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      Noises at dawn will bring
      

      Freedom for some, but not this peace

      No bird can contradict; passing but here, sufficient now

      For something fulfilled this hour, loved or endured.

      W. H. Auden, ‘Taller Today’

      Then, Love, standing

      At legend’s ending,

      Claim your reward;

      Submit your neck

      To the ungrateful stroke

      Of his reluctant sword,

      That, starting back,

      His eyes may look

      Amazed on you,

      Find what he wanted

      Is faithful too.

      W. H. Auden, ‘Legend’

   
      
      FOREWORD

      Of all our kings, Henry VIII is probably the most instantly recognisable, and probably also, with the exception of Richard
         III, the subject of the most popular misconceptions. The myth of the bloodthirsty lecher, at least, has been exploded – in
         all his life, Henry had only two mistresses, a very moderate score for his time; and to judge the political executions of
         his reign by present-day standards would certainly be to misunderstand the man and his times. Removing the myth, however,
         does not seem to leave us much nearer the real Henry. Probably we shall never know very much about this subtle, enigmatic
         man; but without a doubt he was possessed of very great personal magnetism, and was loved as well as feared by those who were
         close to him.
      

      For the interpretation of his relationship with Anne Boleyn I am indebted to Hester Chapman’s sensitive and scholarly work
         Anne Boleyn. The main works in addition which I have found useful are as follows:
      

      Bindoff S T Tudor England

      Bowie John Henry VIII

      *Cavendish George Life and Death of Cardinal Wolsey

      Dickens A G The English Reformation

      Elton G R England Under the Tudors

      Fletcher Anthony Tudor Rebellions

      Laver James A History of Costume

      *Leland W Itineraries

      Quennell M & C A History of Everyday Things in England

      Richardson W C History of the Court of Augmentations

      * Roper W Life of Sir Thomas More

      Savine A English Monasteries on the Eve of Dissolution

      Scarisbrick J Henry VIII

      Stow J Annales

      Strickland Agnes Lives of the Queens of England

      Williams Neville Henry VIII and His Court

      Winchester Barbara Tudor Family Portrait

      *Wyatt G Life of Queen Anne Boleyn

      Trevelyan G M English Social History

      * Contemporary material

   
      
      For George Reynolds, gratefully, 
for all the years of friendship,
 advice, and encouragement.

   
      Robert Morland Eleanor Courteney
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      BOOK ONE

      THE FOX AND THE BEAR

      
      
         

         
         Right shall the foxes chare,

         
         The wolves, the beares also,

         
         That wrought have muche care,

         
         And brought Engeland in woe.

         
      

      
      John Skelton

      
      ‘A Laud and Praise’
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      CHAPTER ONE


      

      When the old king, Henry VII, died, his mother – the ancient Margaret Beaufort – was so grieved that she survived him by no

         more than a few weeks, dying in the middle of the new king’s revels and being bundled off unceremoniously so as not to spoil

         the fun. It would have been hard, however, to find anyone else in the kingdom who regretted the passing of Henry Tidr, and

         impossible to find any such person in Yorkshire.

      


      

      In Yorkshire dwelt the old York families with their illustrious names – Neville, Fitzalan, Percy, Mortimer, Clifford, Holland,

         Talbot, Bourchier, Strickland – and their long memories of personal rule by successive York lords – Richard of Warwick; Richard

         of York; and Richard of Gloucester, their sweet King Richard who died at the hands of this same unloved and unregretted Henry

         Tidr.

      


      

      In Yorkshire also dwelt the Morland family, with their history of lives spent in the cause of the House of York. The founder

         of the Morland house, Eleanor Courteney, had been a personal friend of the Plantagenets, and King Richard himself had been

         a frequent visitor at Morland Place before he became king; and her youngest son Richard had served under that king in France.

         Richard Morland, now universally known as Great Uncle Richard, was the elder and guiding spirit of Morland Place, though Eleanor’s

         great-grandson Paul was the nominal head of the family. Great Uncle Richard had always been a gentle man and averse to killing

         or hurting anyone, but even he had had his moment of blood-letting for the cause, and in his case it was purely for revenge.

      


      

      The battle of Bosworth Field had lost King Richard his life, partly owing to the treachery of Lord Stanley, but even more

         owing to the treachery of Lord Percy of Northumberland. ‘Proud Percy’ had delayed in his duty of calling out the men of the north to the King’s aid, with the result

         that the huge Yorkshire army – Morland men amongst them – was still on the road when the battle was lost and over.

      


      

      Richard Morland and Paul’s father Ned had felt the shame and anguish deeply, and when a fugitive from the battle had told

         them that Percy, after holding back from the fighting, had been one of the first to do homage to Henry Tidr, they knew that

         come what may they must be revenged on proud Percy. There were many who felt thus; their chance came not quite four years

         later.

      


      

      It was Lord Percy’s task, among others, to collect the taxes imposed by his new sovereign lord upon the people of the north,

         and in 1489 in April a tax was imposed to raise funds for an invasion of France. Word flickered through Yorkshire like flames

         through dry bracken; messages passed to and fro between certain members of Percy’s own household, and certain other men whose

         hearts burned with revenge. When Richard Morland heard of the plot from Ned, he was at first shocked.

      


      

      ‘His own henchmen?’ he queried. ‘He is their lord, their special lord, to whom they owe the firmest duty. It is shame to them

         not to protect him.’

      


      

      Ned, normally cheerful and light, looked grim. ‘They are already shamed,’ he said, ‘and by their own lord. Percy failed in

         his duty to the King, betrayed and abandoned him to his death. His henchmen want to wipe out that shame – it can only be paid

         for by his blood.’

      


      

      ‘And who is to strike the blow?’


      

      ‘We shall draw lots.’ Ned’s candid gaze met Richard’s. ‘Are you with us, or against us?’ he asked simply. Richard’s heart

         was torn; murder was prohibited by every tenet of Christianity and by every impulse of his gentle soul; yet something older

         and more primitive was stirring in him, the acknowledgement of duty to one’s feudal lord. He had served under King Richard,

         had sworn that same oath to him. His eyes fell on the blazoning of the Morland arms over the fireplace, and the motto underneath, the single word Fidelitas. Faithfulness, the Morland creed.

      


      

      ‘I’m with you,’ he said.


      

      It was not hard to raise a mob – northern men never liked paying taxes to a southern king, and Henry VII was particularly unpopular.

         Last year and the year before, tax collectors had been attacked, and goods constrained had been forcibly rescued by their

         seething owners. Percy with his household men and retainers marched south to meet the mob and put down what appeared to be

         a rebellion against the Tudor king and his taxation policy. The two armies met at Topcliffe, near Thirsk.

      


      

      It was a strange scene. At first there was yelling, brandishing of weapons, threats and insults, but when Percy rode forward

         into the small space between the groups, a silence fell. Perhaps he thought it was the power of his personality that created

         the silence; if so, it was his last earthly gratification. There was no man there, from the greatest to the least, who by

         now did not know what was coming. Two smaller groups detached themselves, one from the Yorkshire mob, one – his closest henchman

         – from the Northumberland army, and gently, almost tenderly, closed round the mounted lord. A brown hand took the horse’s

         bridle and the horse fidgeted and shivered, smelling the atmosphere. Percy smelled it too, and looked round, suddenly wary,

         at the ring of faces, and the cold eyes.

      


      

      The old fox, they called him – he was thin and red-haired and scar-faced; he had never been lacking in courage – you don’t

         stay long in the high chair of a Border lord if you’re a coward – but there was something in the quiet, hard purpose of the

         men who surrounded him that chilled his blood.

      


      

      ‘What’s this?’ he demanded. ‘What’s going on?’


      

      ‘Better dismount, my lord,’ said a voice beside him. It was his steward, a man who had grown up in his service from boyhood. Percy stared into his eyes, and read his death there. There was no appealing against that look. Trembling now,

         he dismounted. The soft wind, blowing the smell of spring from the south, fluttered across the high field, stirring the men’s

         hair and the horses’ manes. The two great armies stood silent, like a vast congregation, and between them stood the small

         circle of men surrounding the white horse and the great lord. Now that the moment had come there was no anger, no glee, no

         delight in revenge – there was only a kind of sober sadness, almost a pity. At the last moment Percy begged his men to remember

         their vows, their oath of loyalty to protect him, but silence was the only reply, and that silence bid him remember his own

         broken oath. Pride stiffened him again.

      


      

      ‘Strike from before, then,’ he commanded. ‘I never took a wound in the back.’ His eyes went round the circle coldly, to meet

         in each face that same pity, and came to rest on a man bearing a naked sword. Others held swords at the ready, but in this

         face was his death. It was a man in his thirties, fair and handsome, with a great spreading beard, dressed in a simple long

         gown of good cloth. ‘It is you, then?’ Percy asked. The man nodded. ‘Let me know your name, at least.’ The man opened his

         mouth to answer, but Percy’s steward prevented him.

      


      

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘This is not an execution. We are despatching a sick animal. Strike now.’ But the fair man shook his head.


      

      ‘I bore this sword in the King’s service, though I never killed with it,’ he said. ‘Blood calls for blood.’ His eyes left

         Percy’s and met, over his shoulder, those of the two men standing behind their lord. Percy made a movement to turn and look

         too, but rough hands seized him from behind, pulling his arms back and stretching his chest taut, and the sword went home

         up to the hilt.

      


      

      The white horse screamed and reared back at the smell of blood, and the quiet men turned away from the scene, the twitching

         body bleeding slowly into the bracken, its astonished eyes regarding the pale-grey, windy northern sky. The henchmen lifted the body on to the horse to take it away,

         and the man with the sword wiped it slowly and thoughtfully on a handful of dry grass. Ned put his arm across Richard’s shoulder

         and turned him away from the scene.

      


      

      ‘The horses are down there. Let’s go home,’ he said. Richard was still staring at the blood on his hands and the smears of

         it on the sword blade.

      


      

      ‘I never killed a man before,’ he said slowly.


      

      ‘It was the luck of the draw,’ Ned comforted him. ‘Besides, Hal was right. It was putting down a beast, not a man. An old

         fox.’ Richard looked back at the trampled patch of bracken where the blood was soaking into the earth. He shook his head.

      


      

      ‘It wasn’t that,’ he said. ‘It was a sacrifice. A sacrificial beast. Offered up for all of us who have ever broken faith.’

         He walked on a little, and then said even more quietly, but with a little of a smile, ‘No, it wasn’t even that. It was done

         for love of our lord, that’s all.’

      


      

      For Richard, that closed the matter, and for Ned too – they had seen too much, were perhaps too worldly-wise, to think anything

         more could be gained. Others in the family were not so resigned, and continued to struggle for the cause that was dead, running

         to each new standard raised against the Tudor on behalf of the young sons of Edward IV, who had been smuggled out of the country

         in the first year after Bosworth.

      


      

      Ned’s young nephews, Henry and Dickon Butts, the sons of his sister Margaret, were both killed in the so-called ‘White Rose

         Intrigue’ in 1501, and Ned himself might have been drawn into plots on more than one occasion had not Richard been so firmly

         convinced that each new pretender was an imposter.

      


      

      ‘But how do you know they aren’t the princes?’ Ned would ask him, and Richard would merely shake his head.

      


      

      ‘You can ask that, you who knew the boys personally? You were in the Household itself.’


      

      ‘I do ask it. How do you know?’ Ned would persist, and Richard would tap his big Morland nose.

      


      

      ‘This tells me. I think those children are dead; died in some obscure lodging in Antwerp of some childish disease. It’s foolishness

         to go on hoping and struggling. It’s all over. Now there’s just the family and the estate to think about.’

      


      

      And so Richard went back to his occupations about the estate, and Ned went back to his pursuits of drinking and gambling and

         chasing women, and Henry Tidr went back to his activities of governing, and eliminating Plantagenets, and making the throne

         safe for his son to inherit. And in 1509 when the old King died, his son succeeded to the throne without even a murmur of

         opposition, proof indeed if proof were needed that the cause was dead; and that sweet spring day twenty years back when Richard

         had killed Lord Percy amid the bracken always marked for him the true end of the struggle. The world was Tudor now for ever.

      


      

      Paul Morland, whom the villagers called French Paul because his mother had been a Frenchwoman, was a tall, well-built, and

         exceptionally handsome man. His lustrous, curling hair was dark brown, almost black, his skin smooth and brown. His features

         were sensitive, his mouth beautifully sculptured, and his large dark eyes a woman would have been glad to own. He rode superlatively,

         played many games, danced with grace, and was a fine musician. He was also head of the household, the master of the entire

         Morland fortune, and he took himself very seriously.

      


      

      It was perhaps inevitable that he should do so. He was only ten when his great-grandmother Eleanor Courtenay died, but he

         remembered her perfectly, a woman of such stature and power she had seemed to him to stand in rank somewhere between the King and God. She had treated Paul even as

         a child with the respect due to the eventual heir to Morland Place. Paul’s tutor had been a serious-minded young man and a

         firm disciplinarian; and Paul had had before him constantly the bad example of his frivolous father who spent money like water,

         was drunk more often than not, frequented low places and low women in the city, and finally met his death by a knife between

         the ribs during a tavern brawl in the back yard of the Starre Inn.

      


      

      Paul was twenty-five when Ned’s death gave him control of the estate, but he was already virtually in charge, and had been

         running the farm and the business with Great Uncle Richard’s help for some years, for Ned never did anything that even approximated

         to work or worry. Yet in spite of intending to be everything his father wasn’t, Paul still loved Ned, and was stricken when

         he died. Paul’s mother had died when he was an infant, and his father’s second wife was a common, ignorant girl from the city

         whom Ned had married because he believed her pregnant. Paul had hated her all his life, from the belief that she was cuckolding

         his father with his cousin Edmund Brazen.

      


      

      Well, she was dead now, and so was Edmund Brazen; so was everyone of that generation except Great Uncle Richard; but Morland

         Place was shared by Paul’s half-kin, his step-mother’s children, Jack, Mary and Edward, and Paul hated them from the depths

         of his heart, because he believed that they had been fathered not by Ned, but by Edmund. He could tell no-one of this, no-one

         but the family chaplain, Philip Dodds. Week after week Paul confessed his hatred, and was shriven, and swore to cast the hatred

         from his heart, but nothing could change it, and after a while Master Dodds stopped lecturing him and merely gave the penance

         with a sigh and a shake of the head.

      


      

      One of the ways in which Paul took himself seriously was as lord of the manor, and so the family dined in the great hall almost every day, though most gentry folk nowadays dined privately and left the steward to preside in the hall.

         On feast days Great Uncle Richard also dined at Morland Place, though he had his own manor close by, about a mile away at

         Shawes, which had been given to him and his heirs on Eleanor Courteney’s death; and it did not necessarily need to be a feast

         day for his big, bearded form to be seen seated at the high table. Richard had been born and brought up at Morland Place,

         and he felt more comfortable there. His eldest son Elijah ruled at Shawes along with his wife Madge and his young son Ezekiel,

         and Richard always felt a little superfluous to their small happy circle. Richard’s own wife had died many years ago, and

         he had never remarried. He had always felt drawn to the life of celibacy, and had thought at one time of being a monk. His

         second son, Micah, had in fact been ordained in 1501 and was now attached to the household of the Earl of Surrey.

      


      

      The state of the Church was a subject that often came up at dinner, and was eagerly canvassed at this table as it was at almost

         every gathering of educated people, for the argumentative English were all reformist by nature.

      


      

      ‘How can you justify the existence of the monasteries in this day and age?’ Paul asked Richard at dinner one day. ‘It’s fifteen-twelve,

         Uncle, and we have a more vigorous approach to religion than we did a hundred years ago. The truly devout man wants to go

         out and do something for his faith, not just a sit back in luxury and think about it.’

      


      

      ‘There is a value in the contemplative life as well as the active life,’ Richard countered mildly. ‘God receives both offerings

         gladly. Remember the story of Esau.’

      


      

      ‘Come now, Uncle,’ Paul said genially, ‘you don’t believe that. Why, you yourself, as you’ve often told me, gave up the idea

         of being a monk because you wanted to walk round the country and meet God’s people and work with them.’

      


      

      ‘That was my way. It is not every man’s. Some men prefer to contemplate the holy mysteries from a retreat. It is not for me – or for you – to say that way is wrong.’

      


      

      Philip Dodds joined in. ‘But even if the contemplative life itself has value, the monasteries no longer provide it. Look at

         the abuses that they contain – idleness and luxury and vice. I doubt if you would find anyone in the country today leading

         a true life of contemplation within a monastery.’

      


      

      Richard waved the goblet he had lifted for a page to fill with wine. ‘My dear Philip,’ he said, ‘you cannot condemn the practice

         because of the imperfection of the practitioners.’

      


      

      ‘I don’t see why not,’ Philip said. ‘If there are no perfect practitioners, perhaps it is because the practice itself is at

         fault.’

      


      

      ‘Precisely my point,’ Paul broke in triumphantly. ‘In this year of Grace fifteen hundred and twelve there is no place for

         that kind of life. There is no-one to follow it. Most of the houses now contain no more than a bare handful of inmates, and

         most of them took orders when they were children too young to know what they were doing. Ask them now and I dare swear they would be as

         glad to come out as to stay in.’

      


      

      Paul’s wife Anne Butts joined the argument against him, not because she had strong views about it – she had strong views on

         almost nothing in life – but because she loved to oppose him. They were cousins and had been betrothed as children and married

         as soon as they reached good age – when Anne was fourteen and Paul sixteen – and their marriage might have been as content

         as such marriages usually were, except that Anne had fallen in love with him, only to find that he did not love her. He rather

         despised her, finding her colourless and uninteresting. Anne suspected he had a mistress, or maybe more than one, and she

         hated him almost as much as she once loved him.

      


      

      ‘There is a place for them,’ she said in flat contradiction, and then, because all eyes were on her, she hastened to justify herself. ‘Who would look after the poor and sick if there were no kindly monks to take them in and feed them and give

         them alms?’

      


      

      Paul glared at her. ‘Don’t talk about things you know nothing of,’ he snapped, and Philip said more gently, ‘We give more

         alms at our gates here than they do at most abbeys. Perhaps in the Border country the monks may still do good work of that

         kind, but here and further south it is not so. The poor could be better helped by application of the wealth locked up and

         useless in the closed houses.’

      


      

      ‘I’m a little surprised at you, Philip, I must confess,’ Richard said. ‘I thought that being a priest yourself –’


      

      ‘We clerics are not so prejudiced we cannot see that Holy Mother Church has her faults – isn’t that right, Edward?’ Philip

         said, turning to Paul’s half-brother who, at twenty-two, had just returned home after taking orders and was looking for a

         position. Edward smiled. He had inherited his mother’s good looks if not her poor brains. Whoever his father was, he was a

         credit to him.

      


      

      ‘Indeed, sir,’ he said. ‘Hate the sin, but love the sinner, that’s the way we proceed. There are many, many areas in which

         the practice of the Church could and should be improved. Pluralism, simony –’

      


      

      ‘Spare us the list, dear child,’ Richard said, putting his head in his hands in mock despair. ‘I have heard it over and over

         again from your brother Paul – I think I know it by heart.’

      


      

      Edward laughed and turned to attend to something his younger sister Mary said, but Richard’s eyes were on Paul. He hated to

         be called ‘brother’ to his step-mother’s children, and he was stabbing furiously at a piece of meat on his plate with the

         point of his knife, his fine lips set in a hard line.

      


      

      ‘What troubles you, Paul?’ Richard asked softly. Paul looked up and his eyes met Richard’s with a plea for silence. Richard

         knew the boy was troubled about something – there had always been a vein of deep-seated unhappiness beneath Paul’s quietness – but he had no idea what it was. Well, perhaps he would tell him one day. If not – he

         must possess his soul in patience. In any case, a change of subject was called for.

      


      

      ‘What do you think of the progress of the war?’ he asked.


      

      After dinner, since the hall was warm from the fires, the family remained there instead of withdrawing, and the children were

         brought down from the nurseries for their daily visit to their parents. The governess, whom the children called Mother Kat,

         brought them, with Paul’s eldest son leading the way and trying to look as though he had nothing to do with the younger children.

         His name was Paul too, but he was usually called Amyas, which name he had been given at his christening in honour of his godfather

         Amyas Neville. Amyas was twelve, and older by far than any of the others, a tall, well-made, fair boy, pink-complexioned and

         golden-haired like his mother. He was in the care of Philip Dodds, who acted as tutor to Amyas as well as chaplain to the

         household, and as he walked into the hall he kept as far as possible from Mother Kat’s side, to emphasise how many years ago

         he had left petticoat government.

      


      

      He walked straight to his father, and bowed, and then reached up for a kiss. To his mother he merely bowed. Paul adored him,

         and he adored Paul, and it was another source of resentment to Anne that the child had so readily learned his father’s contempt

         of her. In fact, this was not entirely true. In his anxiety to show that he was a man of full years, Amyas slighted his mother

         along with his ex-governess without realising the hurt he was giving; but to Anne the slight seemed intentional. She glowered,

         and the child was glad to return to his father’s side.

      


      

      After Amyas was born, Anne had gone through a long, unhappy succession of stillbirths and miscarriages, a misfortune which

         should have brought her and Paul closer together but in fact only drove them farther apart, for Paul felt she was failing in her duty to provide him with children,

         and she blamed him for her continued suffering. The chain of disaster had been broken in the end by the birth of a healthy

         girl, and after that there were no more pregnancies. The girl, Margaret, was now a plump, golden-haired toddler of four, and

         her mother’s pet as much as Amyas was his father’s. To have given birth to her after so many failures made her very precious

         to Anne, who fretted at the slightest sign of an ailment, for she was dogged with the dread of losing her. But Margaret was

         not only healthy, but of a sunny, equable disposition, and no amount of cosseting seemed to spoil her. She curtseyed formally

         to her father as she had been taught, and then ran to her mother to curtsey sketchily and then climb into the silken lap to

         be cuddled and cooed over.

      


      

      The other children who were brought in from the nursery caused, in their innocence, only pain to Paul Morland, for he could

         never see them without the knowledge gnawing him like a tooth that they were not his brood, but his half-brother Jack’s. Jack

         had married, as was becoming customary with the Morlands, his cousin, Isabel – or Belle – Butts, the younger sister of those

         two Butts cousins who had died in the White Rose Intrigue. It was a source of displeasure to Paul that the Butts cousin Jack

         had married not only made him happy but gave him a brood of healthy children.

      


      

      Belle, who accompanied the younger children into the hall, had lost their first child, but had soon repaired the breach with

         a girl, born within a month of Margaret. She had been named Anne, but was always called Nanette, because she was so diminutive,

         like a fairy child. ‘My little changeling’ Belle called her sometimes, for she was tiny and dark and delicately made, pretty

         and sweet and graceful and sharp as a needle, the perfect foil to plump golden Margaret. The two little girls were constant

         companions, which also galled Paul, who would have been happier if the children had all hated each other.

      


      

      After Nanette had come two sons, Jackie and Dickon, now three and two years old, and another girl, Catherine, not yet a year

         old, and brought in in Mother Kat’s arms in her long robes; and Belle was pregnant again, large with child, which was why

         she had not been at dinner – she had been resting upstairs. Paul shut his mind to the rest of the children, and concentrated

         on Amyas, asking him about his lessons and his sports, and sending him to fetch a book so that he might read aloud to his

         father and have his progress judged. Paul was a hard critic when it came to his son, but Amyas was a good scholar, and managed

         this time to wring some praise from his father, which pleased both of them.

      


      

      ‘Well done, child,’ Paul cried when the boy came to the end of the passage. ‘Thou hast learnt that lesson well. I am very

         pleased.’

      


      

      Amyas looked up from under his eyelashes, quick to follow up an advantage.


      

      ‘Then, sir, would it please you to give me permission to go into the city and visit my Uncle John? Aunt Belle says his boar-bitch

         has whelped, and you said that I might have a puppy if I learnt my Greek.’

      


      

      ‘A puppy?’ Paul caught Belle’s eye across the hall, and saw the sharp amusement there. John was her brother, the heir to the

         Butts fortune, which was closely bound up with the Morland’s, for the Butts family were merchants, and they dealt with the

         selling and shipping of the cloth that the Morlands made from the wool they grew. John Butts, too, had married a cousin, Lucy

         Courteney, another great-granddaughter of Eleanor Courteney, and had two fine baby boys. It sometimes seemed to Paul that

         everyone was happy but him.

      


      

      Amyas was looking up at him with expectation and hope. ‘You cannot go into the city alone,’ Paul said, and saw for a fraction

         of a second the disappointment shadow that loved face, before he added, ‘But I have business there – I will take you, and you may stay the night at your Uncle John’s

         house, and I will send a servant to fetch you tomorrow.’

      


      

      ‘Can’t I come back with you tonight, sir?’ Amyas asked, liking the thought of being seen riding in company with his father.

         Being fetched by a servant was not half so splendid. Paul’s eyes slid away.

      


      

      ‘I shall be too late for you,’ he said. ‘I cannot say what time I shall have finished my business.’ Now Anne’s eyes were on

         him, and questions trembling on her lips. She wanted to ask what the business was, and he must prevent any further discussion.

         He got to his feet abruptly and said, ‘But I must go immediately. Get your cloak, child, and say goodbye to your mother. I

         will meet you in the stable-yard. Don’t be more than five minutes.’ And he strode from the room, aware of two sets of eyes

         in particular – Anne’s hostile and resentful, and Belle’s, no whit less amused. She was a very disconcerting young woman.

      


      

      Amyas bid his mother and his tutor goodbye, bowed to Great Uncle Richard, and hustled Mother Kat as fast as her bulky skirts

         would allow her to the cope chest to get him out his riding cloak, and while the little bustle of his going was still disturbing

         the air, there began a larger bustle as Elijah and Madge arrived with their nine-year-old son Ezekiel to spend the evening.

      


      

      ‘What a pity Paul didn’t know you were coming,’ Richard said as he greeted them in Paul’s place. ‘He has gone into the city

         on business and won’t be back until late.’

      


      

      Elijah cocked an expressive eye at his father. ‘But he did know we were coming,’ he said. ‘Jack is coming home tonight, and

         we were all to take supper together.’ Richard looked thoughtful, and then glanced over his shoulder at the other occupants

         of the hall, who were talking and admiring the children round the fire. Elijah had spoken low, and no-one had heard.

      


      

      ‘Best not say anything, then,’ Richard said at last. ‘He has something on his mind. I dare say he forgot.’

      


      

      ‘I dare say he did,’ Elijah said, then, more loudly, ‘Now you must come and admire your grandson, who has been practising

         a song for you this entire week and hasn’t seen you for long enough to sing it. You aren’t at home enough; is he, Madge?’

      


      

      ‘Indeed he is not,’ Madge said, putting an affectionate hand on his arm. ‘You are almost a stranger to us, Father.’


      

      ‘I assure you it’s for the good of my soul. I’m too much beloved at your house – it makes me vain. Now then, Ezekiel, come

         and stand by my knee and sing me this song. Stand square, now, child, and keep your head up, as you’ve been taught. That’s

         right –’ The family settled down again.

      


      

      The stir caused by Jack’s arrival was much more prolonged, and it was as well for Paul’s peace of mind that he was not there

         to see it: there was a great deal of kissing and hugging and exclaiming, for all that Jack had only been gone four days, for

         he was much beloved by everyone. He had been away in Westmorland, to Kentdale for the christening of one of the numerous Neville

         family connections. Jack’s responsibility in the family business was on the merchanting side, as Paul’s was on the farming

         side, and that, together with his frank and easy manners and cheerful humour, meant that he had a great many friends and connections,

         not only in Yorkshire amongst the numerous old Yorkist families, but also throughout the country. All the great merchant families

         were known to him, and there could scarcely have been a gentleman’s household in all the country where Jack Morland could

         not have called to take his dinner.

      


      

      That Jack should be so well liked was yet another thorn in Paul’s side, and though he too had been invited to the christening

         at Kentdale Castle, he had refused, knowing he was only included out of courtesy and that it was Jack who was really wanted. Now, when the greetings had been exchanged, Jack took his seat by the fire with Nanette on one knee,

         and Jackie on the other, and Belle on a stool at his feet, and the rest of the family gathered round to hear his story; a

         casual observer might have been forgiven for thinking he was the lord of this manor after all.

      


      

      ‘Tell us, then,’ Elijah said. ‘Was it a boy or a girl?’


      

      ‘Oh, I forgot, you don’t even know that much, do you?’ Jack began. ‘Well, it was a girl, but to tell the truth I don’t think

         the Parrs minded in the least. I’ve never seen a prouder father than Sir Thomas, walking up and down with the babe in his

         arms like the most dedicated of nurses and talking of her beauty and intelligence, though to any spectator the child was no

         different from any other. And he was wearing, of course, the chain that the lord King gave him –’

      


      

      ‘– of one hundred and forty pounds value,’ Belle chimed in, and everyone laughed. Sir Thomas was the Comptroller of the Household,

         and the the King had given him the great gold chain as a token of favour and respect, but Sir Thomas could never mention it

         without also mentioning its price – not because he was an avaricious man, but because he was delighted with the extent of

         the King’s regard.

      


      

      ‘Yes, the very same,’ Jack said, smiling. ‘And when the babe took hold of the chain, as wee babies will, he was delighted

         and said this betokened the child’s good sense in knowing who was her lord and benefactor.’

      


      

      ‘Did the King send a christening gift?’ Richard wanted to know.


      

      ‘He did – a handsome silver cup. Maud Parr, with her usual good sense, was far more impressed with that than she was with

         the babe’s supposed wisdom. She’s the most remarkable woman, you know – tiny as a child, and barely seventeen, but she orders

         that household like a matron of forty, and has her husband as well controlled as a jessed hawk. She said to Boleyn –’

      


      

      ‘Boleyn was there?’ Elijah asked.

      


      

      ‘He brought the King’s gift. Everyone was there – the Latimers, the Boroughs, the Greens, more Nevilles than you could shake a stick at, the Fitzhughs, old St

         Maur, looking worn out as well he might with all his children. Boleyn is just in the process of moving house – they’re going to live in Kent for his lady’s health I believe –

         and he said he was glad to get away from the dust and noise and trouble. And Lady Boleyn is pregnant again – what a beautiful

         woman she is!’

      


      

      ‘Even great with child?’ Belle asked innocently. Jack smiled down at her and stroked the plush curve of her cheek.


      

      ‘Women are most beautiful when they are great with child. She has had bad luck, of course – seven pregnancies and only three

         living children – but she remains both serene and vivacious – she is all loveliness! Such a wit! And as beautiful as – as

         –’

      


      

      ‘As my mother?’ Nanette asked innocently. Jack laughed and kissed his daughter.


      

      ‘Almost as beautiful as thy mother, poppet. And she never forgets she’s a Howard. Even little Maud Parr treats her with reverence,

         and she’s the kind of woman who bows to no man. Just think of her choosing to lie-in at Kentdale when there’s an invasion

         likely from over the border at any moment and she might find herself besieged by mad yelling Scots!’

      


      

      ‘From what you say of her,’ Elijah said, ‘she’d probably give them a terrible trouncing, single-handed.’


      

      ‘She’d tell them to go home and wash themselves,’ Madge added, and everyone laughed again. Jack was one of those rare spirits

         who really liked and admired women, and he was often lavish in his praise of women like Maud Parr and Lady Elizabeth Boleyn.

         It might, perhaps, account for Belle’s strong spirit and unabashed behaviour in company.

      


      

      ‘What did they call the baby – you haven’t told us that, yet?’ Belle said now.

      


      

      ‘Oh, Katherine, of course, in honour of the Queen. They could hardly do otherwise, considering Parr’s position in the Household.

         Well, we wet her head with a great deal of good wine, and we had some fine hunting the following day, and exchanged all the

         news. The war is going badly – but I expect you know that. Never was there such an ill-fated venture! The army is ill and

         hungry. Boleyn was telling me that more men desert every day, and those that are left are scarcely fit to fight.’

      


      

      ‘I said from the beginning a young, warlike king would lead us into trouble,’ Richard said. ‘However much I disliked his father,

         at least he kept the peace.’

      


      

      ‘It isn’t the King,’ Jack said carelessly, ‘it’s that almoner of his, Wolsey. He advises, the King disposes. The King wouldn’t

         mind which side he fought on, as long as he could dress up and have banners and trumpets and horses to ride up and down. But

         Wolsey wants us to protect His Holiness against the French so that the Pope will make him Archbishop. And while we keep the

         French occupied, the Queen’s father can carry on overrunning the lands he wants without opposition. But of course neither

         Wolsey nor the King can see that they’re being used.’

      


      

      ‘And you can, I suppose,’ Richard said drily. ‘Tell me, what makes you so much more clear-sighted than either the King or

         any of his ministers?’

      


      

      Jack laughed. ‘It’s not just me, Uncle Richard. All we merchants know which way the wind is blowing – ask John Butts. We aren’t

         blinded by self-interest, that’s what makes the difference.’

      


      

      ‘Aren’t you?’


      

      ‘No,’ Jack said firmly. ‘We are self-interested, of course, but not blinded by it. The ministers of the crown, on the whole,

         are children playing with toys. Diplomacy is a game to them. To us it’s shillings and groats.’

      


      

      ‘I’m not sure you should talk like that,’ Richard said, still uneasy.

      


      

      ‘Don’t worry, Uncle,’ Belle said, holding out a hand to him. ‘We’re all family and friends here. We are quite safe – no-one

         would repeat anything.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, and talking of family,’ Jack said, looking round, ‘where is my illustrious brother? And his son-and-heir is missing

         too, I notice. Sister, what have you done with them? Come, tell, I can keep a secret as well as the next man.’

      


      

      ‘Paul has gone into the city on business,’ Anne said flatly, daring anyone to ask any further questions, ‘and my son is to

         John Butts’s house to choose a puppy. He will be brought back tomorrow.’

      


      

      Jack’s quick sympathy went out to Anne. ‘What a pity business should have dragged him away tonight. I’m sure he would have

         much rather been here with us all. Well, perhaps he will be able to join us for supper. Talking of which, when is that to

         be?’

      


      

      ‘Soon, now, dearest,’ Belle said. ‘It’s almost the hour for mass, and we shall eat at once afterwards. Perhaps we should go

         and prepare ourselves. So many of the village people will come in to mass to see you. Anyone would think you had been away

         a year instead of a week. I don’t know what it is you do to make them love you –’ Unwittingly, she was rubbing salt into Anne’s

         wounds, Jack could see. He pressed her arm in warning and said lightly, ‘Why, I bribe them, of course. I distribute pennies

         as I ride through. Come then, let us go and wash and change.’

      


      

      Richard, as the senior member of the family, led the way into the chapel a while later, but it was to Jack that all eyes turned.

         Mass was sung twice a day in the chapel at Morland Place, and more frequently on the greater feast-days, and many of the village

         people preferred to go there to hear mass than to go to their local church. Everyone was always welcome, and today the beautiful

         chapel with its family memorials was especially full, for Jack did a great deal of good amongst the ordinary folk, and he was much loved.

      


      

      The family took their places, and all knelt in private prayer, but Philip Dodds, looking round covertly, saw two faces not

         absorbed in their devotions. Belle, distracted by her physical discomfort, for she was too large with child to find kneeling

         easy, was watching Anne; and Anne was wondering where Paul was. Philip frowned. He must speak to her afterwards, and give

         her penance to do, for such secular thoughts when she should be adoring the host, but he was a very human man, and his heart

         moved with sympathy for her and for her husband, so needlessly unhappy. And he, too, wondered where Paul was.

      


      

      And then the altar-boy rang the bell, and the congregation prepared to open their hearts to the beautiful words of the mass,

         and to share in the sacred mystery of the sacrifice of the precious Body and Blood of our Blessed Lord.

      


   

      

      CHAPTER TWO


      

      The house in the Shambles was narrow and three storeys tall, the uppermost one hanging over the street and clearing by a bare

         eighteen inches the gable of the house opposite. It had no glass or even horn in its windows, and the gleams of light that

         shewed through the closed shutters revealed how leaky and imperfectly fitting even those shutters were.

      


      

      The room behind the shutters in the topmost gable was tiny and bare. There was no furniture but a small clothes chest and

         a crude wooden frame to hold the washing-basin. The bed was a mere pallet on the floor, and there were no hangings nor even

         a scrap of paint on the walls. Yet for all that, there were unexpected touches of fineness about the little room. The rushes

         on the floor were fresh, and were sprinkled with fleabane, and sweet camomile that gave up its fragrance when crushed underfoot.

         There were pillows on the mattress-bed instead of the usual block of wood. And the room was lit not by a wick dipped in animal

         tallow to give off a stinking, smoky glow, but by the straight clear flames of several beeswax candles.

      


      

      It was the candles that occupied the attention of the woman lying on the pallet that spring evening of 1513. She was resting

         on one elbow, clothed in nothing but her magnificent hair which, had she stood up, would have reached almost to her knees.

         It was of a gold so moony-pale it seemed to reflect and magnify the candlelight and fill the room with its glow.

      


      

      ‘Candles,’ she said. Her voice was low and clear, and when she spoke it seemed that laughter lay so close to the surface that

         it might break through her words at any moment. ‘Such luxury! Such extravagance! But they are so beautiful, and they fill

         the room with the smell of honey. Thank you for bringing them.’

      


      

      She turned to look at him, her dark eyes warm in her pale face, and he smiled and reached out to cup her cheek with one hand.

      


      

      ‘I thought they were appropriate, with their fine straight bodies and their pale hair,’ he said. Her eyes accepted the compliment.

         He never had to explain things to her – her mind was a subtle as his own, which was one of the reasons that he loved her.

         ‘I wish you would let me bring you more things, and richer things – presents worthy of you.’

      


      

      She shook her head. ‘Do I have to say it again?’


      

      ‘No,’ he said. She always said that she did not want presents from him, that she wanted only himself. ‘But you deserve so

         much more than you have, and Anne deserves so much less than she has.’

      


      

      ‘Hush,’ she said. ‘Don’t talk of her in that way. Don’t talk at all just now –’ And she rolled over in one swift movement

         and pressed her naked body against his, lifting her arms round his neck and kissing him. His reaction was immediate, though

         they had already made love; he grew hard for her, folded his arms round her and twisted her under him, and entered her again

         in an agony of relief. For a little while there was an end to thought, there was only their physical delight and their feelings

         for each other, rising to an exquisite crescendo; the act of making life, that seems each time like a little death.

      


      

      She pressed her nose against his skin here and there, at cheek, neck and chest, like an animal snuffling.


      

      ‘You smell so lovely,’ she said. ‘So different from everyone else. You smell rich, of wool and leather and perfumes.’


      

      ‘And you,’ he said, ‘smell of apples and honey, little bear.’


      

      She laughed and thrust herself up on both arms to hang over him, looking down through a cloud of silver-gold hair.


      

      ‘How should I not? Those are the things bears love, are they not?’


      

      ‘They are,’ he said, reaching up his hands to wind them in the golden glory as a man might take up handfuls of corn in sheer wonder at its abundance and goodness, ‘but I hope also

         that they like venison pasties and wine, because that is what I brought with me today.’

      


      

      ‘Oh lovely,’ she cried, ‘and some of those little cakes?’ He nodded, amused at her childlike enthusiasm. ‘Lovely,’ she said

         again. ‘Lovely lovely Paul. Let’s eat now. I’m so hungry.’

      


      

      ‘You are such a little animal,’ he said a while later as they ate and drank the things he had brought for their refreshment.

         ‘Snuff and growl, make love and eat and sleep, with no thought for anything. Well are you called little bear.’ Her name was

         Ursula.

      


      

      She looked at him sharply over the pasty she held in both hands. ‘You like me for that. So why do you sound – discontent?’


      

      Paul laughed uneasily. ‘Your ears are too sharp. I don’t mean to bring my discontent here to trouble you.’


      

      ‘It clings to you like fog clinging to your clothes,’ she said. ‘You come here to be easy – then tell me what is wrong. You

         may speak of anything to me without fear.’

      


      

      He touched her wonderingly. ‘You never ask for anything for yourself,’ he said. ‘For you, all is to give.’


      

      ‘I am a woman,’ she said with simple dignity. ‘Even your wife would give, if you would let her. Women grow that way, as trees

         grow upwards, until the cold wind warps them.’ He turned his head a little away, not wanting to speak about Anne now. She

         saw the gesture, and understood it, and said, ‘What is it, then, that makes you discontent? What has happened?’ She regarded

         him for a moment, and then said, ‘It is something about your brother.’ It was not a question. Paul met her eyes.

      


      

      ‘Sometimes I think you must be a witch, for you seem to know things you have no right to know.’ She did not like that, he

         saw, and so he said, ‘I don’t mean that, Ursula, forgive me.’

      


      

      ‘It is bad to talk about those things,’ she said. ‘To give them their names gives them power.’ She lay down on her back, staring into the darkness of the ceiling, and the candlelight

         flowed like water across her white skin. Paul bent his head and kissed her throat and her breasts and her belly in pure love

         and she reached out and touched his head lightly in forgiveness. ‘Tell me,’ she said.

      


      

      Paul lay down beside her and took her into his arms. This was the way they usually talked. ‘Yes, it is Jack,’ he said. ‘His

         influence seems to grow and grow. Anyone looking in from outside would think that he is master, and not I. He got his sister

         Mary a place at Court, as waiting-woman to the Spanish Queen and arranged it all without even consulting me.’

      


      

      ‘It is a good thing, is it not, to have a sister at Court?’ Ursula asked without emphasis.


      

      ‘I do not want to have to be grateful to him. And at every turn my gratitude is demanded. You know that I applied for the grant of a crest for the family?’ She nodded.

         ‘And I had hoped the grant would come through in time for the midsummer tournaments, and it seemed unlikely that the business

         would go through in time. Then my brother –’ Paul filled the sound of the word with scorn – ‘used his influence, his considerable influence at court, and had the business

         pushed through, and the grant was made yesterday.’

      


      

      There was a silence during which Paul wondered if Ursula was going to tell him what Anne and Philip Dodds and his own conscience

         had already told him, that he should be grateful to such a kind and thoughtful brother; but when she did speak, it was rather

         sadly.

      


      

      ‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘he also longs to give things to you. Why are you so hard to give to, Paul? Why do you shut yourself

         away? Do you think he does things for you out of spite?’

      


      

      Paul longed to say yes, but there was a simplicity in Ursula that demanded the truth from him. At last he said, ‘No, he doesn’t,

         but that only makes it worse.’

      


      

      ‘Why do you hate him?’ The quiet voice was relentless. He struggled with himself, and the words that came seemed wrenched

         out of him.

      


      

      ‘Because he is so good, so beloved of everyone. He can laugh and talk to the common people, and they love him. Me they salute

         respectfully; but they don’t love me. He is welcomed everywhere. The sun shines on him. His wife adores him, and he her, and

         they have five healthy children. He will take everything from me in the end, I know it. He will take the hearts of the people

         who ought to love me, and he will take Morland Place too.’ His voice became a cry of anguish. ‘I have such a fear that it

         will be his children’s children who inherit, and not mine. And he has no right, no right! He is a bastard! He is not my father’s

         son! Morland Place is mine!’

      


      

      He was gripping Ursula so tightly that he must have hurt her, and yet she made no cry, and kept still, as if afraid of giving

         him more pain. Slowly he relaxed enough for her to breathe, and then she spoke.

      


      

      ‘Dear heart,’ she said, ‘Morland Place is yours, and no-one denies it. Why do you feel you have it not? Why are you so afraid?’


      

      Paul did not answer at once. His mind was roving over the place that he loved, the beautiful house with its tall chimneys,

         the pleasure gardens, the dovecotes and fishponds and orchards; the great demesne lands, the forests, the rolling purple moors

         where the sheep grazed; the river and the mill and the tenter-fields; the great fields divided into strips which his tenants

         farmed, tenants who owed him allegiance, whose lives and fortunes and interests he ruled through the manorial court. He loved

         them all, the land that were his and the people that were his, and yet – and yet he could not possess them. He was the great

         lord, he was the master, and yet it was Jack they loved. In some way he could not understand, it all belonged to Jack, son

         of Rebecca. Paul was French Paul, the outsider, the unloved, unable to possess that which was his.

      


      

      ‘I have nothing,’ he said at last.

      


      

      ‘You have me,’ Ursula said. He looked down at her in the cradle of his arm. His own skin was dark, its natural sallowness

         made darker by the sun where he stripped off in the summer to help with the sheep, and by the sleek black hairs that grew

         everywhere on his body. He was big and hard and dark; against his skin hers looked almost unnaturally white – she was small

         and white and curvy, soft and tender-skinned. It was borne in upon him at that moment how utterly different they were; not

         like the male and female of the same species at all, but like two different kinds of animal. Here, with her, naked in her

         tiny garret, he felt safe, he felt loved, for a little while he could put off with his garments the troubles he bore than

         no-one could understand. ‘You have me,’ she said again.

      


      

      ‘No,’ he said, and his voice was dark with defeat.


      

      ‘I love you,’ she said. Their eyes met, dark eyes looking into dark eyes, like to like, in the hope of understanding.


      

      ‘I know,’ he said at last, ‘but it isn’t the same thing.’


      

      The family was gathered in the winter-parlour when he returned to Morland Place, for having dined in the hall they had supped

         in private. It was a pleasant room, with panelled walls and plaited rushes on the floor, and a great table which, when not

         in use, was covered by a rich Turkey carpet. It was warm even in winter, for one of the walls was the back of the great hall

         chimney, and the room had a fireplace of its own, too. Over the fireplace was a panel painted with the black-and-white Morland

         arms – the white running hare on a black fesse – and the motto, Fidelitas. Paul looked at it as he came in and his expression soured. To it soon would be added the crest, a black leopard sejant with

         its paws on a broken chain: for this, Paul had to be grateful to Jack.

      


      

      Anne, seated on a stool by the fire, turned to look at him. Her eyes were hidden in the shadow of her tall gable head-dress, but Paul knew they were burning with hatred in that pale, tallowy face.

      


      

      ‘So, you have come,’ she said bitterly. ‘You could not finish your “business” in time to be here for supper, I suppose.’


      

      ‘I could not,’ Paul agreed abruptly.


      

      ‘And what, pray, was so important that it kept you from your table?’ Anne went on.


      

      ‘You dare to question me?’ Paul said, enraged. ‘Be silent, woman, and mind your place.’


      

      ‘My place –’ Anne began –


      

      ‘Is to be meek and serviceable and obedient,’ Paul finished for her in a hard voice. ‘If you have any doubts about that you

         had better seek counsel of your confessor.’

      


      

      Anne might have argued, even then, but Jack threw her a look of warning, and she retired, smouldering, to her embroidery.

         Paul saw the look. He knew whom to thank for a disrespectful wife: the man who loved bold women, whose own wife sat on a stool

         at a little distance and watched with unabashed eyes which held a little mocking gleam that was never absent.

      


      

      ‘And what was the talk at supper, brother,’ Paul said to Jack now, his voice rich with irony. ‘What news of Court, eh? There

         must be something to tell.’

      


      

      Jack, in the interests of peace, took the question unambiguously. ‘It is said that the King is going himself to lead the war

         in France, because it has been going so badly.’

      


      

      ‘No doubt someone has told him that it will make all the difference,’ Belle said irrepressibly, but Jack silenced her with

         a swift glance.

      


      

      ‘So it will be a Court without a King to which my sister goes – when?’ Paul asked. It was Edward who answered.


      

      ‘In August. I ride with her, and Jack. I am hoping to see my lord of Surrey and ask for his patronage. Micah says –’


      

      ‘You do not need to rely on Micah’s influence to ask for my lord’s help,’ Paul said smoothly. ‘The house of Morland has always been close to the house of Norfolk.’

      


      

      Edward, realising his tactlessness, bowed his head graciously and said, ‘I was indeed relying on your friendliness with my

         lord, sir.’

      


      

      Paul, undeceived, turned back to Jack. ‘And who rules while the King is abroad?’


      

      ‘The Queen, as Regent,’ Jack said shortly. Paul laughed.


      

      ‘The Queen! I wonder how long the King will remain infatuated with her? Not long, I suspect. With the King away we shall have

         trouble with the Scots, I don’t doubt.’

      


      

      ‘His Grace won’t stay long away,’ Mary said quickly. ‘The Queen is with child again.’


      

      ‘God send she has better luck this time,’ Paul said in a voice which said he had no hopes of it. ‘In four years, what is it?

         Two stillbirths and a son who lived six weeks only?’ He turned his eyes on Anne. ‘A bitter thing to have a wife who does her

         duty no better than that.’

      


      

      A dull flush crept across Anne’s face at the accusation. ‘There is time yet,’ she said. ‘She is still young.’


      

      ‘Not so young,’ Paul said viciously. ‘Perhaps it would have been better for all concerned if she had died in childbirth. Then

         he could have taken a better wife – a more virtuous wife.’

      


      

      ‘Perhaps the fault may not lie with her,’ Anne said, raising her angry eyes to her husband’s. He has been lying with another

         woman, she was thinking; all this long day, in another woman’s bed, wasting his manhood on her. ‘Perhaps he may be at fault,

         and God is punishing him.’

      


      

      It was clear now even to the others that Anne and Paul were no longer talking about the King and Queen. Jack said, ‘There

         is no reason to suppose there will not be a happy outcome this time. When Mary and I saw the Queen last week she was looking

         very well and happy.’

      


      

      Boasting, Paul thought, that he is more intimate at Court than I am. ‘Even women who look healthy may die in childbed. The

         childbed fever is no respecter of nobility, or beauty, or wit, or even virtue. As you know, Jack, as you know.’

      


      

      ‘You refer to Lady Boleyn,’ Jack said. ‘Poor lady, she was so young.’ He took the bitterness out of Paul’s barb by his own

         simple kindness. Jack’s idolised Lady Boleyn had died in childbed the year before, only weeks after Belle had been brought

         to bed of her last daughter, Jane. Jack had been very upset, and even more so when Sir Thomas, left with three young children,

         had married a local farmer’s daughter of no education, birth or wealth, a choice that seemed an insult to Elizabeth Howard’s

         memory. But he refused to let Paul use that as a weapon against him. ‘You are right, the childbed fever may take anyone; but

         the King would not wish it so, I assure you. He loves Queen Catharine as dearly as on the day he married her – else he would

         not have made her Regent.’

      


      

      ‘And if he did not love her he would not have stayed faithful to her,’ Anne said sharply. Paul rounded on her and was drawing

         breath for an onslaught when Jack intervened with quiet firmness.

      


      

      ‘Paul, may I speak to you for a moment in private?’ Paul looked at him in surprise. ‘Now. It’s important.’


      

      ‘Very well,’ Paul said at last. ‘We had better go into the steward’s room.’


      

      ‘No,’ Mary said, getting to her feet. ‘Stay here. Anne and I were going up to bed anyway, and I’m sure Edward is tired too,

         aren’t you Edward? Perhaps you would call for the dips.’

      


      

      In a moment a servant had brought the slender rushlights to light them up to bed, and Jack and Paul were left alone in the

         winter-parlour with no sound to disturb them but the ticking and settling of the last of the logs in the fireplace. Paul leaned

         on the chimney piece and kicked a spurt of flame out of the charred remains with the side of his foot.

      


      

      ‘Well,’ he said. ‘What is this well-rehearsed scene for?’ Jack looked a little uncomfortable.


      

      ‘I do not know quite how to go about this. Paul, where were you this evening at the supper-hour?’

      


      

      Paul raised one dark eyebrow, and his black eyes gleamed with a kind of vicious amusement.


      

      ‘And why should I tell you that?’ he asked. Jack shrugged.


      

      ‘Because I know already.’


      

      Paul straightened slowly, removing his weight from his elbow and drawing himself up to his full, dangerous size. His nostrils

         flared with anger, and a white line etched itself round his beautiful mouth.

      


      

      ‘What did you say?’ he said menacingly. Jack stood his ground.


      

      ‘I know where you were. I followed you. I saw you go into the house on the Shambles, and a few enquiries and a handful of

         coins soon disclosed to me the name of the woman, and the fact that you have been a frequent visitor there for the past five

         years.’

      


      

      ‘How dare you?’ Paul’s voice was a whisper of rage. ‘How dare you follow me and spy on me? How dare you interfere?’


      

      ‘How dare I?’ Jack’s matter-of-fact briskness was a horrible contrast to Paul’s barely-leashed rage. ‘Because your wife is

         unhappy, and suspects – more than suspects. Because the reputation of the family is involved. The honours of both our families

         – the Morlands and the Butts. Belle and Anne were brought up together. We are all cousins. And, finally, because what you

         are doing is wrong, and you know it. Otherwise you wouldn’t be so angry at being found out.’

      


      

      Paul crossed the room in a stride, and took Jack by the throat, lifting him, in his rage, clear of the ground. His body vibrated

         with anger, with frustration that even now he wanted to kill him and could not.

      


      

      ‘You upstart, you foundling, you bastard slip, how dare you follow me? How dare you criticise me? I’ve kept you here out of

         charity, and this is how you repay me. You have no right to be here at all, you misbegotten son of a slut. Your mother came from the gutter, your mother cuckolded my father

         with his own cousin. That’s the sort of stock you come from, yet you think you can steal my inheritance. You want to usurp

         my kingdom, disinherit my son, put your own children in his place, disaffect my wife, subvert my servants. Don’t think I haven’t

         noticed the way you bribe their loyalty away from me. I’ve seen you smiling and sweeting them. But you won’t have it, do you

         hear? I won’t let you have Morland Place. I’ll kill you first. I’ll burn it to the ground, and slaughter every living thing

         in it, and salt every inch of soil before I let you have any part of my inheritance.’

      


      

      He stopped for sheer lack of breath, and for a moment remained glaring into Jack’s face, his teeth bared, his body shaking

         with emotion; and then very slowly he released Jack, letting him back down to the ground and removing his cramped, trembling

         hands from his brother’s throat. Jack stared at him with a terrible pity.

      


      

      ‘So that’s it,’ he said at last. ‘So that’s what you think. But you’re wrong.’ Paul didn’t answer. He was staring into the

         fire with dark unseeing eyes, and Jack didn’t even know if he had heard. But he went on anyway. ‘I am my father’s child, as

         are Mary and Edward. We share the same father, you and I. We are half-kin. My mother didn’t – do what you said.’

      


      

      Paul’s head turned painfully, like that of some beast goaded half to death.


      

      ‘My father loved you. He thought you were his own. She deceived him. She cuckolded him, but he loved you, you devil-spawn.’


      

      ‘Yes, he loved me. He loved us all. Our father, Paul, our father. He loved us all, but you were his first-born. The inheritance is yours. I don’t want it. I couldn’t have it if I

         did want it, and I don’t. You are the eldest son. It’s yours.’

      


      

      He put all his emphasis into his words, not knowing how much Paul heard or understood in his anguish. Paul shook his head slowly as if trying to clear it.

      


      

      ‘He loved you,’ he said. ‘He loved you best.’ His eyes, full of pain, met Jack’s. ‘I hate you,’ he whispered.

      


      

      Jack reached out a hand, and then drew it back, knowing there was no way that he could give anything to this tormented man.


      

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘you don’t.’ Paul’s eyes filled suddenly with tears. ‘You don’t hate me.’


      

      Paul turned away. ‘Just go,’ he said. ‘Leave me.’ Jack hesitated. ‘Just go.’


      

      For a long time after the soft sound of the door closing behind Jack, Paul remained motionless, his head bent, his eyes staring

         unseeing before him. No, he didn’t hate him. Acknowledgement of the truth was no comfort. He didn’t hate him. He loved him.

         He loved Jack, and he loved Amyas, and he loved Ursula, and he loved Morland Place, and every love instead of enriching him

         seemed only to drive him further and further into the darkness that filled his soul. He reached out, but could never quite

         touch those bright things for ever beyond his grasp.

      


      

      For a long time he remained motionless, and then with a sigh he left the room and walked the few steps down the passage to

         the chapel. It was lit only by the faint glow of the altar lamp and it was as dark and red and peaceful as a womb. He knelt

         at the altar rail and tried to pray, but all that came from his mind and heart was an inarticulate crying. He was still there

         at dawn when the servants rose and the boy came in to light the candles for the first celebration.

      


      

      The trouble with the Scots which Paul had foreseen came promptly that summer, in August. While the King was in France enjoying

         mild success, capturing Thérouanne and Tournai, and tasting the pleasures of a soldier abroad, an army of Scots under their

         King, James IV, crossed the Tweed and began to march south. For once Paul heard about it other than through Jack, for Jack was on the road to London with

         his brother and sister, taking Mary to Court to join the Queen’s Household.

      


      

      The Queen and the Council despatched the Earl of Surrey – son of that Jack of Norfolk who had died beside King Richard at

         the battle of Bosworth – with an army northwards to defend the Borders. Micah came with Surrey’s household, and when the army

         halted at York he was able to visit home for the first time in many years, pay his respects to his father Richard, see his

         nephew Ezekiel for the first time, and bring the news fresh and hot to his cousin Paul at Morland Place.

      


      

      ‘I have to bring you my lord Earl’s compliments and best wishes,’ Micah told Paul. ‘He wishes me to say he knows that he has

         always been able to count on the support of the Morlands, and that he hopes you will be able to spare him some men now.’

      


      

      ‘At harvest time,’ Paul said drily. ‘Well, there are worse causes, I suppose, than keeping the Scots at bay.’


      

      ‘We are not so near the border as to feel the wind rising,’ said Great Uncle Richard, who had come to Morland Place with his

         younger son, ‘but still there is threat enough.’

      


      

      ‘Jack’s friend Parr I suppose is holding Westmorland?’ Paul said.


      

      ‘Aye,’ said Richard, ‘and though I hate to say it, this is a time when that traitor Percy is almost missed. They would not

         have got so far south if Percy had still been holding the border. His son is not the man he was.’

      


      

      ‘Never mind,’ Micah said. ‘My lord of Surrey is twice the man even Percy was, as the Scots will discover.’


      

      ‘Their King must be mad,’ Richard said, ‘to march against his own brother. If marriage alliances are not to prevent that,

         I can’t imagine what they are for.’

      


      

      The Scottish King has married King Henry’s sister Margaret as part of a peace treaty between the two countries.


      

      ‘It does seem a strange thing to do,’ Micah said, ‘especially since his son is at present heir apparent to both England and

         Scotland –’

      


      

      ‘Unless the Queen bears a son,’ Richard said. This was a subject better avoided in this house, and Paul broke in with, ‘Well,

         you may tell my lord that of course I shall furnish him with men and arms, even though it is harvest time. For two pins I

         would march with them myself.’

      


      

      ‘You cannot be spared, Paul,’ Great Uncle Richard said. ‘However, I am completely expendable –’


      

      ‘Father, you can’t go!’ Micah said, half aghast, half amused. ‘At your age!’


      

      ‘I’m fifty-five, that’s all,’ Richard said, outraged. ‘Don’t tell me Surrey’s not older than that, and he’s commanding the

         forces!’

      


      

      ‘In any case,’ Micah went on, ‘you were never one to take lives, not even Scots lives.’ Micah didn’t know about the Percy

         incident. ‘The very idea of you with a bloody sword in your hand is absurd and unpleasant.’

      


      

      ‘And you are not expendable,’ Paul finished the argument. ‘I rely on you far too much to spare you, and with Jack away –’


      

      Richard grunted, appeased. ‘You’re all just trying to flatter me out of what I want to do,’ he grumbled. ‘You think I’m too

         old. Too old at fifty-five! Wait until you’re my age, then you’ll realize.’

      


      

      ‘You’re not even fifty-five until September,’ Paul interrupted him, smiling, ‘so you needn’t pretend you don’t think it a great age.’

      


      

      The army marched on, gathering men from the different musters as it made its way north, and on the ninth of September it met

         the Scots army near Flodden. The news came back a few days later of a massive defeat for the Scots, a defeat bordering on

         a massacre, for a third of the Scots army was killed, including King James, who died of his wounds within hours of the battle.

         He left an infant of two as King after him, and a Queen to be Regent who was only twenty-four and who had never been renowned for her good sense. It looked as though the Scots would not be giving much trouble

         for some years to come.

      


      

      In October the army dispersed again, and Surrey’s household went home, and King Henry, tired of soldiering, slipped home from

         France with a handful of men to join his rather too successful Queen-Regent at Richmond. Edward and Jack came home to Yorkshire,

         having missed Surrey both ways, and Edward’s future was no nearer to being settled than before. Then in November the news

         came that the Queen had miscarried, and Paul was gloomily triumphant to have been proved right again.

      


      

      Christmas at Court was very quiet that year, and some of the newer and younger maids were allowed to come home, Mary amongst

         them. She brought the story of the miscarriage, the poor Queen’s grief and fear, and how the King, to cheer her and let her

         know he still loved and valued her, had confirmed the plan to marry his other sister, the Princess Mary, to Charles of Castile,

         the Queen’s kinsman.

      


      

      ‘So you see, he doesn’t blame her, as some people have been saying,’ Mary finished. Paul looked at her questioningly.


      

      ‘Have people been saying he blames her? The people of London, you mean?’


      

      Mary blushed at her mistake. ‘It’s only rumours – gutter gossip. Everyone in the Court knows how he loves and respects her.

         He always asks her opinion on matters of state, and he couldn’t praise her enough for the way she managed the Regency while

         he was in France.’

      


      

      ‘The King’s a good man,’ Anne said significantly. Paul only gave one of his sarcastic smiles, and turned away.


      

      On Christmas Day itself the family went to the mass at the church of the Holy Trinity within the Mickle Gate of York, as was

         traditional. The Parish Church of Saint Nicholas was nearer to Morland Place, and it was to that church they went each Sunday,

         but on the great feasts they went into the city to Holy Trinity, and to the great Minster itself at Easter.

      


      

      After the mass the congregation gathered before the doors in the churchyard and spilled over into Priory Street to talk and

         wish their neighbours well and exchange news and gossip. All the Morlands had new clothes for the festival and like many others

         wanted to shew them off. Anne had a new gown of watchet-blue velvet, slashed and lined with bear’s-ear silk in which she felt

         herself to be very splendid, and she was in no hurry to leave the gathering and return to Morland Place where there would

         be no polite neighbour to comment on its glory. She stood at the church gate nodding and smiling and occasionally patting

         the ornament at her throat to draw attention to it – a cross of gold set with tourmalines.

      


      

      ‘Oh yes, my season’s gift from my husband,’ she would say when her companion obligingly noticed it. ‘Or rather, one of his

         gifts. He’s very generous. These gloves – yes, they are lovely, aren’t they? Scented with civet. From Venice, of course –’

      


      

      And gradually she became aware that she was being watched. First she shivered; and then she turned, cautiously so as not to

         appear to be looking, this way and that to seek out the eyes that were making her uncomfortable. Yes! There, over there, by

         the porch itself, a woman, plainly and neatly dressed, a yeoman’s wife perhaps, poor but not indigent. The woman was dressed

         in a grey woollen gown with a stomacher laced over a white linen chemise; neatly-starched white cap framing a pale face and

         shewing a little hair at the front. Dark eyes watching her without expression, shifting away as Anne turned towards her.

      


      

      Anne stared, sickness creeping into her stomach. The hair that shewed above the mild forehead was silver-gold, so fair it

         made Anne’s seem coarse and yellow by comparison. The woman was at some distance, and her gaze had been removed at the same

         instant as Anne’s found her: Anne had no evidence but a woman’s instinct – a wife’s instinct that she had been watched. And then a movement caught the corner of Anne’s eye, and she turned her head to see Paul,

         his head towering above the crowd as always. He was looking towards the church porch, his eyes burning in his face like black

         fire.

      


      

      Anne’s hands were cold and wet inside her new gloves and she clasped them together. No, please no, she thought, though she

         hardly knew what she was protesting about. Perhaps begging that it should not be as important as her heart already knew it

         was. She glanced back towards the woman in the grey gown, but she had already turned away and was threading her way through

         the crowd towards the east gate. As she reached it and passed through, the crowd parted a little, and Anne could see what

         before had been hidden from her – that the woman held by the hand a sturdy little boy of four or five years old. The child

         had black curly hair.

      


   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      The winter was hard, and spring came so late in 1514 that many of the poorer people simply starved to death as their winter
         supplies of food ran out. There was a grant of food every day at the gate of Morland Place, but it was little enough, for
         there was not much to spare. The dire weather had brought the wolves much further south than they normally ran, and the Morlands
         lost some sheep and even more lambs, to add to the losses caused by the weather. Ploughing and sowing would be late, which
         would mean that, if next winter set in early, some of the crops would be lost and others would simply never ripen.
      

      
      Added to that, the household normally eked out the winter salt-meat by fresh game, mainly venison, but the bitter cold and
         the prowling wolves had driven the herds from their normal runs, so that even that source of relief was lost. The Morlands
         grew gaunt, but only the weakest suffered: Belle’s newest baby, a boy born in the autumn, shrank away and died; and in the
         city Ursula dropped a dead baby well before its time. In the magnitude of the white death that gripped the land, these little
         deaths went as unnoticed as a sparrow that falls frozen from the branch.
      

      
      When at last the weather softened and the roads became passable again, the King’s former almoner and present chief advisor,
         Thomas Wolsey, came north to be invested as the new Archbishop of York. The appointment came as a surprise to many of the
         northerners, who had had no opportunity to keep up with developments in the distant and inaccessible south since Christmas.
      

      
      ‘It was said at Court,’ Jack said, ‘that he was an up-and-coming man, but I had no idea how fast he was rising.’

      
      ‘No doubt starting from so far down he feels he needs to move fast to make up the ground,’ Belle replied with a smile. ‘It’s said his father was only a butcher.’
      

      
      ‘What of that?’ Paul said. ‘The Church is a great leveller of men. If a man has the right qualities, the Church will not ask
         who his father was.’
      

      
      ‘It remains to be seen whether this Wolsey has the right qualities,’ Jack said. ‘It can certainly be said, though, that he
         has the successful ones.’
      

      
      ‘It’s all very well to talk about the Church advancing a man,’ Edward said rather peevishly, ‘but one still has to make a
         start somewhere. I’m twenty-four and I still haven’t begun a career. I’ve a mind to see Master Wolsey and ask him how I had
         better go about it.’
      

      
      Jack grinned. ‘More to the point, brother, why don’t you ask him for a position?’

      
      Paul looked thoughtful. ‘You echo my thoughts,’ he said. ‘I was intending to seek an audience with the new Archbishop to ask
         if Mary might travel down with his household when he goes south again. While I’m there, I think I’ll ask if he has an opening
         for you, Edward.’
      

      
      Edward stared at him, amazed at such generosity. ‘Would you? That would be kind of you. To be in Wolsey’s household seems
         to me to be a very good way of advancement. But hadn’t I better come with you? He may want to see me.’
      

      
      Paul hid a gleam of amusement. ‘Not so eager! If he is interested in you, he will no doubt wish to see you before making up
         his mind, but it is best for me alone to make the first approach. He’s a busy man, he won’t want to be surrounded by supplicants.’
      

      
      ‘Well, if you think that’s the best way,’ Edward said hesitantly.

      
      ‘I am sure of it. Leave it to me.’

      
      Paul had no difficulty in securing an audience, for he was one of the leading men of those parts, with considerable local
         influence, and he set off for the city very early on the day in question, for he wanted to visit Ursula while he was in York. He had been worried about her during the winter. It had been hard, during the worst weather, to get to her, and since
         she had had her miscarriage at a time when Morland Place had been cut off by snow, she had gone through that terrible time
         quite alone and unaided. He had managed from time to time to send food to her, but he had had to be very circumspect since
         Jack had discovered her existence.
      

      
      So on this day he set off before dawn, and reached the house in the Shambles while Ursula was still dressing. He shed his
         attendants outside the Minster, bidding them wait for him, and went on attended only by his most discreet and faithful man,
         who kept watch outside the house. Paul climbed the dark, narrow spiral stair, the padded shoulders of his doublet brushing
         the walls on either side.
      

      
      He knocked at the low door and entered at once, and Ursula turned in surprise which melted quickly into a welcoming smile
         as Paul crossed the room and took her in his arms. She was dressed in chemise and underkirtle, and was brushing her hair preparatory
         to hiding it under one of her linen caps.
      

      
      ‘Dearest,’ she murmured, lifting her lips for his kisses. ‘I had not expected you.’ Paul smiled.

      
      ‘If you had, would you have hastened or delayed your dressing?’

      
      ‘Which do you think?’ she laughed. ‘How long can you stay?’

      
      ‘A moment only. I wanted to see if you were well. Let me look at you.’ He put her back to arm’s length and frowned critically.
         ‘You are too thin. And pale.’
      

      
      ‘Everyone is thin, my heart, after such a winter. You are thin – see how this doublet hangs on you.’
      

      
      ‘You know what I mean, little bear. I’m afraid your miscarriage has affected your health. Tell me truly, how is it with you?’

      
      ‘It is always hard to lose a child,’ she said, ‘but, truly, I think I am well enough – or shall be when the warmth comes back into the world.’
      

      
      He took her close to him again, and she pressed her face against the fur of his collar and rubbed it like a cat.

      
      ‘Perhaps it may be as well that you lost the child,’ he said gently. ‘It could only have been an added burden.’

      
      Ursula’s face was hidden, but he knew the expression on it. ‘Only a man could talk about it being as well to lose a child.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, but you know what I mean. God knows I wish—’

      
      She pulled her face back and freed a hand to lay her fingers on his lips.

      
      ‘Shh, don’t say it,’ she said. ‘We are what we are.’ She moved away from him and resumed brushing her hair, and he watched,
         fascinated as always by the pale fire of it. ‘Isn’t it strange to you, Paul, that what you blame in your wife you are glad
         of in me. That I have only one child seems a blessing to you, but in her it is a grave fault.’
      

      
      He shifted uncomfortably. She rarely used his name, and when she did it always seemed to preface some awkward truth such as
         this. ‘You know that it is different.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I know. But the difference is your difference, and not ours.’

      
      Now her strong fingers were flying amongst the golden threads, drawing the mass into neat braids which she would pin up and
         cover for the day. He hated that women had to cover their hair, just as he would have hated it if his flower-garden had been
         covered over with blankets. He became aware suddenly of the silence and asked a little awkwardly, ‘Where is the boy?’
      

      
      She looked up under her brows. Often the child slept in the tiny windowless room next door while they were making love in
         that bed that otherwise she shared with his son. ‘It’s all right, he has gone.’
      

      
      ‘Gone?’

      
      ‘To school. You had forgotten he was going to school at St Sampson’s now?’
      

      
      ‘I hadn’t realised he had started already. I forget how time passes. It seems he has only just stopped being a babe in arms.
         And talking of how time passes—’
      

      
      ‘I know – you have to go. Ah, don’t look so guilty, my dearest heart, I am used to it now. I know that you come when you can.
         What brings you to the city today?’
      

      
      He told her of his audience, and his plan to ask for a place for Edward.

      
      ‘So generous,’ she said, and the laughter was close under the surface. He stepped nearer and put his arms round her waist.

      
      ‘You are laughing at me,’ he said, mock-threateningly. ‘You know I won’t be laughed at.’

      
      ‘You are so transparent. Do your half-kin realise too that you are doing it to be rid of them? Mary at Court, and Edward away
         with the Archbishop; if you could find Jack a place in Calais you would be happy.’
      

      
      ‘You know too much and see too much. One day you will be—’ He was about to say ‘burned as a witch’ when he managed to stop
         himself; but she had divined his thought and turned a little paler even than before. Her eyes widened.
      

      
      ‘Don’t,’ she whispered in terror. ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t ever say it. Don’t think it.’

      
      He kissed her forehead contritely. ‘Little bear,’ he said, ‘it’s all right. It means nothing.’

      
      She controlled herself with an effort, and the little colour she had crept back. She forced her mind to his business. ‘While
         you are speaking to the Archbishop, why don’t you ask him if he has a place for your son? It could be a very good advancement
         for him.’
      

      
      ‘My son?’ he said puzzled. ‘You mean—’

      
      ‘No, not my Adrian,’ she said with a wry smile. ‘I meant your acknowledged son, your Paul Amyas.’ Paul frowned. ‘Yes, I know
         what you would say, that you don’t want him out of your sight. And being your only son,’ there was no irony in her voice, ‘you would be afraid of losing him. But he needs
         experience. One day he will inherit everything. He needs to see how a great house is ordered.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose you may be right,’ he said doubtfully.

      
      ‘The poor child has no friends,’ Ursula went on. ‘Look at Jack and all the people he knows, through being out in the world.
         Contacts and patronage go with wealth and success and happiness. Would you want your Amyas to grow up alone and knowing no-one?’
      

      
      ‘Like me, you mean.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      
      ‘No, you didn’t. I did. You are right, my hinny. I have been selfish in wanting him at home with me. He is almost fourteen.
         Two or three years in and around the Court would be wonderful experience for him. I shall do as you suggest.’
      

      
      ‘Good. And now, dearest love, though I hate to see you go –’

      
      ‘Jesu, yes, I must go. Kiss me once more. I will try to come and see you again soon – this week or perhaps next—’

      
      ‘Go on, go on. I know you will come when you can. God have you in His keeping.’

      
      ‘And you, little bear.’

      
      The business was quickly concluded. All three of Paul’s requests were acceeded to; a sum of money was suggested by Paul and
         indicated to be acceptable to the Archbishop; Amyas was to enter Wolsey’s service as a gentleman groom of the bedchamber,
         Edward as junior chaplain; and Mary was to travel down with her brother and nephew and be delivered by them to Court. Paul
         was not surprised that the business had been so smoothly completed – he had understood that Wolsey was a businessman. What
         had surprised him was the state the man kept, more like a king than an archbishop.
      

      
      The room where the audience was held was richly, lavishly furnished and decorated. Priceless tapestries – real Arras tapestries
         – lined the walls; there was a carpet on the floor as well as on the table; Wolsey’s chair was huge, gilded, and filled with
         velvet cushions; pages, grooms, clerks and secretaries stood around as if it were the King’s presence chamber.
      

      
      And then there was the man himself – a man of Paul’s own age, between thirty-five and forty, and yet in his hauteur and arrogance
         and splendour seeming much older. He was a fair-skinned, ruddy-faced, broad man, already running to fat, his wide face softening
         into a loose chin like something melting downwards. His scanty hair was mouse-coloured, his eyes a faded blue, hidden for
         the most part under heavy white lids. His clothes were sumptuous and crusted with embroidery and jewels; his white, fastidious
         hands were loaded with rings, and played constantly with an orange stuck with cloves which he lifted from time to time to
         his nostrils as if the gross air that ordinary human beings breathed needed some palliative for him.
      

      
      Paul’s instant feeling was of dislike for this wide, white man. He seemed to Paul to epitomise the south and all it stood
         for – soft, sluggish life, corruption, foul air. Against Wolsey, Paul knew that he must seem hard and rough and brown, like
         something hewn out of rock or roughly carved from native oak. Yet, as he waited to be dismissed, he studied the man with a
         kind of fascination, and suddenly the heavy lids lifted, the pale eyes flashed, and the fair ruddy face wreathed itself in
         smiles, and Paul was forced to admit that the Archbishop could be charming, if he wished.
      

      
      ‘Have you no questions before you go?’ Wolsey asked him. ‘Nothing you wish to know?’ Paul hesitated, not knowing where the
         question tended, and Wolsey added ‘I never knew a man of the north who was not eager for news of the Court, and of the war.’
      

      
      ‘Yes indeed, Your Grace,’ Paul answered quickly. ‘I should be glad of news – it has been a long winter.’

      
      Wolsey sniffed at the orange, and lowered his eyelids slowly, like a cat. ‘We have abandoned the Spanish alliance, and are
         negotiating with the French. What think you of that, Master Morland?’ He replaced the orange on the desk and steepled his
         long white fingers, resting them against his mouth; but behind the relaxed mask the small eyes were alert, and Paul knew he
         was being tested: for what reason he did not know.
      

      
      ‘The Spanish alliance did not seem to bring us much gain, Your Grace,’ he said carefully. ‘King Ferdinand changed his mind
         and his side so often. A French alliance – against him—?’ He allowed a faint questioning note to creep in. The hands came
         down from the mouth and rested flat on the table. The wide face was hard.
      

      
      ‘The King would like to press the Queen’s claim to Castile, with French help against Ferdinand.’

      
      Still being tested. Paul was not au fait with international questions as was Jack, but he thought it unlikely anything could come of the Queen’s claim on Castile.
         He avoided the implied question.
      

      
      ‘The French are strong. It is well to have strong allies. And with their traditional interest in Scotland, it might be well
         to have them at our side instead of at our back.’
      

      
      He breathed cautiously, and then relaxed – not too visibly – as he saw Wolsey smile again. Apparently he had passed the test.

      
      ‘We think alike, Master Morland. Tell me, you have been to Court before, I believe?’

      
      How on earth did he know that? ‘Yes, Your Grace. Once, when the King and Queen were receiving, not long after the coronation.’

      
      ‘Perhaps it is time you were presented again. It is well to make one’s face familiar. The Princess Mary is to be married to the King of France in the summer. Your sister would perhaps be a suitable addition to Her Grace’s entourage. You
         will come to Court for the proxy marriage, and it shall be discussed. You have our leave to retire now.’
      

      
      There was no requirement for any comment, not even thanks, and in silence Paul knelt to kiss the proffered ring, and then
         bowed himself out as from a king, his mind a whirl of conflicting thoughts. So Wolsey, apparently seeing some value in him,
         was making his patronage obvious; but was there a veiled threat in the words that had passed? Paul longed suddenly for Ursula
         and the simplicity of her speech and desires. If only life could be that simple! But it would be pleasant to have influence
         at Court which did not depend on Jack, even if that influence stemmed from a one-time butcher’s son.
      

      
      When he reached home, Paul found he could not even now be first with the momentous news, for Great Uncle Richard had ridden
         over from Shawes with Elijah to dinner, bringing the news of the French alliance which they had heard in a letter from Micah.
      

      
      ‘And the messenger who brought the letter had other news that could not be committed to paper,’ Elijah said.

      
      ‘More in fact was said than was written,’ Uncle Richard put in, somewhat sourly.

      
      ‘Now, Father, don’t sound like that. You know you like gossip as well as the next man.’

      
      ‘Do I? Well, perhaps, when it hurts no-one.’ Richard helped himself from a dish as if dissociating himself from the conversation,
         and Elijah looked at him affectionately.
      

      
      ‘It hurts no-one, Father. It is only passing on information. But if it offends you—’

      
      ‘Come, come, cousin, you can’t stop there. You must tell us this mysterious news now, having whetted our appetites,’ Jack
         interrupted.
      

      
      ‘Yes, for heaven’s sake tell,’ Anne added. ‘We have been starved for news these long months.’
      

      
      Elijah looked apologetically at his father and Richard shrugged moodily.

      
      ‘Very well then,’ Elijah said. ‘After Christmas, when the Court moved up from Greenwich, the King took a mistress.’

      
      Silence greeted the revelation. Anne looked away, a dull flush colouring her face. Jack stared in astonishment.

      
      ‘What is the lady’s name?’ Paul asked, the only one to speak.

      
      ‘It is one of the Queen’s ladies, a mistress Blunt, Elizabeth Blunt. She has been at Court for some years, the King has known
         her from childhood.’
      

      
      ‘Is it sure?’ Jack asked.

      
      ‘Quite sure,’ Elijah said. ‘These things cannot be concealed at Court. The Queen takes it very philosophically, it seems.
         After all, for a king, one mistress after all these years is not so very terrible. Kings are not like ordinary men, they cannot
         be judged by ordinary standards. The King of France—’
      

      
      ‘Let us not take France for an example, my son,’ Richard said. ‘And as to kings being unlike ordinary mortals – they ought
         to be better, if they are different, and set an example to their people.’
      

      
      ‘Oh Father, you know that’s not the case. Besides, the King, it seems, did not take a mistress purely for his own pleasure
         but for reasons of State.’
      

      
      ‘Reasons of State!’ Richard said explosively, but Paul broke in more quietly, ‘What reasons, cousin? Is it something to do
         with the French alliance?’
      

      
      Elijah turned to him, nodding. ‘The Queen’s inability to bear a child, and her father’s duplicity during the French war, were
         the combined reasons for repudiating the Spanish alliance. The King, it seems, spoke to the Council about the possibility
         of putting the Queen aside and marrying again.’
      

      
      ‘Putting her aside? But he can’t!’ Anne cried. Paul turned his eyes on her, about to say something bitter and hurtful; but
         in his mind he heard Ursula’s voice – The difference is yours, not ours – and he held his tongue. Elijah went on, ‘It seems he has doubts of the validity of the marriage on account of his consanguinity
         with the Queen. She was married to his brother, which is a forbidden degree of relationship. When the old King first suggested
         he marry her, it seems he spoke then against the idea, but was persuaded afterwards for it. But her inability to bear a child
         seems to support the view that the marriage was not a true marriage.’
      

      
      There was a long silence while these ideas were absorbed. Finally Jack said in a rather distant voice, ‘Whether or not these
         things be true, what can this have to do with the King’s taking a mistress?’
      

      
      ‘I believe,’ Elijah said unhappily, ‘that the idea is to prove that it is no fault of his that the Queen has no child, so
         as to make it certain.’
      

      
      ‘That’s enough! This is shocking talk, and we shall have no more of it at the table,’ Great Uncle Richard said, bringing his
         large fist down with a bang that made the plates jump. It was not his place to say such a thing, but Paul agreed with him,
         though for political rather than moral reasons, so he broke in smoothly, ‘You are right, Uncle. Should we not instead talk
         of my sister’s great good fortune? How should you like to go to France, Mary?’
      

      
      Princess Mary was married by proxy on the thirteenth of August, at Greenwich. At the end of a long and exhausting day, Paul
         and Richard retired to their quarters, a tiny room in a remote part of the huge and rambling palace, and prepared for bed.
         They undressed in silence, unlacing each other since their servants had long since disappeared in the general drinking and
         merrymaking, but at last Richard paused, stretched, and said, ‘Well?’
      

      
      ‘Well what?’
      

      
      ‘What are your impressions? What do you think of the principal characters in the play we have just seen?’

      
      Paul was rather fuddled with wine, and he too paused in taking off his hose to consider.

      
      ‘The Queen didn’t look well,’ he said at last. ‘Perhaps the heat, and her pregnancy – but she looked tired, and – old.’

      
      ‘She is past thirty,’ Richard mused. ‘She conceives easily enough, it seems, but—’

      
      ‘Perhaps that supports the King’s idea—’ Paul began. Richard crossed to him quickly.

      
      ‘Shh! Not here. I think that has all been forgotten, anyway, now that the Queen is with child again. The King, tell me what
         you thought of the King.’
      

      
      Paul cast his mind back to the brief moment when it had been his turn to approach the dais, kneel, kiss the King’s hand, and
         rise again. There could never have been any doubt in anyone’s mind, not even a stranger from the other end of the world, which
         person in the room was the King, for he towered above the rest, taller even than Paul, and altogether bigger-built: a giant
         of a man, well-built, powerful and athletic, his sheer physical presence enhanced by the jewelled splendour of his clothes,
         white and deep blue sewn with pearls and sapphires and diamonds, trimmed with fur, lined with silk.
      

      
      A young man, Paul remembered, twenty-four or five; a fair, clean-shaven face, broad at the cheekbones and as pretty as a girl’s,
         clear-skinned and pink-cheeked; bright blue eyes, long-lashed; smooth reddish-blond hair hanging to the shoulders from under
         a velvet cap. It was a face, he thought, innocent of guile, innocent, perhaps, even of power. He thought of Wolsey, remembered
         the King’s arm flung affectionately across ‘Our dear Tom’s’ shoulder. Yes, innocent of power, perhaps. The blue eyes had smiled
         at Paul, the melodious voice greeted him. And yet – and yet – there was something ugly, wasn’t there, about his mouth? Paul, drink-dazed, didn’t know.
      

      
      ‘An improvement on his father,’ he said at last, making a joke of it. Richard looked thoughtful.

      
      ‘I wonder. He reminded me of King Edward. He looks a lot like him, tall and golden. The same broad, long-chinned face. But
         King Edward was – subtle. A king brought up to know his kingship and what it entailed. King Henry has never had to wonder
         what gives him his power. Perhaps that’s the difference.’
      

      
      ‘You were disappointed?’ Paul asked, puzzled. He had heard the tone rather than the words.

      
      ‘Not disappointed, really. I hadn’t expected much more. Paul, do you remember my mother?’

      
      Paul rubbed his eyes sleepily. ‘What a question, at this time of night! Yes, I remember her. I remember dancing with her on
         her last birthday. She smelled of roses. I was afraid of her.’
      

      
      ‘She once said to me that King Edward and King Richard had made kingship different – that they had shewn that a king serves
         the people rather than the people the king.’
      

      
      ‘What an extraordinary idea,’ Paul yawned. Richard stared into the darkness sadly.

      
      ‘I think King Henry would agree with you. I don’t think he’ll ever have any doubts as to who serves whom while he reigns.’
         He thought for a moment, and Paul, down to his shirt at last, flung himself onto the mattress and tugged at the blanket, ineffectually
         since he was lying half on it. ‘I think it is not a step forward,’ Richard said at last. There was no reply. Paul, giving
         up on the blanket, had fallen asleep.
      

      
      All princesses are automatically beautiful, but the Princess Mary would have been considered beautiful even had she not been
         a princess. She had a delicate, heart-shaped face, brilliant violet eyes, hair like burnished copper, an exquisite, dainty figure. Everyone in the Court was in love with her,
         and there was no doubt that she would lead the King of France a merry dance, provided he remained alive for long enough: it
         was said he was very, very old and also frail. A sad waste, it seemed, to be marrying such a vivacious young girl to such
         a grey old stick.
      

      
      Such, at least, was Mary Morland’s opinion, and she found it was shared by many of the girls who were gathered at Court to
         be looked over by the new Queen of France with a view to being included in the entourage. Mary felt a little out of things,
         for she was older than the other unmarried maids, and too young to be included with the more senior matrons. Having not been
         at Court for long, she did not know many people, and although she was not the only young woman from distant parts, it made
         her feel isolated. She did have one friend, however – Mary Boleyn, the daughter of Jack’s friend, and also a recently-joined
         member of the Queen’s Household. Mary Boleyn was sixteen, six years younger than Mary Morland, but she was quite bright and
         forward for her age, and so the two girls got on reasonably well.
      

      
      Mary Boleyn did not share Mary Morland’s views on the Princess’s plight.

      
      ‘I shouldn’t mind at all. Being so old, he won’t trouble her much. She only has to lie with him until she gets with child,
         and then she needn’t trouble any more. Once she has given him an heir, she may do as she pleases, and take a lover. Better
         to marry an old man you don’t like than a young one.’
      

      
      ‘That’s shocking talk,’ Mary Morland said. The Princess, take a lover?’

      
      ‘Haven’t you noticed,’ Mary Boleyn said, ‘the way a certain person looks at her, and she at him?’
      

      
      ‘Who do you mean?’ asked Mary Morland, who hadn’t.

      
      ‘Why the King’s friend, of course – Charles Brandon. Didn’t you know they were in love? It’s all over the Court.’

      
      ‘You’re making it up,’ Mary Morland said. Mary Boleyn looked indignant.
      

      
      ‘Indeed I am not – ask anyone. Ask Anne Grey or Anne Dacre if you don’t believe me. They say,’ she drew closer and lowered
         her voice, ‘they say that the Princess only agreed to marry the King of France on condition that when he dies she’ll be allowed
         to choose her own next husband. And that’s why the King made Master Brandon Duke of Suffolk, because the Princess couldn’t
         marry anyone less than a Duke.’ Mary Morland’s astonishment was very satisfactory. Mary Boleyn felt worldly-wise beside her.
      

      
      ‘Choose her own husband? Who ever heard of such a thing,’ Mary Morland said at last. Mary Boleyn smiled knowingly.

      
      ‘The Princess believes it will be so, but it’s my belief the King only said that to keep her sweet. When the time comes, he
         will make her marry the person he chooses. She is too valuable to him.’ She had heard her father and his friends talk like
         this, and it was good to be able to be knowing, especially with someone older than herself. ‘I hope we are chosen to go to France,’ she said next. ‘It will be so much more fun than here.’
      

      
      ‘Will you stay here, then, if you aren’t chosen?’

      
      Boleyn made a face. ‘I don’t think so. My father will send me to Burgundy I expect, if I don’t go to France, and that will
         be even worse. Still, I think we’ll be chosen. The Princess is to have a very big retinue. The Grey girls are bound to be
         chosen, but after all, we are relatives of the King, through our mother.’
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