s thirst would no longer be denied and he began barking on a high, shrill, begging note, pawing the ground and refusing to let up until his need was attended to. He had been very patient, but enough was enough.

‘He’s thirsty,’ I said in reply to Margaret Walker’s impatient glance, and Elizabeth, her sobs turning to giggles, wriggled to the ground, found an old bowl of her grandmother’s and filled it from the water barrel. Hercules fell on it, slopping water in all directions and noisily drinking his fill.

‘Where’s—?’ I began again, but was not allowed to finish.

‘It’s gone ten o’clock. It’s dinner time,’ Margaret announced, moving towards the fire over which hung an iron pot full of what smelled like rabbit stew. ‘Bess, my sweetheart, put out the spoons and bowls. I daresay your father will be eating with us. I’ve never known him when he isn’t hungry.’ She added with some asperity, ‘As for you, Roger, just make yourself useful and move that basket of wool out of the way and pull the table clear of the wall.’

‘Where...?’ I tried for the third time, keeping a grip on my temper.

But Margaret had turned her back and was busily stirring the stew, and I knew her sufficiently well to realize that repeated questioning would only lead to further delay. She would answer me in her own good time and not before, so I turned my attention to moving the basket of unbleached wool that stood beside her spinning wheel and shifting the table so that it could accommodate three instead of two. Elizabeth, meanwhile, was running between it and the cupboard with bowls and knives and spoons, touching me every so often to reassure herself that I really had returned and stooping occasionally to pat Hercules on the head. (He, of course, having slaked his thirst, had smelled the stew and was busy ingratiating himself with the cook by rubbing himself against Margaret’s legs.) Finally, I drew up two stools to the table, fetched Margaret’s low-backed sewing chair from its corner and sat down to wait, containing my impatience as best I could.

Margaret brought the pot to the table and began ladling out the hot, delicious-smelling broth. I realized suddenly how hungry I was, tore a crust from the loaf and fell to with a will. My daughter filled another bowl for Hercules and for a moment or two there was no sound but the chomping of our jaws.

‘You’ve heard the news, I suppose?’ Margaret asked eventually, and I nodded, my mouth too full to speak. ‘Well,’ she continued, ‘I daresay we shall survive and things will settle down just so long as the queen’s family don’t make too much trouble. But His Grace of Gloucester will no doubt keep them in check.’

‘He’ll have to be quick, then,’ I mumbled, trying to clear my mouth. ‘He’s up north, in Yorkshire, and according to the Town Crier, the Woodvilles are already making their move. But for God’s sake, Mother –’ she still liked me to call her that even though Lillis had been dead for more than eight years – ‘enough of that. Where are Adela and the boys? And why have they gone?’

Margaret laid down her spoon. ‘As to where they are,’ she said, ‘they’re in London, with the Godsloves. I’ve had one letter from Adela since they left, brought to me by Jack Nym, to say that they arrived quite safely – Jack took them in his cart, along with one of his loads – and that they were made very welcome.’

‘London?’ So my neighbour had been right. ‘And who in the name of Jesus are the Godsloves? I’ve never heard of them.’

Margaret answered placidly, ‘They’re relatives of mine and Adela’s on my father’s side. Adela, if you recollect, was a Woodward before she married Owen Juett. She used to visit the Godsloves as a child, before they moved to London. I visited them, myself, although not frequently. They lived near Keynsham Abbey, a whole great tribe of them. It would seem – surprisingly, I must admit – that Adela has kept up a correspondence with them over the years, first while she was married to Owen and also after she married you. Not a very regular correspondence, I imagine, or you would have known about it.’

‘Did you know? And why wouldn’t she mention the letters to me?’

‘I suppose because she didn’t think you would be interested. There’s no reason why you should be. She wasn’t very interested in the family, herself. She did give me news of them from time to time, but it was dull stuff. When you haven’t seen people for years and years, you’ve nothing in common with them, and more often than not you’re reduced to talking about the weather.’

‘Then why did she go on writing to them?’ I demanded, upset to discover that my wife, who, I believed, had no secrets from me – I had secrets from her, of course, but that was different – had been writing to people I had never heard of. ‘And why did she never show me the letters?’

Margaret sighed. ‘I’ve told you why. They were dull, uninteresting and you didn’t know the people concerned. I daresay if you’d ever been present when she received a letter, she would have told you who it was from. But you are so often away from home that I suppose, by chance, that never happened. As to why she’s kept in touch with them, I can only guess that she feels lonely. I’m her sole kinswoman apart from the Godsloves, and I know Owen Juett had no family. He was the only child of only children. Adela, I suspect, is a woman who likes to belong. Anyway,’ she added, a steely note creeping into her voice, ‘the Godsloves have proved their worth. They have obviously taken her in and provided her with a home while she decides what to do.’

‘Do about what?’ I demanded aggressively. At last we were getting to the crux of the matter. ‘Why does Adela need a home apart from the one she shares with me? Why has she gone?’

Margaret’s lips set in a thin, straight line. ‘Does the name Juliette Gerrish mean anything to you?’

My stomach gave a nasty lurch. ‘J-Juliette Gerrish?’ I repeated, and even to my own ears my voice came out far too high-pitched and loud.

My companion nodded. ‘Yes, I can tell that it does.’

‘I-I’ve met her,’ I conceded, ‘in the course of my investigation into the death of Isabella Linkinhorne for Alderman Foster. Why? What has she to do with the matter?’

‘She came here some weeks back, not long after you’d gone on your travels again, looking for you. She had a child with her. She said it was yours.’

‘She told me she couldn’t have children,’ I gasped, then could have bitten out my tongue.

‘So!’ Margaret uttered sourly. ‘There was something between you. I told Adela that she was probably lying, but this Mistress Gerrish obviously knew enough about you to convince your wife.’

I was aghast. ‘It was only once,’ I pleaded frantically. ‘And besides—’

‘Besides what?’ was the uncompromising reply.

‘Besides,’ I repeated, my mind racing frantically. Then I remembered something my neighbour had said about a woman carrying a baby. ‘How old was this child?’ I asked.

Margaret Walker shrugged. ‘According to Adela four months or thereabouts.’

I gasped again, but this time with relief. ‘Then it can’t possibly be mine,’ I said. ‘It’s two years ago that I was in Gloucester and made that bitch’s acquaintance.’

I had always, until now, thought of Mistress Gerrish with a certain nostalgic affection, but no longer. She had to know – no one better – that it wasn’t my baby, so what had been her purpose in coming to Bristol to find me? The answer could only be a desire to create mischief. Or, alternatively – and this explanation was a little more flattering to my ego – she had suddenly found herself, against all belief and expectation, the mother of a child and had decided that, of all her male acquaintance, I was the man she would most like to be its father. If that were so, perhaps I should feel proud that I had made such an impression on her during our brief night’s pleasure, but the emotion uppermost in my breast was anger.

After a moment or two, however, my anger veered in another direction. ‘What in God’s name was Adela thinking of,’ I burst out, ‘to give credence to that harpy’s tale? To believe it enough to take my sons and run away without even waiting to hear my side of the story?’ I jumped up from my stool and began pacing furiously around the floor. ‘And she knew...’ I turned on Margaret, pausing only to thump the table so that the bowls and spoons rattled and jumped. ‘She knew that all last year I was in the company of my lord of Albany and Duke Richard, in Scotland!’

‘All the year?’ Margaret queried, regarding me straitly. ‘You took a mighty long time coming home from Scotland, my lad. The Scottish war was over by the end of August – at least, that was my information – and we didn’t see hide nor hair of you until nearly Christmas. For all Adela knew, you might have visited Gloucester on your way back and spent the autumn with Mistress Gerrish.’

I stopped my pacing and stared at her, appalled.

‘Adela couldn’t have thought that, surely?’

‘Why not?’ Margaret looked down her nose. ‘On your own admission, two years ago you did have a liaison with this woman.’

‘It wasn’t a liaison,’ I shouted. ‘One night, that was all! And it was a mistake.’

‘Men always say that when they’re found out,’ Margaret sneered, then looked quickly at Elizabeth, who was regarding us both with a round-eyed interest tinged with uneasiness as she tried to follow a conversation that was, for the present, beyond her understanding. ‘Well, that’s as maybe,’ she went on, ‘but it might help matters if you could tell Adela where you were during autumn of last year.’

‘I told you both where I was. Making my way home from Scotland. Once the army had been officially disbanded, it was every man for himself. And my usefulness had finished once Albany had been left behind at his brother’s court. Scotland, I might remind you, Mother, is a very long way away.’

Margaret raised her eyebrows and chewed thoughtfully on a piece of meat which she had just prised loose from one of her teeth. ‘Of course, if you won’t say where you were... Adela and I did wonder where you got those smart new clothes that you brought back with you. Not off any market stall, that’s plain. Good material, and a hat with a jewelled pin.’

‘The “jewels” are glass,’ I protested, but she ignored me.

‘So when this Mistress Gerrish turned up, neither she nor the child exactly dressed in rags, Adela did wonder...’ Margaret broke off, shrugging.

‘If she gave them to me?’ I demanded, horrified.

‘Why not? Women have been known to reward their lo—’ She again glanced towards my daughter. ‘Men who please them,’ she finished lamely.

‘Dear, sweet virgin!’ I exclaimed, flopping down on my stool and burying my face in my hands. ‘A nice little tale you’ve concocted between the pair of you! I swear I’ve been nowhere near Gloucester for the past two years, nor so much as set eyes on Juliette Gerrish. If you must know, and I don’t suppose it will matter if I tell you now, I was in France on a mission for Duke Richard. But mind you, Margaret,’ I continued, lowering my hands and looking directly at her, ‘I don’t want that information passed on to Maria Watkins or Bess Simnel or any other of your little band of gossips.’ Margaret started to protest, but I cut her short. ‘And don’t think I’m going to tell you what that mission was about, because I’m not. I’ve only told you as much as I have so that you can see I was out of harm’s way.’

Out of harm’s way! The words mocked me even as I uttered them. I might be able to prove my innocence as far as Mistress Gerrish was concerned, but what about Eloise Grey? I shuddered inwardly. Was she, too, going to turn up on my doorstep some time in the future, threatening me with my past misdemeanours?

My erstwhile mother-in-law heaved a sigh of relief.

‘Well, it’s no good telling me all this,’ she said briskly, rising from her chair and beginning to clear the table. ‘Not that I’m not relieved to hear it, but Adela’s the one you want to tell. And if I were you,’ she added, much to my surprise, ‘just tell her what she needs to know and no more. You met Mistress Gerrish two years back while enquiring into the disappearance of Isabella Linkinhorne and that’s all. The woman plainly has a vicious streak in her, trying to break up your marriage and saddle you with a baby that isn’t yours, but she hasn’t been back since Adela sent her away with a flea in her ear. Oh yes! She didn’t for one moment let the woman know she believed a single word of her story, and I think that at the time she probably didn’t. It was only afterwards, brooding on things, lonely and unhappy, that she began to think the tale might have some substance to it. In the end, she convinced herself of its truth and felt she must go away. I did try to persuade her to wait until you returned and hear what you had to say, but by that time there was no reasoning with her. She got Jack Nym to take her and the boys to London when he took up a load of withy slats and baskets, and went to the Godsloves while she thought things out. That was about three weeks ago, at the end of March. So!’ She addressed me, arms akimbo. ‘What do you intend doing about it?’

I accepted Margaret’s account of events at their face value, but it did cross my mind to wonder how hard she had tried to dissuade Adela from leaving. She was fond of me, but had never quite trusted me. She could never bring herself to believe that it was Lillis who had seduced me and not the other way around.

‘Do?’ I said in answer to her question. ‘I’m going to London, of course, to persuade her to come home. And I’ll take your advice,’ I added, ‘about not telling everything. I’ll go right away and speak to Jack. With luck, he might be carting another consignment of goods that way fairly soon. If not, I’ll start walking and hope to come across other carters who’ll give me a ride.’

‘You’re not going away again, Father?’ Elizabeth clutched at my sleeve with an imploring hand.

I stooped and kissed her. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’m taking you with me. And Hercules.’

‘You’ll not be dragging that child all the way to London!’ Margaret protested. ‘That dog can go with you and welcome, but not a child of her tender years.’

My daughter bounced off her stool and flung her arms around my neck. ‘Oh yes! Oh please do take me, Father! I’ve never seen London, and it isn’t fair that the boys should see it and me not. I don’t mind walking if we have to, and I shall have Hercules.’

Hearing his name, the sagacious hound, stretched out beside the fire, gave a perfunctory thump of his tail, but was too replete with rabbit stew to do more.

‘I’m taking Elizabeth,’ I stated firmly and received another hug for my pains.

Margaret looked as though she would protest again, then hesitated, thinking things over, before nodding briskly.

‘You may be right,’ she conceded. ‘Nicholas will be delighted to see her.’ She did not add that the doubtless ecstatic reunion of stepbrother and -sister would be bound to disarm Adela and perhaps smooth my path to a reconciliation, but I guessed it was what she was thinking. I was thinking it myself.

‘I’ll pay Jack Nym a visit straight away,’ I said. ‘If I can find him.’

My luck was in. Jack was outside his cottage, loading his cart with bales of Bristol red cloth, a speciality of the city and sold all over the country. Without even bothering to greet him, I asked where this lot was going.

‘London,’ was the blessed answer, and I had to restrain myself from seizing his dirty face between my hands and kissing him. He tilted his head to look up at me. ‘Why? You wanting a ride to London, then, Roger?’ He gave a knowing chuckle. ‘I took your wife and sons up there a few weeks back. You been a bad lad? I did hear a rumour. A woman, is it?’ He regarded me enviously.

‘It’s all a mistake,’ I said. ‘A misunderstanding.’

He grinned disbelievingly. ‘It wouldn’t be a mistake if I got the chance, I can tell you. All right! All right! I’ll take your word for it. So you’re going after her, eh? Well, I don’t know as I blame you. A handsome piece, that lady of yours. If it were my Goody, now, it’d be a different matter. Anyway, I’m off first light tomorrow morning. Be round here promptly at daybreak. I received an urgent message by old Hugo Doyle, who got back from London yesterday afternoon, that the mayor and aldermen want this stuff as soon as possible for the new king’s coronation. Word is, apparently, that the queen – Queen Dowager I suppose I should call her now – and her family have fixed the date for May Day.’

‘They can’t do that!’ I exclaimed, horrified. ‘I doubt the Duke of Gloucester will even have reached the capital by then.’

‘Why? Where is he?’

‘Hundreds of miles away, in Yorkshire.’

Jack grimaced. ‘Shit! So he couldn’t have been there when the old king died.’ He eyed me suspiciously. ‘How do you know all this?’ When I had explained, he grimaced again. ‘Reckon there’s going to be trouble, Roger?’

I shrugged. ‘Could be! But how would I know?’

But I did know. Well, I knew something, that was my problem. I knew why Duke Richard had sent me to Paris in the autumn of the previous year, so, unlike most people, I also knew some of the thoughts that must be going through his mind at the present moment. Naturally, I didn’t mention this to Jack, but I told him what else I had learned from the town crier.

He was as uneasy at the news as I had been.

‘The Woodvilles are taking the crown treasure from the Tower? Can they do that?’

‘I don’t rightly know who could stop them,’ I answered. ‘If the young king can be conveyed from Ludlow to London before the Duke of Gloucester has a chance to get there, he’ll endorse anything his mother and Woodville uncles tell him to.’

Jack chewed a grimy thumbnail. ‘Didn’t the late king name Gloucester as protector?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. No one’s said anything about that. But once the new king’s been crowned and anointed, he won’t need a protector. He can rule in his own right.’

‘You mean the bloody Woodvilles can!’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’

‘Bugger!’

‘I agree, but there’s nothing the likes of us can do about it.’ I clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I’ll see you in the morning then, at sun-up. Oh, I nearly forgot. I’m bringing my daughter and Hercules with me.’

Jack turned a dismayed face towards me. ‘I don’t mind Elizabeth. She’s a good enough little soul, but I’m danged if I’ll have that wretched dog of yours fouling my cart. He’s a menace, he is.’

‘I’ll pay you extra,’ I offered.

‘How much extra?’ he asked warily.

I named a generous price. Jack thought it over and finally, if reluctantly, agreed. ‘But I’m holding you responsible for that hell-hound,’ he snapped.

‘He’ll be as good as gold,’ I assured him with what I trusted was a confident smile.

Jack snorted and turned back to his task. ‘I’ll keep you to that. And don’t forget. I’m leaving first light. If you’re not here, I shan’t wait.’

‘We’ll be here,’ I said.

During the short journey back to Margaret’s cottage, I was accosted by at least three people, including Burl Hodge – who had been none too friendly these past four or so years, ever since Cicely Ford had left me her house – all of whom appeared to be labouring under the impression that I knew more about events at court than I was prepared to say. They all seemed offended by what they regarded as my secrecy and looked sceptical when I said they knew quite as much as I did.

‘All right! If you want to be like that, Roger!’ Burl grunted, and stomped off more out of charity with me than ever.

‘Why does everyone think I’m in Duke Richard’s confidence?’ I demanded angrily as I closed the cottage door behind me with a bang.

‘Well, aren’t you?’ Margaret countered. ‘Twice in the last two years you’ve been hauled off up to London at his behest, once by no less a royal personage than the Earl of Lincoln. And that spy of his, that Timothy Plummer, or whatever his name is, is for ever lurking around in corners. And on top of it all, you were missing from May until nearly Christmastide this past year. How did it happen that you, a common pedlar, became so friendly with a duke, and the king’s brother to boot? That’s what I’d like to know.’

‘There’s no secret about it,’ I answered, sitting down on one of the stools and taking Elizabeth on to my lap. ‘Twelve years ago, on my first visit to London, and not long after I’d left Glastonbury, it just so happened that while I was trying to trace Alderman Weaver’s son, I accidentally stumbled across the hiding-place where the Duke of Clarence had concealed his sister-in-law in order to prevent his brother, Gloucester, from marrying her. Duke Richard was very grateful, as you might imagine, and has made a friend of me ever since. Well, “friend” might be overstating the matter, but he’s always trusted me and has—’

‘Used you to do his dirty work,’ Margaret interrupted, setting her spinning wheel in motion.

I was about to protest at the phrase ‘dirty work’, but my daughter, who had been trying to make herself heard ever since my return, clamped a small, none too clean hand across my mouth and asked, ‘When are we going to London, Father?’

‘We start first thing tomorrow morning, at sun-up,’ I said, removing her hand. ‘Carter Nym has to take a load of red cloth urgently to the mayor and corporation, ready for making up into new robes for the young king’s coronation. So he’s agreed we can ride along with him.’

‘At a price, I’ll be bound,’ Margaret commented drily, but her voice was partially lost in Elizabeth’s shouts of joy.

‘And Hercules?’ she demanded.

‘And Hercules, on condition we keep him strictly under control. Jack’s none too keen on dogs.’

‘And who can blame him?’ Margaret muttered. She added, ‘You’d better check that the child has everything here she needs for the journey. Her things are in that box under the bed.’

I shook my head. ‘No need to check. All the clothes chests at home were empty, bar mine, and my stuff I’ve brought with me.’ I nodded towards the canvas sack which I had dropped in a corner, alongside my cudgel. ‘I’ll put Bess’s in with mine, later on. As for tonight, Hercules and I can sleep on that pile of brushwood over there and be quite comfortable.’

‘I daresay,’ Margaret snorted. ‘If you don’t mind, I don’t, though it’s probably full of fleas. That dog of yours can add a few more.’

Hercules grunted and snuffled, a stupid grin on his face as he pursued his canine dreams. They were obviously happy ones.

Elizabeth slipped off my lap and went to play with her doll, a one-armed wonder who rejoiced in the name of Christabelle, happy in the knowledge that within a week or perhaps less, she and Nicholas would be reunited. I could only hope that her confidence wasn’t misplaced, and that Adela would not refuse to see me once I had arrived in London. I was relying on the children’s delight at being together again to soften her heart long enough at least for me to explain matters, and to reassure her that I had been nowhere near Gloucester in the past twelve months. I could only trust that she would believe me. It’s an unnerving fact, as I’ve noticed on more than one occasion, how the truth can so often sound like lies.

I got up and helped myself, unbidden, to another beaker of Margaret’s excellent home-brewed ale, before returning to my stool, which I drew nearer to the fire, for the April day had turned chilly, and settling myself as comfortably as I could.

‘So,’ I said, ‘tell me about these Godsloves to whom Adela’s gone. You say they’re a branch of your father’s family, though I’ve never heard you or Adela mention them before. And yet, I do have a very, very faint recollection that Lillis might once have said their name, but in connection with what, I’ve no idea. In any case, even if she did, I took no notice.’

‘That wasn’t unusual,’ Margaret cut in waspishly. ‘You weren’t married long enough for the poor girl to make you mind her.’

I could see that, if I wasn’t careful, we were going to embark on profitless recriminations about my marriage to her daughter, and I resolutely ignored the lead she had given me, steering the conversation back to the subject under discussion. Well, the subject I wanted to discuss.

‘Tell me about the Godsloves,’ I said again. ‘I can’t go to London knowing nothing about them. For a start, whereabouts do they live?’
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Margaret sat down again at her spinning wheel, but made no immediate move to resume work. She was quite ready to while away an hour or two in gossip. She frowned a little at my helping myself, unbidden, to her ale, but had obviously decided to overlook the impertinence in the interests of harmony.

‘As to where they live in London,’ she said, ‘I believe Adela mentioned that it was out in the countryside somewhere, beyond the Bishop’s Gate – wherever that is. But you’ll likely know, I daresay. It means nothing to me. I’ve never been to London in my life, and don’t want to. Nasty, dangerous place, or so I’ve heard. All those foreigners.’

Considering that the Bristol wharves and streets fairly teemed with foreign sailors most days of the week, I thought this a decidedly unfair stricture on the capital. All the same, I knew what she meant. It was not only a larger city but also far more populous than any other in the country, which meant more thieves, more pickpockets, more hustling salesmen and more tricksters per square foot than you were likely to encounter anywhere else.

Margaret continued, ‘I think Adela said the house is called The Arbour, or Harbour, or some such name. From the description of it, it sounds a bit ramshackle; a big, rambling old place. But then it would have to be in order to accommodate all that tribe.’

‘Tell me about the Godsloves, themselves,’ I invited, finishing my drink and fetching myself another one.

So she did. But there were so many corrections, so much backtracking, such a deal of ‘No, I tell a lie! That wasn’t so-and-so, it was someone else,’ that, for the sake of clarity, I will set down the history of the Godslove family as I eventually came to understand it, once I had sorted out the facts in my mind.

It begins with Morgan Godslove, who was a cousin of Margaret’s father, William Woodward, and who was born around the year 1400. He married twice. By his first wife – whose name Margaret could not remember – he had four children, three of whom were girls, Clemency, Sybilla and Charity, all born within six years of one another. The fourth child, a boy, Oswald, was ten years younger than the youngest daughter and his mother died in giving birth to him.

The following year, Morgan married again, this time a widow, Alicia Makepeace, whom he met while in London on business, and who already had two sons from her previous marriage, thus bringing their combined total of children to six. To this tally, Alicia and Morgan added two more in very short order, a boy, Martin, and a girl, Celia, with little more than twelve months between them. When the girl was only three, however, Alicia died leaving Morgan and his brood once more motherless. But this time, the widower decided against a third marriage and, instead, employed a housekeeper.

‘Tabitha Maynard, that was her name,’ Margaret proclaimed triumphantly, after some cogitation.

But five years later, during the terrible winter of 1455, both Morgan and Tabitha Maynard were drowned when the Rownham ferry capsized in the River Avon during a violent storm.

By this time, the three elder girls from Morgan’s first marriage, Clemency, Sybilla and Charity, were grown up, all in their early to late twenties, all still unmarried, all still living at home, Oswald was twelve and their half-brother and -sister younger again. As the women appeared to be inclined to the single state, it seemed natural that they should decide to bring up the younger members of the family without calling upon any outside help; an arrangement that suited everybody and which still, apparently, pertained to the present day, even though Oswald was now a man of forty and the half-siblings in their thirties.

‘Doesn’t anyone in the family believe in marriage?’ I had asked at this juncture.

Margaret had smiled. ‘They were always, to my way of thinking, a very odd family. A very close-knit unit, who all put great store by being a Godslove and were slightly contemptuous of anyone who wasn’t. It’s difficult to explain to someone who’s never experienced the ties of a large kinship. But even so, big families normally admit outsiders. They have to. But the Godsloves were different, Unhealthily so.’ Margaret had pulled a face. ‘I only visited them a couple of times, with Father, when they lived at Keynsham, but the atmosphere struck me as... as almost incestuous.’

When Oswald Godslove was fourteen, or thereabouts, he had suddenly taken it into his head that he wanted to study for the law, and although there were lawyers enough in Bristol willing to employ and train a clerk, his three sisters had decided that nothing else would do, but he must go to London, to the Inns of Court, off the Strand. And the rest of the family would, of course, go with him. Money, if not exactly short, was not plentiful, either, but they had what their father had left them and what they could make on the sale of the Keynsham house. Sacrifices would have to be made, but in such a worthy cause, no one was complaining. Somehow, they had scraped together sufficient money to enable them to buy the place in which they now lived, a decaying mansion just outside the Bishop’s Gate, but big enough to accommodate them all, and there they had remained ever since, even though Oswald was now a successful lawyer and growing richer by the day. (As most lawyers, at least in my experience, do.)

When Margaret had finally finished telling me this complicated tale – or what she had managed to turn into a complicated tale, but was really quite straightforward once I had sorted the wheat from the chaff – I asked, ‘But how does Adela fit into the story?’

Margaret considered this as she loaded her spindle with wool.

‘I’m not perfectly sure,’ she admitted at last. ‘She could only have been about six years old when the Godsloves left Keynsham and went to London. But she had visited them once or twice, maybe oftener. I know for certain that she went once because she came with Father and me. But I feel sure that her mother, who was also Morgan’s cousin, must have taken her on visits. Katharina – God rest her soul! – was a very nosy woman and was never happier than when she was prying into other folk’s business. So I should guess that Adela might have become friends with Celia, the daughter of the second marriage, who was, it’s true, maybe three or four years older than herself. But then Adela always seemed more mature than her actual age. Perhaps the two girls started writing to one another, and have continued to do so throughout their lives. Stupidly, I’ve never asked Adela who her correspondent is, which of the numerous Godsloves, but now I think about it seriously, Celia would seem the most likely person.’ She continued spinning for a moment or two in silence, then suddenly laughed. ‘I recollect my poor father going to see them once on his own. He came back absolutely appalled. I can remember him exclaiming, “Eight children! Eight of them! You can imagine the noise! All of them talking and shouting together!” I think it made him thankful that he only had the one.’

‘And you’ve never written to them since they settled in London?’

Margaret shook her head. ‘They meant nothing to me. And I must confess that I was astonished when Adela mentioned, a year or so back, that she was still in touch with them.’

‘And I was completely unaware of the fact.’

‘Ah, well,’ Margaret muttered significantly, so I got hastily to my feet, in order to ward off yet another lecture about my shortcomings as a husband, and offered to pack Elizabeth’s clothes in the sack along with mine.

‘It will save you the trouble later,’ I murmured ingratiatingly.

But I got no thanks, only a cynical smile that told me, more plainly than any words could have done, that she had my measure. So I took myself off to the Green Lattis, where I spent the rest of the day, or as much of it as I could bear until the sole topic of conversation – the death of the king, with its ceaseless, fruitless speculation as to what might happen next – drove me back to Redcliffe and an early bed (the pile of brushwood by Margaret’s hearth) where I slept soundly until morning.

The sun was just showing its face above the city rooftops when an excited Elizabeth, a drowsy Hercules and I – full of porridge and with Margaret’s parting admonitions still ringing in our ears – presented ourselves outside Jack Nym’s cottage in the neighbouring street. But early as we were, Jack was up and about before us, busy tucking an extra layer of sacking over the bales of red cloth that filled the body of the cart. Elizabeth and I mounted the box beside the driver’s seat, with Hercules curled up on my daughter’s lap, where, for the moment, he seemed content to settle down.

‘But watch out,’ I warned her, ‘for other dogs, sheep and, above all, his pet hatred, geese. If you don’t hold on to him tightly, he’ll be off the cart, chasing them and barking like a fiend.’

‘Yes, and I’ll be having summat to say about that,’ Jack said crossly as he climbed up beside us, plainly not in the best of tempers and obviously regretting that he had agreed to let us travel with him.

He had just given his horse the office to start when he had to pull the animal up short as Goody Nym – as slatternly a woman as you could hope to find in a month of Sundays – erupted from the cottage and handed him an evil-smelling parcel wrapped in wilting, brown-edged dock leaves and tied around with a bit of twine so filthy it might just have been fished out of the central drain. (As indeed it was more than likely it had.)

‘You forgot yer dinner,’ she said, tossing the parcel into her husband’s lap. And without acknowledging either Elizabeth or me, she bounced back indoors, shutting the door with unnecessary force behind her.

Jack handed me the parcel. I sniffed it cautiously and then recoiled. ‘Hell’s teeth, Jack! What’s in it?’

He shook his head vigorously. ‘Dunno. An’ I don’t want to know, either. Don’t waste your time opening it. Just throw it overboard and leave it to poison some poor stray or other.’ He turned his head to look me fully in the face for the first time since our arrival. ‘I take it you’ve got money in your purse, chapman?’

‘I... I’ve had quite a successful trip these past few weeks,’ I admitted cagily.

‘Right, then,’ he said, flicking the reins. ‘No need for us to stint ourselves on the journey. There’s plenty o’ decent inns and taverns along the London road.’ He grinned, his good humour suddenly restored. ‘We can sample ’em all.’

Fortunately for me, he was only joking. Well, half-joking. We did indeed stay at a couple of small alehouses during our journey in order that Elizabeth might have a good night’s rest. But, the April weather having suddenly turned warm in the way that it does at that time of year, more often than not we all bedded down in the cart, the bales of red cloth with their protective covering of sacking proving a comfortable enough mattress. Elizabeth, of course, thought this much more fun than a conventional bed, even though our slumbers were frequently broken by Hercules’s barking as he took exception to the cries of the nocturnal creatures all around us, and by his constant excursions into the surrounding countryside to relieve himself.

‘Damn dog,’ Jack grumbled, but without rancour.

The fact was, as we soon discovered, that even had we wished to pass each night in some hostelry or another, we should have been hard put to it to find enough empty beds to accommodate us. There were so many people on the move that most inns seemed to be full. Not only were the roads clogged with the customary itinerant friars, pedlars, farmers driving livestock, or smallholders carrying vegetables, to market in the nearest town, lawyers riding to the spring assizes, west country pilgrims on their way to Canterbury, but also with parties of minstrels and mummers leaving their winter quarters for the summer round of manor house and castle. And over and above all these, we met far more royal messengers than usual, either heading back to London after delivering their news, or outward bound for those distant parts of the kingdom that might not yet have received word of the late King Edward’s death.

With so much traffic, our progress was necessarily slow, and it was not until the following Wednesday, a week and a day after leaving Bristol, that we finally reached the capital.

We had spent the previous Monday night at Reading Abbey, in the common dormitory, where we had taken shelter from a nasty storm that had sprung up unexpectedly. This Benedictine monastery was a foundation of King Henry I and famous for the number and variety of its holy relics: two pieces of the True Cross, a bone of St Edmund the Martyr’s arm, St James’s hand, St Philip’s stole, another bone belonging to St Mary Magdalene and a host of smaller items such as laces, girdles, combs, hairpins and a sandal that was dubiously attributed to St Matthew. (It sometimes seemed to me that the saints had been extremely casual with their personal belongings.)

The storm had abated somewhat by the time we had eaten our supper of soup and black bread in the lay refectory and then bedded down in the dormitory on two of the straw palliasses that were laid side by side along three of the four walls. The place was packed with other travellers as well as ourselves and Elizabeth was forced to share my mattress. She was so weary that she had nodded off over her supper, but nevertheless, she was restless, tossing and turning in her sleep and upsetting Hercules, who had curled up at my feet. In addition to this, the groaning, moaning and farting of thirty or so other souls, not to mention the smell, kept me awake for some considerable time, and when I finally did drop into an uneasy slumber, it was to dream that I was back in Margaret Walker’s cottage while she tried to explain to me the ramifications of the Godslove family.

‘“Eight children”,’ she was saying. ‘That’s what my father said, “Eight children! Thank the good lord I’ve only got one!”’

‘How could there be eight children?’ I was objecting. ‘Four by the first wife and two by the second. That’s six.’

‘There were two stepbrothers,’ was the answer. ‘Alicia’s sons. Her first husband’s children. That makes eight...’

It was at this point that I awoke with a start, staring into the blackness of the dormitory, the words ‘that makes eight’ still ringing in my head.

Elizabeth was lying on her back, one arm flung across my chest. As I have already intimated, she was a robust child – and has grown into an even more well-built woman – and her arm was heavy, restricting my breathing. Hercules, too, was like a dead weight on my feet, but I felt certain that my discomfort was not what had awakened me. For a moment or two, nothing was to be heard except the cacophony created by my fellow sleepers, but then, over and above this, I was able to make out the noise of raised voices and the jingle of horses’ harnesses. Someone – and someone of importance by the sound of it – had arrived at the abbey. Curious to discover who would be travelling so late at night, I gently rolled Elizabeth on to her side, eased my legs from beneath the rough woollen blanket that covered them, pulled on my boots and stood up, all as quietly as possible so as not to disturb my neighbours.

‘Stay there!’ I whispered to Hercules as I tiptoed towards the door at the far end of the dormitory.

Of course he came too, snuffling with delight at the prospect of a midnight excursion. There was nothing to be gained by arguing with him.

I made my way to the abbey’s west gatehouse, with its adjoining chapel, where I judged most of the noise was coming from. And, indeed, I was not mistaken, the courtyard being overpoweringly full of horses and riders, the former breathing gustily through distended nostrils, their flanks heaving and sweating. Torches flared as monks ran from the abbey, calling to the grooms to rouse themselves and come at once to tend my lord bishop’s cavalcade. Light flickered on the azure and silver threads of the saltire cross of St Andrew, emblazoned on saddles and cloaks, and I realized with a jolt of surprise that I recognized the central figure of the party as Robert Stillington, Bishop of Bath and Wells. My lord was not dressed so magnificently as usual, the splendid silks and velvets that he normally wore being replaced by the coarse black frieze of mourning. Members of his entourage, too, were all similarly attired.

The abbot appeared, looking flustered, his eyes blinking owl-like in the sudden blaze of light, the creases of sleep still wrinkling his cheeks.

‘Your Grace! My lord bishop!’ he exclaimed, hurrying to where Stillington was just dismounting, assisted by John Gunthorpe, his dean.

Stillington nodded, saying jovially, ‘My lord Abbot, I trust you can offer me a bed for the night?’ Having received the abbot’s (probably mendacious) assurance that his own couch would be given up to the distinguished guest with the utmost pleasure, the bishop asked abruptly, ‘What is your latest information from London? Has my lord Gloucester arrived there yet?’

‘No, nor will he for some days, or so I understand.’ The abbot dodged out of the path of the scurrying grooms as they led away their charges towards the stables. ‘I sent one of the lay brothers to Windsor last week to discover what he could and he returned only this afternoon. But come in, my lord. You’ll be in need of refreshment.’

The bishop, however, was more interested in such news as the abbot could give him.

‘And what did this man of yours find out? When is Gloucester expected? And what of the... king?’

The abbot seemed not to notice Stillington’s slight hesitation before the word ‘king’, but I did, as I sheltered in the lee of the church, holding an indignant Hercules firmly in my arms (the only way to prevent him from attacking the episcopal party). I edged forward a little as the two men, now arm in arm, began moving in the direction of the abbot’s lodging.

The latter’s voice, high-pitched and clear, carried easily on the still night air.

‘My man spoke to Lord Hastings, after the late king’s funeral, and my lord says that His Highness and Lord Rivers will not leave Ludlow before this coming Thursday at the earliest, and that my lord Gloucester has arranged to rendezvous with them at Northampton in a week’s time so that he and the king may enter London together. Of course, whether or not matters will fall out as planned, who can tell? But it’s certain that Lord Hastings is most anxious to see my lord Gloucester in London as things go from bad to worse there, with the queen’s family having it all their own way...’

The voices gradually faded and died, the courtyard slowly emptied until nothing could be heard but the harsh cry of a nightjar in one of the neighbouring trees. I set Hercules down again and made my thoughtful way back to the dormitory, followed by a reluctant dog who thought poorly of my decision to return to bed so soon and after such tame sport. He had not even been allowed to bite a fat monk’s leg.

All the same, he settled down again surprisingly quickly, curling up in his former position at the foot of the palliasse without disturbing Elizabeth, who seemed not to have stirred since I left her. I removed my boots and slithered down beside her, at the same time casting a leery eye at Jack. But he was snoring away, dead to the world, his mouth wide open and spittle dribbling on to the straw-filled pillow beneath his head. An unlovely sight, in comparison with which my daughter’s deep, sweet breathing made a heart-stopping contrast. I bent over and kissed her lightly on the forehead. She murmured in her sleep, but did not wake.

I, on the other hand, lay stretched out on my back, staring into the darkness, unable to sleep, remembering...

Remembering that five years ago, although he had been released after a comparatively short spell, Robert Stillington had been incarcerated in the Tower at the same time that the late Duke of Clarence had been tried and condemned to death. Remembering, two years further back, how the couple, bishop and duke, had walked and talked together at Farleigh Castle in Somerset, heads inclined towards one another, voices low, for all the world like two conspirators. Remembering the well-known story that when, nineteen years ago, the late king had finally disclosed his hitherto secret marriage to Elizabeth Woodville, Cicely Neville, Dowager Duchess of York, had offered to declare her eldest son a bastard, the son of one of her Rouen bodyguard of archers, conceived while her husband was absent, fighting the French. Remembering, above all, my own secret mission to France the previous year, in an attempt to contact, on the Duke of Gloucester’s behalf, another member of the Rouen garrison who might possibly be able to confirm the truth of a tale which Duchess Cicely had since refused to repeat. I had never managed to speak to Robin Gaunt, but his wife, a Frenchwoman, had told me of the odd affair of the two christenings.

She had recalled that Edward, the first surviving son and his father’s heir, had been christened very quietly in a small chamber in Rouen Castle with little pomp and less ceremony, whereas the second son, Edmund, had received a lavish christening in Rouen Cathedral, attended by French and English dignitaries with no expense spared. The Rouen Cathedral Chapter had even been persuaded to allow the ducal couple to use the font in which Rollo, the first Viking Duke of Normandy, had himself been baptised, and which had been kept covered ever since as a mark of respect. Moreover, Edmund, later Earl of Rutland, had gone everywhere with his father, finally dying beside him at the bloody battle of Wakefield. Not incontrovertible evidence that the duchess had been speaking the truth, but... But what? A straw in the wind?

Remembering... But at this point I must finally have fallen asleep, for the next thing I knew was Jack shaking me by the shoulder and urging me to ‘shift my arse’.

‘We’ve still got nigh on forty miles to go, Roger, and I must deliver this cloth by Thursday at the latest or Their Worships may cancel the order, and I don’t fancy humping it all the way back to Bristol at my own expense. So, come on, my lad! Rouse Elizabeth and let’s get breakfast.’

Grumbling, I did as I was bid.

And less than an hour later, we were on the road.

We made good enough time to reach London by Wednesday, April the twenty-third, St George’s Day. But there were none of the usual mummings and play-acting to celebrate England’s national saint, only sober suits and long faces and a general air of unease over all. We had stopped first at Westminster to get some breakfast, having spent the previous night in a barn, but even in that notoriously lax city, the pimps and thieves and pickpockets, with which the place abounded, seemed more subdued and less busy than normal, the shopkeepers and stall-holders less inclined to harass you into buying their goods with threats of bodily harm. This might in part have been due to the fact that the streets were crammed with Woodville retainers, all either going to, or coming from, the palace where the queen – the dowager queen now – was in residence with her children, the young Duke of York and his sisters. But it was also due to a sombre atmosphere that hung over everything, like a pall.

As we made our way along the Strand I noticed that there, too, there was less noise than was customary, the street cries more muted, people huddled together in little groups, talking with lowered voices. But several bands of armed men passed us, forcing the cart into the side of the road until one of the wheels got stuck in a rut so deep that Jack and I, even with our combined strength, had to solicit the aid of a passer-by to help us free it.

The man, a butcher from the Shambles to judge by the state of his bloodstained apron, nodded towards the rapidly disappearing cavalcade.

‘Arrogant young sod,’ he growled, indicating the man at its head. I raised my eyebrows in enquiry and he went on, ‘That’s Sir Richard Grey, Queen Elizabeth’s younger son from her first marriage. Busy as a cat in a tripe shop he’s been ever since he came back from Windsor and the old king’s funeral. Riding up and down this road, in and out o’ the city, and every time he’s got more and more men with him, and all o’ them armed.’

‘What do you think he’s up to?’ I asked.

The butcher grimaced. ‘Your guess is as good as mine, friend. But whatever it is, it ain’t anything good, you can take my word on that. And I don’t reckon it bodes well for the Duke o’ Gloucester, whenever he gets here.’ His eyes suddenly filled with tears as he harked back to his previous words. ‘Don’t seem right to be referring to King Edward – God assoil him – as the old king. God! How the merchants and burgesses of this city loved him. And their wives even more!’ His sorrow was momentarily quenched by a great guffaw of laughter, but he sobered quickly. ‘Well, I must let you get on. I can see your friend is getting fidgety. And I don’t much like the way that dog of yours is eyeing me up, either. Got a nasty gleam in his eye.’

I should have liked to talk to the man longer, but he was right; both Jack and Hercules were growing impatient. Only Elizabeth was content to sit and stare at the unaccustomed sights around her, her mouth slightly agape, her eyes round with wonder.

I climbed back on the seat beside Jack, and a few minutes later, we were rattling across the drawbridge that spanned the ditch by the Lud Gate. The guards, who were there to turn back lepers and other such undesirables, let us through without a murmur once Jack had stated his business and shown them the contents of his cart.

‘Bristol red cloth for the mayor and aldermen,’ he announced, not without a certain amount of pride – although his thick West Country vowels caused confusion for a moment or two.

But once any misunderstanding had been sorted out, we were waved through the gate and even accorded a sketchy salute.

‘This is London,’ I said to my daughter and laughed when she clutched me, suddenly frightened as she was swamped by the great wave of noise and activity that is the capital.
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