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  BOOK ONE


  THE WOLF


  
    Men must endure


    Their going hence, even as their coming hither:


    Ripeness is all.

  


  King Lear, Act V Scene 2
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  CHAPTER ONE


  The solar at Watermill House was warm and steamy and fragrant with rosemary and camomile from the bathwater in the tub in front of the fire. James Chapham was finding it too warm, particularly around the neck where the starched and ruffled collar of his shirt prickled his skin, and he squinted down the smooth, stuffed black silk expanse of his doublet and sighed noisily.


  ‘Not so tight, Matthew,’ he said. ‘I shall lose all feeling in my legs.’


  The servant, Matthew, who was kneeling before him tying the garters that held his nether-stocks and canions together, looked up imperturbably.


  ‘You want them tight, Master, for to get them smooth. It won’t shew off your fine calves, else.’


  There was a crow of laughter from the smaller of the two beds in the room on which James’s sixteen-year-old son Jan was sitting, tying his own garters.


  ‘A touch, a touch!’ Jan cried. ‘He has you there, Father, pricked in your vanity.’


  James rotated the upper part of his body carefully so that he could look at the boy. It was not possible simply to turn his head – the high, upstanding Spanish collar kept his neck rigidly in one position.


  ‘It was no touch,’ he said, trying to look stern. ‘I am the least vain of men, child, you should know that.’


  ‘Yes Papa. Of course Papa. I tremble before your wrath,’ Jan said, springing off the bed and dropping on one knee in mock humility. ‘May I crave your indulgence to ask a question?’


  ‘What is it?’ James said, managing to retain the frown. It was difficult, though, in the face of this lovely laughing boy. Jan, with his mop of black curls, his shining dark blue eyes, and his fine-cut, impish face drew love as surely as the moon drew the tides.


  ‘If you have no vanity, Father, why did you buy a new suit of clothes for this occasion, when you had a new suit at Midsummer, not three months ago?’


  James sighed again, and turned the other way, towards the great bed, beside which his wife stood patiently while her maid Audrey slowly and painstakingly tied the points of her sleeves.


  ‘My dear,’ he said, ‘are you going to allow me to be baited so in my own house?’


  Nanette looked across at him and laughed.


  ‘No, of course not. For shame, Jan! Your father vain, indeed! You know he hates to wear new clothes; and he only shaved off his beard out of compliment to the Queen.’


  Matthew grinned all the more, and murmured, ‘It’s no use, Master, you’ll get no help there.’ James looked frustrated.


  ‘Now, Nan, you know I shaved it off because—’


  ‘Because it was grey and you did not like to appear a greybeard,’ Nanette finished for him inexorably. James began to smile sheepishly, and Nanette came across to him, half-sleeved as she was, and cupped his smooth jaw in her hand. ‘You are a handsome man, dear heart,’ she said, looking, with her blue eyes and mischievous smile, so much like Jan that it was hard to believe she was not his mother, ‘so why should you mind who knows it? Being clean-shaven suits you. And this Spanish black suits you. I’m afraid I am like to fall in love with you again.’


  Their eyes exchanged the private messages of accustomed lovers. ‘If this doublet and collar weren’t so stiff,’ he said, ‘I’d kiss you, Mistress Morland.’


  ‘What, in front of the servants?’ Nanette pretended to be shocked and backed off, returning to Audrey’s ministrations.


  ‘And in front of the children?’ Jan added, looking across at Mary Seymour, Nanette’s young protegée, who was sitting as patient as a rock on the clothes chest in the corner, waiting to have her hair dressed. Mary was ten, a fair, pretty child, with quiet, dainty ways, and Jan always felt very protective towards her.


  ‘Quite right, we forget ourselves,’ James said. Matthew had finished with the garters and was approaching with the short cloak, and James said to him, ‘Be sure you hang that so that the lining shews at the fold-’


  ‘And be sure, Matthew,’ Jan interrupted sternly, ‘that it hangs at exactly the angle of a line drawn from the centre of the earth to the rising sun at the autumn equinox. The master will have it so.’


  Everyone, even little Mary, laughed, and James growled, ‘Another word, and I shall refuse to come to the dedication ceremony at all!’


  ‘There, Jan, see what you have done with your teasing,’ Nanette said. ‘But I still have an arrow in my quiver – if the master refuses to come to the dedication of the new chapel at Morland Place, I shall refuse to come to the dedication of his new school at Akcomb. That will do, Audrey. You had better see to Mistress Mary’s hair now – time is growing short. And Matthew, when you have hung the master’s cloak, do you send for someone to take the bath away, and see that the horses are ready. And find what’s come of Master Simon and the child.’


  ‘Yes Madam,’ Matthew said, and departed at once on his errands. James made no protest at her ordering of the man, for Matthew was really her servant, brought with her when they had married, along with Audrey and four lower servants. Besides, the atmosphere at Watermill House was informal. They did not live here in a grand way, for it was so small. There was the great hall in the centre, where most of the life of the house went on; at the warmer, southern end there was the winter-parlour on the ground floor, which James also used as his audience-chamber and steward’s room, and above it on the upper floor the solar with the two beds, the larger one in which James and Nanette slept, and the smaller in which Jan and Matthew slept. At the other end of the hall were the buttery and pantry and over them the small bedchamber in which Mary slept with Audrey in one bed, and in the other Nanette’s chaplain, Simon LeBel with his young charge Alexander.


  And that was all, apart from the kitchen which was beyond the buttery and pantry in a separate building. The rest of the servants slept in the Hall, in the old manner; but despite the lack of grandeur and comfort, the atmosphere was always very cheerful at Watermill House. James had a large house in the city, on the Lendal, but they were not often there. Nanette disliked living in York, feeling that it was unhealthy, and she had some evidence for her fears in the successive plagues of illness which had struck their Lendal neighbours, her cousins the Buns.


  Nanette’s mother had been Belle Butts before she married, and had been born and brought up in the great Butts house which occupied a fine site at the end of the Lendal, its many ramifications and outbuildings running down to the River Ouse just below the Lendal Bridge. Belle’s brother John was the master of the Butts family, and his two sons had married Nanette’s younger sisters, Catherine and Jane. Jane’s husband Bartholomew and their three daughters had all been struck down by one of these plagues eight years ago, and only the youngest daughter, Charity, had survived. Jane had said afterwards that it was a pity Charity had not died too, for the illness had bent and warped her body as if it were soft clay, and had left her permanently crippled; and now Jane too was dead, killed by the pox only that summer. No, York was not a healthy city; it was beautiful, but noisome and stalked by plague and pest.


  Here at Watermill House the air was clean, blown in off the moors, smelling of bracken and heather; implicit in it was the sound of curlews crying, the shadow of a hawk’s wings crossing the sun, the cold mossy taste of water, cupped in the palms, from a tiny rill that ran between gleaming black lips of peat. The past came to Nanette through the medium of that breath of air; it was all of life to her, the life of the north, of the bleak open places where the sky was huge and the earth reared up to meet it, life that beat with the pulse of the earth itself. Life was the breathtakingly savage fang of winter, when death came in like a dog to lie up against you in the night, and each new day was another won from its jaws; and spring, wet and green and so budding and thrusting with life it was almost painful, like the pain of blood returning to a deadened limb; and the sweet, long, wheaten days of summer, drunk and drowsy, mad as sky-larks, when you felt that you would live for ever, emperor of the world; and the haunting days of autumn, smelling of woodsmoke and bright with the gleam of fruit like jewels, hidden treasure discovered by the turning back of a leaf.


  Through those seasons her own life came back to Nanette, brought to her mind as the changing year came to her senses through the scents of the air. From her own springtime came the faces of the bright young people with whom she had shared her giddy youth – the Boleyns, Hal Norys, little Frank Weston and the rest – faces bright and untarnished, blown in from the place where it was spring for them still, from the place where they had ceased to grow old. Her brief summer had brought her love and marriage and, indirectly, a child – Jan, who was her son and no son, who was in some sense the child she and her husband Paul had been given no chance to have.


  And now she was in her own autumn, a sweet, gentle season, rich with the fruits of years, and wisdom, and love sown long ago and brought to the harvest. Her second husband, beloved James, and their life together here at Watermill House with Jan and their loyal, affectionate servants would have been harvest enough, she felt, for all her gratitude; but a little breeze had turned the leaves, and there was the bright gleam of the unexpected, hidden fruit, their jewel, their God-given Alexander.


  Nanette had been past forty when she had married James; James was thirteen years older, and had been married three times before and three times left a childless widower; and in marrying Nanette he laid down his last expectation of leaving behind him a child of his loins. But six months after their marriage, Nanette had conceived, and in the March of 1550, at the age of forty-two, she had borne her first and last child, her son, whom they had named Alexander because it had seemed the only name large enough for such a large miracle. The labour had been hard and exhausting for Nanette – it was then that she had gone grey – but had it cost her her life she would have felt all was paid for by the holiness of the joy she saw in James’s face when he first held in his arms the son he had not thought to have.


  Now, eight years later, that joy was no less holy. Nanette looked at James’s face when the door opened to re-admit Matthew, accompanied by Alexander and followed by Simon, who was his tutor; James struggled, not very effectively, to appear stern, for Alexander’s lower lip was guilty.


  ‘What was it this time?’ he demanded of Matthew.


  ‘It seems we were chasing a cockerel through a muddy part of the yard, and soiled our shoes,’ Matthew said imperturbably. James examined the trace of moisture on the child’s cheek.


  ‘Have we seen the error of our ways?’ he enquired.


  ‘We have, sir, and been beaten.’


  ‘Then there’s no more to be said,’ James replied, and held out his arms, and Alexander ran to him and was hugged.


  ‘I wasn’t chasing him, Father, I was playing with him,’ Alexander said, tilting his face upwards. ‘And I forgot about the mud until it was too late, but Master Simon says he wasn’t beating me for getting muddy but for going outside when I was told to wait in the hall.’


  ‘That’s right, my child. Obedience is one of the first things a Christian must learn,’ James said gently. He was glad that he had passed over to Master Simon both the right and the duty of chastisement, for he doubted if he could ever have brought himself to beat this child, even to save his soul. Alexander’s eyes were a brilliant golden-hazel, set on the slant like a fawn’s, and luminous with the remains of his recent tears.


  ‘I didn’t really disobey,’ Alexander said judiciously. ‘I forgot. If I had remembered, I would have obeyed.’


  James met Nanette’s eyes across Alexander’s fair head and she smiled at his dilemma.


  ‘A reason is no excuse, my darling,’ she said. The Evil One lays traps for each of us where we are weakest, and your weakness is that you remember what is pleasant to you and forget what is unpleasant.’ Alexander looked up at her and nodded. He was always more formal with his mother than with his father, for she was sterner than he was, and talked about duty and virtue and such other cold words. His eyes now strayed back to his father, and Nanette looked at James too, and said to him, ‘It is a good thing for the child that he has Master Simon and me to offset your influence.’


  ‘You are right, Mother,’ Jan added quickly. ‘Father never beat me once in all my life, and look what has become of me.’


  Nanette laughed. ‘God has blessed me in my old age with not one son nor two, but three. And a beloved daughter,’ she added, gathering Mary into the group with a glance. ‘And now we must go, or we shall certainly be late.’


  ‘But Mother,’ Alexander said as they went down the stairs, ‘you’re my mother more than Jan’s, aren’t you?’


  Nanette had always been worried that Jan might be jealous of Alexander, and she looked quickly at her tall, dark boy while she tried to think of an answer. Jan intercepted the look, and answered her thought for her.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘I don’t feel that I lack for anything. After all, I’ve had three mothers – the one who bore me, the one who suckled me, and the one who chose me. And do I need to tell you which one I love the best?’


  The chapel at Morland Place had been destroyed in 1541, and there had been times when it had seemed that it would never be rebuilt. During the successive protectorates of the boy-king’s reign, the country had been forced further and further down the road towards Protestantism, and Paul Morland, third of that name and master of Morland Place, had not dared to rebuild. Then King Edward had died of the wasting sickness, contracted during his summer progress, and Queen Mary had come to the throne, turned the country about and rejoined the Church of Rome.


  But though the religious climate was then right for rebuilding the chapel, the financial and commercial chaos that prevailed had made it hard for Paul to find the money. In the end he had sold some property in the city – the large house on Coney Street and another on Petergate – and later the small outlying estate at Bishopthorpe, and in the end he had still had to receive donations from John Butts and from James Chapham to finish the work.


  But now it was done and the Bishop had come to consecrate it and the family and the tenants had gathered to give thanks for the completion of work done for the glory of God. The chapel was beautiful, with its fen-vaulted ceiling, its elaborate column-bosses painted blue and gold, its exquisitely-carved screen, and its richly coloured stained glass windows. The ancient wooden statue of the Holy Virgin had been repainted, with plenty of gold leaf; before it had stood on a plinth against the foremost pillar, but now it was housed in a separate Lady-chapel to one side of the main chapel. In the Lady-chapel, too, was the marble memorial Paul had had made to the common ancestors of himself and his wife Elizabeth, to replace the one which was destroyed with the old chapel. It shewed Robert Morland and Eleanor Courteney lying, richly robed, full-length upon an elaborately decorated plinth, their feet resting on a wool-sack to shew whence the family fortune sprang. Around the frieze of the plinth ran the words: The brave heart and the pure spirit faithful unto death. In God is death at end.’


  As well as great pride, Paul felt great relief, for it was the culmination of a seventeen-year-old vow, which he had made when the deaths of his father and elder brothers had placed him unexpectedly at the head of the family. After the consecration and the mass came the feasting in the great hall, and sitting at the high table with his family around him and his tenants and neighbours before him, Paul Morland felt for the first time in those seventeen years completely happy.


  ‘Well, Paul,’ James Chapham said when the first course had been served, ‘you look like a contented man.’


  ‘As he should be,’ added Nanette, who was seated between them. ‘It’s a beautiful chapel. More beautiful even than the old one.’


  ‘It isn’t quite finished,’ Paul admitted. The screen has still two panels uncarved, and the corbels along the north side of the aisle want their decorations, but otherwise—’


  Jan leaned forward from the other side of his father and said with a serious face, ‘My advice to you, Sir, is to finish it as soon as possible, before we are all asked to stand upon our heads again.’


  Paul raised his eyebrows in surprise, and James smiled with a rather grim humour. ‘You must pardon the boy, Paul. He refers to the bad reports we have had of the Queen’s state of health. It is thought she may be near death, and if she dies—’


  ‘We shall have the Princess Elizabeth for Queen,’ Paul finished for him. ‘I have thought about it, I assure you.’


  ‘But why should you be afraid?’ Nanette broke in. ‘The Princess Elizabeth is no Papist, certainly, but she is as true a Catholic as her father was. I know her—’


  ‘You knew her,’ Paul corrected. ‘pardon me, Aunt Nan, but you do not know what she may be now, and the Protestants certainly claim her for their figurehead.’


  James said quietly, ‘It’s my belief that she may well wish to steer a middle course as her father did; but her father was a man, and a powerful monarch, and he found it hard enough. What chance will a mere, weak woman have?’


  Paul’s cousin Hezekiah, head of that branch of the family known as the Bible Morlands, joined in. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘she will have to marry a Protestant prince, for no Catholic prince will have her, and then we shall have war with Spain and France both.’


  ‘Perhaps she may not marry a foreign prince,’ Nanette suggested. Hezekiah shook his great leonine head.


  ‘If she marries a courtier, we shall have civil war, and that will be worse. No, no, it’s a bad business altogether.’


  Suddenly into Nanette’s head came the remembered voice of her father, dead these forty years : There will be no more Queens of England. It won’t do, Nanette. Depend upon it, a girl can’t take the throne.’ She remembered the occasion as vividly as if it were yesterday, remembered her father’s arm round her and the lovely comforting smell of him close to her as he explained to Nanette-the-child why King Henry the Eighth needed a son, and could not make do with his baby daughter Mary. And behind that contention lay all the sadness of King Henry’s life, and all the tragedy that touched his wives, and all the confusion that gripped his people. That baby daughter was now forty-two and dying, a barren Queen; when she was dead her sister Elizabeth would be made Queen after her, because the only other possible contenders were female too, the female heirs of the King’s sisters.


  There is talk,’ James was saying now, ‘that King Philip has already spoken of marrying her when Queen Mary dies, in order to retain control of the country.’


  ‘Elizabeth would not marry him,’ Nanette said abruptly. The people would not like it – they made that plain when Queen Mary married him and brought the Spanish yoke down on their necks – and Elizabeth would never do what the people did not like. Even when she was a girl, she always had an instinct for what the people wanted.’


  She had spoken more forcefully than she had intended, and everyone was silenced. James touched her hand warningly, and changed the subject.


  ‘The next dedication we shall have will be my school. I hope I can rely on your presence at that ceremony, Paul?’


  ‘Of course,’ Paul said. ‘When is it to be?’


  ‘In October, on St Edward’s day. We shall call it St Edward’s school.’


  ‘Not Chapham’s school?’ Paul said with a smile. ‘I would have thought you would want to be commemorated by it.’


  ‘The good work it does will be reward enough for me,’ James said. He had been increasingly occupied with works of charity over the last few years. There will be twelve places for the children of the poor, perhaps more later, if I can interest other men of standing in the idea. Alexander goes there from the day of opening, of course, and I hope you will support me and send your children to be educated by my schoolmaster. Come, what say you to sending your younger children along?’


  Paul smiled indulgently. ‘I don’t know, James. We Morlands have always been educated at home—’


  ‘Promise me Young Paul, at least, and Mary,’ James pressed him. ‘Come, now, Paul, you can’t refuse me that, not when I have given you so much help with the chapel. And then we must think about opening a hospital – something must be done about the beggars and vagabonds, particularly the women with young children. I cannot bear to see them lying out in all weathers along the sides of the roads—’


  ‘One thing at a time, James,’ Paul cried in defence. ‘I will give you young Paul for your school, but for the rest you will have to wait. The chapel has cost far more than I ever expected, and a hospital would need money, money I haven’t got at the moment.’


  James nodded. ‘Very well, I’ll wait. I shan’t forget, though.’


  The Queen died in November.


  ‘She believed almost to the end,’ Nanette said, ‘that the growth in her womb that was killing her was a child.’


  Elizabeth looked up from her sewing with a frown of pity. Nanette, attended by Mary and Audrey, had called in on her at Morland Place, for she had recently been delivered of another son, a small fair child whom they had named Arthur, who was lying on a cushion at her feet while she worked. Elizabeth was still drawn and pale from the birth, and the Spanish black, which all ladies of fashion wore, made her look paler still.


  ‘Poor lady,’ she said, and glanced down at her newest child. ‘It is hard enough to bear a child, but it must be harder still to want one.’


  Nanette nodded. ‘I can’t help remembering her when she was young, before she was disinherited. She was such a pretty young woman, and fond of dancing and singing. King Henry had her in to dance before all the foreign ambassadors. He adored her, for all that she was not a boy.’


  Nanette’s sister Catherine, who had ridden in from the Butts house on the Lendal to pay her first-day visit, said sternly, ‘When I think of the late Queen I think of the screams of those poor Christian souls she had burned to death, and I thank God she has been taken to her judgement.’


  ‘She did it to save their souls, Catherine, not to please herself.’


  ‘To please her husband—’ Catherine began, but Elizabeth interrupted more gently.


  ‘Aunt Nan, you don’t really believe it is right to burn people to death, do you? You don’t really think it does save their souls?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Nanette said. The Queen believed it, with all her heart.’


  ‘If it is true, then you must want to have me burned to death,’ Elizabeth said very quietly. Her eyes met Nanette’s.


  ‘And me,’ Catherine added. The Butts family had always been more reformist by nature than the Morlands, and Catherine had followed her husband a good way along the path to Protestantism, further than Nanette liked to think of.


  ‘And,’ Mary Seymour added shrewdly for such a young woman, ‘what of your dear Master Cranmer?’


  Nanette’s eyes filled with tears. The death of her former confessor, gentle Tom Cranmer, had been a blow to her, and had seemed so unnecessary; almost ironic, seeing that he had survived the reigns of King Henry and King Edward, and most of Queen Mary’s, and would have received great honour had he lived on under Elizabeth.


  ‘Poor Tom,’ she said. ‘Of course I would not wish to see you burned. I think we should leave such things alone, and let God judge for himself. I do not believe He would wish us to torture and torment one another, for what ever reason. We are not clever enough to peer into men’s souls and read what is written there.’


  ‘Queen Mary thought she could,’ Catherine said, ‘and no doubt now the new Queen Elizabeth will think it her duty. Well, we shall be safe enough – but what about you, Nan? What will happen to you when she discovers you are a secret Papist?’


  Nanette stared at her sister in surprise, for there was a strain of viciousness in her voice that shocked and dismayed her. Nanette knew that the Butts house was a meeting-place for some of the more extreme Protestants in York, but she had not suspected that the taint had so far discoloured her sister’s thinking. Before she was able to think of an answer, Elizabeth spoke again.


  ‘Aunt Nan will be safe – the Princess would never harm her. Would she, Aunt? You were her mother’s friend, and you knew her when she was a child.’


  Nanette exchanged a swift glance with her maid, as each remembered the years when Nanette had been companion to the Princess’s stepmother, Queen Katherine Parr, in whose household the Princess had lived; and the stormy ending to that relationship.


  She said calmly, ‘The Princess will remember, I am sure. She never had an ungrateful heart. Elizabeth, your wool is knotted, child. If you pull at it like that it will never come undone. Here, let me—’


  Elizabeth yielded up her work willingly, and Nanette smiled at her. ‘You were never happy with your needle, were you? Shall you read to us instead, and Audrey can finish off this piece. There is not much to do.’


  ‘I am tired,’ Elizabeth said. ‘It seems so hard to be a woman. I have been married fourteen years, and in that time I have had ten pregnancies. I love my children, but it does seem that things are arranged unfairly. Men have all the pleasure and women have all the pain.’


  Catherine looked shocked. ‘You should be grateful that your children survive,’ she said sternly. ‘All of mine died but two. Thank God for your blessings, instead of scolding Him for what you please to think of as your pains.’


  Nanette tried to deflect Catherine’s attention. ‘I have always said it is unhealthy, living in the city, and is it not proof of it, that so many of Elizabeth’s bairns survive compared with yours?’


  ‘Aye, I know about this fancy of yours, sister,’ Catherine said, smiling suddenly, ‘and why you live like a yeoman’s wife at Watermill instead of in a proper style on the Lendal. I wonder you ever let Alexander so far from home as Akcomb, and to mix with city children too. Aren’t you afraid he will catch some pest?’


  Nanette shrugged, that strange, foreign gesture she had caught in her youth from Anne Boleyn and never lost, and said, ‘He is a strong, healthy boy. And what God wills for him will come. For myself, I care only that he learns enough to be a useful man, but poor Simon is afraid all his work on the boy will be lost. He questions Alexander like an inquisitor every night when the boy comes home from school, and relieves his frustration as a tutor by teaching Mary Greek and Astronomy.’


  Mary smiled, and Elizabeth laughed and said, ‘Do you remember, Aunt Nan, how Master Philippe grumbled when he was ordered to teach me Greek and Latin as well as the boys?’


  ‘And you learned Greek and Latin much more readily than sewing, as I remember,’ Nanette said. ‘There, I have your knot free. Shall you take your work back, or shall I give it to Audrey?’


  ‘No, I’ll do it,’ Elizabeth said with a sigh. ‘My father always wished I had been born a boy, because I was his firstborn, and I have always concurred with his wishes.’


  Nanette looked at her sympathetically, and thought how many of the misfortunes of womanhood had befallen Elizabeth in her time. She had been sent from home when very young to a strange place to be betrothed to Nanette’s nephew, Robert, a young man she had never seen before. Robert had been killed before they were wed, leaving Elizabeth a helpless dependant. Elizabeth had been foully raped during an attack on Morland Place and left pregnant, and Nanette herself had removed the child at its birth so that Elizabeth should never see it or know what became of it. Though afterwards she had married Robert’s younger brother Paul and become mistress of Morland Place after all, yet continual pregnancy was no easy lot, even though all but three of her children had so far survived.


  All this, Nanette thought, when Elizabeth had always loved best riding and hunting and hawking, the free life of men. But even as she looked at her, there was a sound of horses and men’s voices in the courtyard, and Nanette saw Elizabeth’s face light up. There were compensations to being a woman, and one of these had just ridden in to the yard.


  ‘It is John!’ Elizabeth exclaimed, and got up and went to the window. She looked down, and her face coloured as she waved to the person below, smiling with a tenderness that would not have looked strange on the face of a lover. She turned to Nanette and said, ‘Jan is with him. They must have met up on the way back. They are coming up.’


  ‘Good,’ Nanette said, ‘then Jan can take us home, and we need not disturb your servants’.


  There were running footsteps on the spiral stair, and then the door was opened and Elizabeth’s firstborn son came in, laughing, followed by Jan.


  ‘Look, Mother, look what I have for you!’ John said, cradling something with difficulty in the bosom of his jerkin, something that wriggled and made strange mewling noises. Jan stood, hands on hips, watching him with a grin of amusement.


  ‘Have a care, I warn you ! It will nip off all your fingers. I told him to leave well alone, but he would not heed me, he would bring it home.’


  ‘What is it, Jan?’ Nanette asked, reaching out a hand to him. He came to her and took her hand and knelt to kiss her, and then with a casual hand on her shoulder he watched, laughing silently, as young John took his wriggling jerkin to his mother.


  Jan was tall, but young John, at thirteen, was already taller than he, promising to be a giant of a man like his great-grandsire, Nanette’s first husband Paul. He was strong, too, and broad, and yet he had more gentleness than a woman, and had a great tenderness towards small creatures, and anything hurt or injured. His tow-coloured forelock fell across his eyes as with a serious frown he knelt beside his mother, on the other side from his baby brother, and unwrapped his gift.


  ‘What is it?’ Nanette asked again. Jan pressed her shoulder.


  ‘A fox kitten. Take care, cousin Elizabeth, their bites have a nasty way of turning bad.’


  Elizabeth glanced up at Jan, and then away again, blushing a little. She never quite knew how to take his words, for he had a disconcerting smile, and he always made her feel strangely uneasy. There was something a little mysterious about him; no-one knew where he came from or who his parents were, except, presumably, Nanette and James, and they would never reveal it to anyone. He was never anything other than respectful and friendly to her, and yet Elizabeth could never relax when he was near. But she heeded his warning and drew her hands well back as her son drew out the little auburn-coated, mewling beast and held it in his firm, big hands, holding it towards her so that she could see it. It made no attempt to bite John, though it bared its tiny needle teeth at the world at large, and made absurdly small noises of ferocity. Her heart went out to it – so helpless, and yet so brave.


  ‘Where did you get it, John? Oh, be careful, don’t let it bite you.’


  ‘He won’t bite me, Mother,’ John said with careless confidence, holding it against his chest and giving it his little finger to suck. ‘He’s hungry and afraid, that’s all. Can I ask for some milk for him? Can I keep him?’


  ‘But what of his mother? Where did you find him?’


  ‘His mother’s dead, and all his litter,’ John said, and there was a brief flicker of anger in his face. Jan took up the story.


  ‘The dam was caught in a trap and had starved to death,’ he said. ‘She seemed to have been suckling her kittens to the end, and presumably this one was the strongest of them and so survived the longest. I would have put it out of the way for him, but he would bring it home.’


  ‘Jan’s dogs found him’ John said, caressing the small creature lovingly, ‘and I expect they would have killed him, but he snarled at them and kept them all at bay.’


  Jan laughed delightedly. ‘You should have seen it, Mother,’ he said to Nanette. ‘My biggest, fiercest hounds, backing off before that tiniest scrap of a thing! John would keep it, though I told him you can never tame foxes. They always run off in the end.’


  ‘But may I try, Mother? Please?’


  Elizabeth, who loved John more than all her other sons put together, reached out to stroke his forelock out of his eyes and straighten his velvet cap. ‘You may try, but you must see that it doesn’t bite anyone or make a mess.’


  ‘How went your hunting, Jan?’ Nanette asked. He had been out hunting with his foster-brothers, the sons of the woman who had brought him up until he was eight and Nanette and James had adopted him. Jan smiled at her and cocked his head towards John.


  ‘We shall have fresh meat tonight, Mother, but I would not like to tell you about it while John is listening. He has been haranguing me all the way here about the wickedness of killing wild animals and birds. If I had met him before the kill instead of after, we would be supping on cold beans again tonight.’


  ‘But Jan—’ John began in protest, and then saw he was being teased. The strange gentleness in John, that made him unwilling to kill any creature, however dumb and low, responded to the more normal gentleness in Jan. The two were friends, and John looked up to Jan more than to anyone else except his own father.


  ‘You had better take that nurseling of yours to the kitchen before it dies of hunger,’ Jan said kindly. The fox kitten had fallen asleep, clinging to John’s jerkin as if to its mother’s flank, and it neither woke nor snarled when John stroked its head with one finger. ‘And Mother, I will escort you home, if you wish it, but we must go now, or there will not be time to dress the kill before supper. Will you go? Mary? Cousin Elizabeth, will you forgive me for taking them away? But I’m sure you need rest on your first day up.’


  It was kindly said, so why did Elizabeth feel embarrassed at his oblique reference to her recent delivery? She remembered her manners and said the right things, but she was glad when he was gone, even though it meant taking Nanette with him.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Though there was no certainty to the claim of Princess Elizabeth to be the next occupant of the throne of England, she was accepted without opposition, and the few murmurs of the most obdurate of the Papists were drowned by the hearty acclaim of the people who, when she rode into London for the first time as Queen, cried out ‘Remember King Harry!’ at the sight of her.


  The date for the coronation was set, after consultation with astrologers, for Sunday, January the fifteenth, and Nanette and James attended it. The Queen did not forget her old friends. She asked Nanette to come to Court and serve her, and though Nanette begged to be excused, the Queen shewed her continuing favour by making James the Warden of Rufford Forest, and granting him part of the revenues.


  They arrived back at Watermill House at dinner time on the day after Candlemas, and as they rode into the courtyard, Nanette knew at once that something was wrong. She felt it in the air, in the quality of silence that hung over the house. She looked at James for comfort, but his expression was puzzled too, and Matthew swung down from his horse and yelled for the servants. Belatedly one of the women, Agnes, appeared, wiping her hands on her apron. She dropped a curtsey and looked up at them with frightened eyes.


  ‘What is it?’ Nanette asked. ‘What’s happened? Where is everyone?’


  ‘Oh Madam, thank God you’ve come. Oh Sir—’


  ‘Where’s Jan?’ Nanette asked, flinging herself from her horse and almost falling as she landed awkwardly. Matthew steadied her and took the bridle.


  ‘Oh Madam, it’s the young master—’ Agnes began, and at her own words she started to cry. Nanette went white.


  ‘Jan?’ she said. James had dismounted too, and at a glance from him Matthew moved an unobtrusive step closer to his mistress. Agnes said through her tears,


  ‘No Madam. Master Jan has gone into the city to fetch a doctor. It’s Alexander – oh Madam, the poor young man – Father Simon’s with him – no-one knew about it – it was an accident you see—’


  ‘Where is he?’ Nanette interrupted the flow, and then picking up her skirts she ran past the weeping servant and into the house with James at her shoulder, and Mary and Audrey followed, leaving the men with the horses. They crossed the silent Hall, where the fire was low and needed tending, ducked under the lintel of the staircase door and climbed the short flight to the bed-chamber. Within it was very hot, and there was a smell of sickness. Simon LeBel was sitting on a stool by the side of one of the beds, and he looked round as they came in and said in a low voice, quick with relief, ‘Thank God you are come. I thought I heard voices.’


  Nanette thrust past him and bent over the bed. Alexander’s face was flushed and his eyes were tight shut, and he stirred and muttered with fever. Nanette pushed the sweat-darkened hair off his brow, and felt his skin scalding hot. At her touch his eyes opened a slit, and then closed again fretfully as if the light hurt him. Her eyes met James’s anxiously.


  ‘What happened?’ she asked. Simon leaned forward and carefully pulled back the bedcovers. Beneath his : bedgown, Alexander’s leg was lightly bandaged.


  ‘He fell from his pony,’ Simon said as he drew off the bandages. ‘He was riding down the steep scarp of Popple Height, for a wager with one of the other boys from the school, as it seems. The pony lurched and he fell, and as far as I can gather the pony fell on top of him and scraped him along the ground.’


  The last of the bandages came away, and Nanette caught her breath. The whole knee was black with bruises, and where the skin had been ripped away the flesh shone glutinously, but that was not the worst. From the knee downwards the leg was swollen clear to the ankle, and red and hot to the touch, and the edges of the ragged wound were yellow with pus. The boy groaned deliriously as Nanette laid a flinching hand on the grotesque, swollen limb, and as she bent forward the stink of putrefaction came to her nostrils.


  ‘When did this happen?’ she asked in a whisper, unable to command her voice.


  ‘On Monday,’ Simon said. ‘The boy didn’t say anything to me. One of the servants bandaged it, and I suppose did it badly. It wasn’t until yesterday when he couldn’t mount his pony that I discovered he was hurt. And this morning he grew feverish. Jan has gone into the city to fetch a doctor. He should be back any moment.’


  As Nanette straightened up, a blind, fumbling hand reached for hers and gripped it so tightly that it hurt her. James’s mouth looked strangely twisted, his face grey and old, and in the sudden rush of pity her own anguish was for a moment forgotten. The wait seemed interminable,  and yet it could not have been more than a quarter of an hour later that there were footsteps on the stair and Jan came in followed by Dr Cranthorn, a large, burly man in his thirties who looked more like a Bartholomew Fair wrestler than a physician. He was the assistant to Dr Wykeham, the physician that Nanette usually called in. She looked sharply at Jan.


  ‘Why did you not bring Dr Wykeham?’ she asked. Jan looked weary and suddenly grown up with the unexpected and undesired responsibility that had descended on him in his parents’ absence. He made no comment on their return home. He shook his head at Nanette’s question, as if he were shaking off a rebuke.


  ‘Pardon me, Madam,’ Cranthorn answered for him, ‘but from the nature of the case as the young man described it it seemed better that I should come. I have more experience than Master Wykeham in some fields. And now, if you please—’ He pushed his way gently but firmly past them to the bedside and bent over the boy. Nanette watched him, dazed with her emotions, and James’s hand tightened harder on hers at the doctor’s sharp intake of breath. The big, blunt hands moved lightly over the injured limb, and then the powerful young man straightened and turned to the parents with a stern, almost accusing look.


  ‘This is very bad,’ he said. ‘The wound is mortifying. The leg must come off.’


  ‘No!’ Nanette cried aloud, pressing her fingers to her mouth. Cranthorn’s face did not change.


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The wound is mortifying, I tell you. Look where the infection is creeping upwards – here, and here.’ He pointed to the streak of redness running up the inside of the boy’s thigh.


  ‘Please—’ Nanette whimpered.


  James said in a voice she would not have recognized as his, ‘If you cut off his leg – he will die.’


  The doctor looked at James just slightly more compassionately. ‘There is a good chance he will live, if we have caught it in time. Almost half the patients live in cases of amputation. If we do nothing, he will certainly die. Come, let us waste no more time. Madam, will you retire? I will need someone to help me, and plenty of rags. This room must be cleared.’


  He made a shooing motion of his hands and then turned back to strip the clothes off the bed. Nanette stared for a moment longer, and then took command of herself. She looked round the faces of the onlookers, and came to a decision.


  ‘I will help you, Doctor. Simon, will you stay? Jan, James, go you down. Mary, Audrey, go and fetch rags. There is clean linen in the chest in the solar – tear that up. Be as quick as you can. Get anyone to help you.’


  The doctor had turned back from the bed and was staring at her.


  ‘Madam,’ he said, ‘I cannot permit you – this is no place for a woman. One of your footmen can assist me.’


  Nanette rounded on him fiercely. ‘I am his mother – who has better right? I will stay, I and the priest. Now tell me what you need.’


  Cranthorn studied her a moment longer, and then accepted the situation with a shake of the head.


  ‘A trestle, to lay on the bed,’ he said. ‘I need a fiat surface on which to operate.’


  Nanette sent for one of the hall trestles, and the footmen brought it, their eyes round with sympathetic horror, and Nanette and Simon lifted the child between them while the men laid the board down on the bed. Then Nanette drove them from the room and the doctor said, One of you hold the leg up like this, to drain it of blood, while I set out my tools.’


  The child cried out as she laid her hand on the blackened, swollen flesh, but he did not open his eyes, and she prayed that he was too delirious to know what was happening. The stink of pus made her eyes water, and the thing that she held seemed strangely impersonal, as if it belonged neither to the boy nor to any human creature. Beside her Simon stood, his eyes fixed like hers, his lips moving in a prayer. She said to him, ‘James would have been no use. Besides, I wanted to spare him – he loves the boy so much.’


  A woman is close to her confessor, in some ways closer than to her man. Simon nodded in assent. He did not point out that she too loved the boy. He understood: a woman’s love is different from a man’s.


  The doctor came back and took over the limb from Nanette.


  ‘Speed is of the essence now,’ he said as he tied the tourniquet. He looked at Nanette with a curious cock of the head, a speculative look. ‘Will you faint, or scream? Say now if this is too much for you.’


  Nanette shook her head. ‘I will not hinder you,’ she said.


  ‘Then do you hold the boy, both of you. Keep him as still as you can.’


  And then he set to work. His knives were sharp and gleaming, and sliced through the blackened flesh as easily as through the skin of an orange. At the first touch of the blade, the child screamed, a high, thin, unearthly shriek, as remote and irrelevant as the leg had seemed, but as the doctor peeled back the flaps of skin as if from a monstrous red and bleeding fruit, the screaming grew deeper and closer. Nanette’s mouth filled again and again with the hot saliva of nausea, and she swallowed and choked, trying to fix her mind on prayer. Her hands were trembling now and her legs began to shake, and she dragged her eyes from the doctor’s work.


  The boy stopped screaming and began to groan and babble. She looked down at him, and at the same moment he came fully to consciousness. His eyes stared into hers in frantic supplication, his body writhed under her hands, and his mouth opened, shapeless with agony and fear.


  ‘Mother – please – not my leg—’


  Tears scalded Nanette’s cheeks. There was a new sound, a revolting rasp and squeak as the metal teeth of the bone-saw bit, and the child shrieked again and struggled for an instant with almost lunatic strength. Simon’s prayer became audible, and out of the corner of her eye Nanette saw his hands trembling too before the child lapsed into unconsciousness.


  It was all over. As the doctor had said, speed was of the essence, and she saw now the value of his youthful and burly strength. The matter had taken minutes only, but those minutes had seemed a lifetime long. Now he was tidying up the stump and binding it. Alexander was unconscious, his face so white it looked almost green, his skin dull and sheeny like that of a corpse, and Nanette and Simon were mopping up the blood and mess with the rags, keeping their eyes firmly turned away from the rag-shrouded object on the floor. The smell in the hot room was indescribable, and now that it was all over, Nanette could at last run through to the garderobe with an apologetic glance at Simon and vomit up everything in her stomach.


  She remained in there for some minutes, resting her hot forehead on the cooler wall, and when she came out again the scene was calmer, less lunatic and hellish, and the doctor was standing by the bed, his square hand over the child’s heart, counting.


  ‘Will – he be all right?’ she managed to ask. The doctor looked up at her.


  ‘If the wound does not mortify again. His heartbeat is steadying. You had better send servants to clear away these rags. They must be burned at once – do not allow them to linger unburned for they are covered in infection – and you had better rest. I will sit with the child for a while.’


  Nanette shook her head. ‘I will—’ she stared down at herself in distaste – ‘change my clothes, and then I will comeback.’


  Audrey was waiting for her in the solar, and helped her without a word to change into a clean gown. Nanette looked briefly into the polished silver mirror that Audrey held up for her, and saw a face that did not look like hers, a white, drawn face with glaring eyes, and she tried consciously to moderate her expression before going down to the winter-parlour where the rest of the family was waiting. James looked up as she came in, and Jan came to her and took her hand.


  ‘He sleeps,’ she managed to say. ‘If the wound does not mortify, he will be well.’


  James stood up and held his arms out to her, and regardless of the presence of the servants she went to him and let herself be folded into his embrace. She discovered that she was still trembling, and for a moment she allowed herself to lean against him and draw strength from him, until she realized that he was weeping, and she knew that it was she who must give comfort to him.


  The next day brought a great many enquiries after ‘the young master’ from tenants and neighbours, many of them – often the poorest – bringing small gifts, all of them promising to offer up their prayers for Alexander’s recovery. Some Nanette received and some James, and to all the same news was given, that he was sleeping quietly.


  ‘God bless him,’ said one cottager-woman, her eyes brimming, ‘he was such a pretty young gentleman, and always had such pretty ways. He always used to bid me God’s day as he passed my patch.’


  Nanette was surprised to find how many people had the same words to tell. Had it been Jan, with his outgoing manner, she would not have been surprised, but Alexander had always seemed so quiet that she would not have expected him to make so many friends amongst the poor people.


  As the day wore on and the news spread visitors came from further afield, and noon brought representatives of the family. From the city came Nanette’s sister Catherine accompanied by poor crippled Charity, their sister Jane’s only surviving child. Both travelled in a litter, and Catherine complained bitterly about it.


  ‘Bumped almost to death, I was, and I would not have come at all, sore troubled as I am with the dropsy, but when I heard the news, sister, I could not stay away. I felt it was my duty to come and comfort you, and Charity would come too, though I wondered if the sight of her might not upset you—’


  ‘Charity is always welcome here,’ Nanette said firmly, giving the girl a look of sympathy, for Catherine never noticed whose feelings she bruised with her loud and tactless comments. Charity was twenty-two now, but was so small and thin and undersized that she might have passed for no more than fourteen, and she was so pale from continual confinement to the house that she looked more sickly than she was. Nanette was suddenly aware that she had not done strictly right by her dead sister’s child in leaving her so completely in Catherine’s charge and at Catherine’s mercy. ‘In fact,’ she went on, ‘I could wish that she was here more often.’ As soon as there was a breathing-space, Nanette decided, she would ask to have Charity to stay here for a long visit – perhaps even permanently.


  Catherine continued to talk, settling herself the while on the only chair in the Hall and looking about her for a footstool. ‘Well, for all that, she would come, and I thought since both my sons are down at the wharf and both my daughters are too great with child to travel it would have to be me, sick as I am. I see no signs of dinner, sister, have you finished already? But no matter, any little thing will do for me, a couple of small fowl or rabbits, and perhaps a bite of mutton, and any little kickshaws you have ready – you must not go to any trouble. Now, if only I had a footstool to lift this leg off the ground – is that you, Mary Seymour, skulking there? Come forward, girl, and find me a stool. You must learn to be helpful to your elders, child – don’t you trouble, Nan, the girl can fetch a stool for me. You have enough to occupy you, with your only son lying at death’s door.’


  Nanette opened her mouth to reply, and then shut it again, knowing the futility of selecting any one comment from the many that needed refuting. A little later a more welcome visitor came in the shape of Hezekiah, who rode over from Shawes with the pick of his store-apples which he had thought might tempt an invalid’s appetite, and he took over from Nanette, with his genius for seeing where he could be of most use, the task of entertaining Catherine.


  Then came the visitors from Morland Place, the two eldest children, John and Lettice, in the charge of their governor, the Morland Place chaplain Philippe Fenelon. Elizabeth and Paul were still in London, and the younger children were in the care of the governess, Mrs Stokes. Lettice, a vividly pretty girl of almost twelve, had come out of a desire to be anywhere but home, and Nanette quickly sent her off with Mary to make sure the latter got a few moments of relaxation, for she was over-conscientious and had not left Nanette’s side. John, however, was genuinely concerned over his cousin’s plight, and had brought his young fox, Toddy, on a leash and begged to be allowed to take him up to shew Alexander.


  ‘It would cheer him up, I’m sure, Aunt Nan. Please may I go up? I’ll be very quiet I promise.’


  ‘I’ll see if he’s awake,’ Nanette said doubtfully. She did not think the child would be strong enough to be visited, even if he was conscious, but when she went up to the bed-chamber, where James had been keeping vigil, she found that Alexander was awake, lying back on his pillows so weakly that he appeared to have been flattened against them by some enormous weight. James was holding his hand and telling him a story, but broke off when Nanette appeared.


  ‘How do you feel now, my hinny?’ Nanette asked. Alexander smiled feebly.


  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Just tired, Mother. And my leg hurts.’


  ‘Your cousin John has come over from Morland Place,’ she said. ‘Would you like to see him? He has brought Toddy to shew you.’


  A glimmer of enthusiasm greeted the words. Tea please,’ Alexander said. James raised an eyebrow at her, and withdrew with her to the door.


  ‘Is it wise?’ he asked in an undertone. Nanette shrugged.


  ‘I don’t see that it can do him any harm. It might entertain him for a moment. You can send John away when you think he has had enough. He’s a very good, sensible boy.’


  ‘Alexander doesn’t know – about the leg,’ James said even more quietly. Nanette’s eyes opened wider. ‘He doesn’t remember – and he can still feel it. The doctor said that he might.’


  ‘Oh God-’


  ‘Hush! Don’t cry, he is watching.’


  ‘Oh James—’


  ‘Hush, my darling, I know. Send up the boy – but warn him first not to speak of it. It is better for the moment for Alexander not to know.’


  John remained above for the quarter of an hour, and when he came down again he was very subdued. He avoided Nanette’s eye, and pretended to find something amiss with Toddy’s collar which occupied his very close attention for some time. When he straightened up again, he had regained control, though his cheeks were wet.


  ‘It seems so unfair,’ he said to Nanette. ‘Why did God punish him like that? What did he do?’


  ‘I don’t know, John,’ Nanette said. ‘We mustn’t question the ways of the Lord. Things often seem unfair, but it is His way, and we can only trust Him.’


  ‘But – it seems so – wrong’ Toddy thrust his sharp muzzle up between the boy’s knees, sensing his distress, and John stroked his ears absently, his eyes on Nanette’s face with a puzzled frown. Suddenly she felt her own control slipping. She reached behind her for the wall and gripped tightly at the edge of a timber.


  ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I know. I don’t understand it either. Oh God—’


  John’s expression sharpened into anxiety, and he stared at her for one second more before turning and running, dragging Toddy with him. ‘I’ll fetch Jan,’ he cried over his shoulder. Nanette held on to the wall and waited while her world disintegrated round her.


  The following morning the infection had reappeared and the wound began to stink again. Dr Cranthorn took Nanette and James and Jan aside, and regarded them with pity.


  ‘There is nothing I can do,’ he said. ‘It is sometimes thus. I am very sorry.’


  Nanette frowned. ‘What do you mean? You must do something – you cut away the infection before—’


  ‘You must do something or he will die,’ James said hoarsely. Cranthorn shook his head.


  ‘I am sorry. There is nothing that anyone can do. The infection has too strong a hold, and it is creeping upwards towards his heart.’


  As the words sank in, Nanette became aware of Jan standing close behind her. His hand was at her waist, lightly resting, but ready to be strong. She met the doctor’s eye.


  ‘How long?’


  ‘It will not be long, I think,’ he said gently. ‘He is very weak. Tonight or tomorrow.’


  ‘What will happen?’


  ‘He will grow more feverish, then he will lapse into a coma, and then the end will come.’ He made a small gesture with his hand as if he would touch one or both of them, and then drew it back and folded it with the other over his gold-headed cane. ‘I think that he will not know much about it. He is not in much pain.’


  It was meant to comfort, Nanette knew, but she could not speak past the agony in her own throat. Jan spoke for her.


  ‘Is there anything to be done to ease him?’


  ‘No, except to keep him happy. As I said, he is not in much pain, and if he is not told, he will know no fear.’


  Nanette’s head went up. ‘But he must be told – he must prepare himself. The last rites must be performed.’


  ‘It serves no purpose, but to distress,’ the doctor said. Nanette crossed herself at the blasphemy, and seeing it, the doctor turned away. ‘I can only advise you. You must decide for yourself what to do.’


  ‘We will,’ Nanette said angrily, and then, aware that he had done his best for the child, ‘thank you, Master Cranthorn. We would be alone now.’


  The doctor bowed and left them, and Nanette turned to look wearily at James, feeling suddenly all the weight of her years. After each crashing wave, the ship righted itself, but it became harder and harder, and one day she would not recover, but founder under the burden of troubles placed upon her.


  ‘Simon will not frighten him,’ she said at last. When there was something to be done, somehow one did it. James was staring at her as if he did not see her.


  ‘He’s only eight years old,’ he said at last. ‘How can it be right? How, Nan? He has done nothing to deserve it. He has hardly had a life.’ His voice broke harshly as he cried out, ‘He is everything to me!’


  He put his hands over his face, and a tearing sob was wrenched from him. Jan reached forward, his fingers plucking at James’s sleeve.


  ‘You have me, Father,’ he said, but James pulled himself free roughly and stumbled from the room. Jan made to follow him, but Nanette caught him back. Her throat hurt too much with unshed tears to speak, but she held out her hand, palm up, and after a long moment Jan came back and placed his own over it, and together they went back to the bed-chamber.


  Alexander grew more feverish as the day wore on, and by the evening he was delirious. He babbled about school and his friends and his pony and his hawk, and Nanette and Jan soothed him between them, for James had shut himself away in his chamber below, alone with his grief. Simon administered the last rites at midnight, but it was doubtful whether the child knew what was happening to him, and so in the end both sides of the argument were appeased. Shortly afterwards he lapsed into unconsciousness, both hands clutching his mother’s, and at the darkest hour before dawn on that bitter February morning he died.


  CHAPTER THREE


  One hot summer day in 1560, Elizabeth Morland rode over to Watermill House accompanied by her son John. Since the Watermill estate abutted upon the Morland it was possible to do the journey without ever leaving Morland land, and so Elizabeth didn’t take a servant with her, which would have annoyed Paul had he known. But Paul was out on the hills that day, supervising the painting of the yows’ backs with a salve made by boiling broom flowers in a mixture of urine and brine, and as Elizabeth said sternly to her favourite child, ‘What your father knows not will not grieve him.’


  ‘Yes Mother,’ John said dutifully, and then added, ‘but you must not think of riding home alone. If I am not there to bring you, you must ask Aunt Nan for a servant.’


  ‘Yes John,’ she said demurely, and they both laughed.


  Matthew received them at Watermill – he was to that small house steward, chamberlain, butler, bailey and, nowadays, almost master as well – and directed them to the small walled garden on the south side of the house, where he said they would find the mistress.


  ‘And the master?’ Elizabeth asked hesitantly’


  Matthew shook his head just perceptibly and then said in a neutral tone, The master is in his study and gave orders not to be disturbed. Will I have someone take you to the garden, Madam?’


  ‘No need, Matthew. Don’t let me keep you from your duties.’


  It was a peaceful scene in the little garden. The heat was trapped there, reflected off the soft, flaky red brick of the walls, and the air was drowsy with the sound of bees, attracted by the marigolds and lavender which had been planted there to fetch them; for fruit will not be born without the bee, and the garden was given over to fruit. All around the walls were espaliered apricot, peach and fig trees, and in the centre were squared beds of strawberries, currants, and sweet little musk-melons.


  As they entered they were greeted by one short sharp bark from Zack, Nanette’s greyhound, who rushed up to them and whirled his tail almost in a circle as he bowed ecstatically and then thrust his muzzle up into John’s brown hand. Nanette, at the far side of the garden, turned to see who it was and then came across with a smile of welcome. At home she had taken to wearing very simple clothes, the straight gown of the countrywoman with the barely-stiffened busk and comfortable small collar, her hair contained in a neat cap of starched white linen, and Elizabeth reflected that they seemed to make her look younger. From a distance, with her small-boned, slender body, she could have been taken for a young woman.


  With her, carrying the long gardening basket, was Mary Seymour who was just approaching her twelfth birthday and was already quite a little woman. She was small and plump and pretty, with a fair complexion and curling golden hair, and the wide straw hat she was wearing to protect her delicate skin did not cast a deep enough shade over her face to hide her blush as she saw John beside his mother. Elizabeth noted it, and smiled inwardly. Ran the stream that way? Well, for the present, John would not notice her unless she dropped down and ran on four legs, but some time in the future, if Paul had not grander plans, Elizabeth would have no objection to a match between them.


  ‘My dear Elizabeth,’ Nanette was saying as she came across the garden to kiss them both, ‘how good it is to see you. Look, here, the first little fruit from the apricot. Taste it – it’s small, but so sweet.’


  ‘Small indeed,’ Elizabeth laughed. ‘How can you tell it’s an apricot and not a bean, Aunt Nan?’


  Nanette tried to look offended. ‘Just taste it-Morland Place apricots never tasted so sweet, did they? God’s day, John. Mary, where are you? Come and say hello at least.’


  Mary nodded shyly but could not be induced to speak, and John gave her a cousinly salute but was certainly more interested in Zack’s caresses.


  ‘How cool and easy you look, Aunt Nan. It must be pleasant to be able to dress like that. I am in fear of my life because I rode over with no servant.’


  ‘And what occasioned such haste?’ Nanette asked, turning and walking with Elizabeth towards one of the stone benches. They sat down, and Nanette gazed up at the blue sky, fringed with the branches of the apple trees in the orchard beyond the wall. Already they were heavy with the little green-gold pearmains, like jewels in a setting of pale green leaves; where summer ended and autumn began there was no sharp dividing line, only an increasing heaviness, a slowing down.


  ‘John is restless, because Toddy hasn’t come back yet,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I told him he should not look for him to come until the snow – perhaps not even then.’


  ‘But Mother, he always came back before,’ John said passionately. ‘When he ran away last summer, he was back by now. And then in spring he was gone only a month—’


  ‘But John, you can never tame a fox, you know that. Why else do we say “wild as foxes”? Toddy has gone back to his own kind,’ Elizabeth said gently. ‘Why do you not ask your father for a dog-pup instead?’


  Nanette looked from one to the other sympathetically. ‘So you came here to divert him?’ she said, smiling. ‘Or was it that you hoped we might have news of Toddy?’


  Elizabeth said, ‘I thought perhaps he could go out with Jan, riding or swimming, something to take his mind off Toddy.’


  ‘I think Jan is going fishing with the Smith boys,’ Nanette said. ‘Mary dear, do you run in and see if Jan has gone yet, and ask him to come here.’


  ‘Yes Madam.’


  ‘Oh, and you could take in the strawberries as you go. Matthew will give them to the cook.’


  ‘Yes Madam.’ Mary ran off. Nanette often used her for messages, for she was quick and clever, more reliable than a servant.


  John wandered away to the other side of the garden and Zack followed him, and Elizabeth asked Nanette in a low voice, ‘Matthew said James is still in his study. How is he, Nan?’


  Nanette shook her head. ‘Not well, I think. He eats very little, and he is grown very thin, but worst of all is the silence. He rarely speaks, never laughs or sings as he used to. He does not work, shut up there alone all day. I have looked in sometimes, quietly so he did not see me. He just sits there, staring at nothing.’


  ‘Is he grieving still?’ Elizabeth asked carefully. It was a year and a half since Alexander’s death, but she knew that the wound was not healed entirely.


  ‘For the boy? I don’t know. I thought so, and yet there is something else there too. I think he has turned his mind more and more to other questions. It makes life difficult at times.’


  ‘Religion?’


  ‘Yes. He has forbidden any of us to attend the Mass. Not the servants, not Jan, not me – not any of us.’


  ‘Because of the fine?’ Elizabeth asked in surprise. There was a statutory fine of a hundred marks for attending a Catholic Mass, but it was very rarely enforced, especially here in the north. There was also a fine of twelve pence for not attending church on Sunday and on the major feasts, and this was generally collected. Since it was such a small sum, those Catholic families who did not want to attend the official church paid an annual or quarterly sum to their local Justice and continued with their lives in the old way. But in fact the Queen and Archbishop Parker between them had combined enough of the elements of both sides into the official service for all but the most rabid Pope-Catholics to be able to attend without offence, and non-attendance was more frequently a result of laziness than of a tender conscience.


  ‘No, not because of the fine. It is hard to discover what is in his mind, for he says so very little, but I have the feeling he is beginning to think that the Protestants are right after all. He makes us all attend the church, he says, out of loyalty to the Queen, and yet he does not take his duties as Warden seriously in any other way. Sometimes I think—’ Nanette stopped. Elizabeth prompted her gently.


  ‘Think what, coz?’


  ‘Sometimes I wonder whether his grief over Alexander may have turned his mind.’


  There was nothing it would have been proper for Elizabeth to say at that point, so she said instead, ‘So do you not take the Mass any more?’


  Nanette permitted herself a brief smile, though there was not much humour in it. ‘I was born and brought up a Catholic,’ she said, ‘though I have been no Papist for most of my life. King Henry’s religion is good enough for me, as I believe it is good enough for the Queen. You know that Matthew Parker writes to me from time to time? He tells me that the Queen resists strongly any attempt to strip the church of its regalia, and the Queen’s own altar has a crucifix and candles and flowers just as Queen Mary’s had.’


  She had lost herself, and laughed properly now. ‘I have forgot what you asked me,’ she said.


  ‘About the Mass,’ Elizabeth prompted.


  ‘Ah yes. Well, my dear, I have a chaplain, my sweet Simon, and what else should a chaplain do? I think James would like to be rid of him, but he is my servant and not James’s, and our marriage settlement gave me control over my own servants, so there is nothing he can do about it. Now, hush, John is coming back.’ She raised her voice. ‘What did you find to interest you so long there, chuck?’


  ‘A spider, Aunt Nan, with such colours on his backlike a pigeon’s neck,’ John said. A large fat bee landed on the sleeve of John’s doublet, and he looked down at it and smiled. ‘Look at this fellow, his legs are heavy with pollen. He looks like an ass with panniers. Come now, small brother,’ he said, holding out a finger, and the bee, as if it understood, climbed onto it and sat astride it while John lifted his hand to his face to look more closely. ‘You should go home – enough is enough for one journey,’ he said, and held his hand up over his head, and the bee took off and flew straight as an arrow over the orchard wall.


  Nanette and Elizabeth exchanged a glance.


  ‘They never sting him,’ Elizabeth said. ‘He gets the honey out of the hives for me at home, and he goes with no nets or smoke or anything, and yet they never sting him.’


  ‘But why should they?’ John asked. ‘They know I won’t hurt them.’


  Just then the garden gate opened again, and Jan came through with Mary behind him.


  ‘Ah, Bear-cub, see who has come to visit,’ Nanette said, standing up to receive her tall son’s embrace. ‘Elizabeth wondered whether you would take John out with you.’


  ‘You were only just in time,’ Jan said, smiling at Nanette. He did not look at Elizabeth, for he knew that for some reason she did not like him, and it was not his way to antagonize people. ‘Rob and Jackie have come, and we were on the point of setting out when little Mary found us. If she had not such light, flying feet, she would have missed us.’ He gave an affectionate look at Mary, who blushed and looked at the ground. ‘John may come with us, and welcome, but I think he will not like it. We are going rabbiting at Harewood Whin.’


  ‘Harewood Whin?’ John said excitedly. ‘But that is where we first found Toddy, don’t you remember?’


  ‘Is it indeed?’ Jan said, opening his eyes wide in amazement. ‘I had forgot. Well then, perhaps while we catch rabbits, you can look for Toddy. But don’t be putting your hand into any holes without looking first, unless you want to leave your fingers behind.’


  John bid a joyful goodbye to his mother and Nanette and, quite forgetting Mary, started for the door. Nanette called Jan back softly.


  ‘Where were you going, Bear-cub?’ she asked. He grinned at her.


  ‘Akcomb Moor, but what matters it? A rabbit is a rabbit, wherever it burrows.’


  ‘Bless you, my darling,’ Nanette said, laughing. ‘Good hunting, Bear-cub. Don’t bring back a hare by mistake.’


  ‘As if I would. I’m Morland enough to know better than that,’ he said, and in a moment he was gone, swinging with his lithe, light step out of the garden and leaving a quietness behind.


  In the quietness, Elizabeth’s thoughts turned to something that the sight of John and Jan together often provoked in her mind. John was not her firstborn child; she had had another before him, a child which, had it lived, would have been about Jan’s age. The child had been taken from her at birth and she had never known even whether it was a girl or a boy. Nanette had taken it away, and Nanette was the only person who knew what had become of it. It was for that reason that for many years Elizabeth had been uneasy in Nanette’s company. Well, age and better sense and a large healthy family had done away with that unease, and yet she still wondered from time to time, and the peaceful atmosphere in the garden prompted her suddenly to ask the forbidden question.
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