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    This book is dedicated to Sian and Anna,


     who are steadily building the future,


     whilst I am fossicking around in the past
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    10th April 1551 – Shute House, Devon




    Looking back, it was probably the most important day of my life, the day which would change everything, but at the time, soaked to the skin and shivering as I was, it didn’t feel like it.




    It had started so well. Everyone in Shute House and right across the estate was up early and looking forward to getting a glimpse of the Lord of the Manor, Lord Henry Grey, his fearsome wife Lady Frances, and his three daughters, Lady Jane, Lady Catherine, and Lady Mary.




    Like everyone else, I had dressed in my best clothes and was in my allotted place in the Great Hall an hour before the party was expected to arrive. Then, at the last minute, came word that the cattle had broken loose and were in the yard – right where the Grey family were due to make their arrival. In a minute, the servants were panicking and, as Under-Steward, it fell to me to correct the situation – and immediately.




    We soon had the cattle driven out from the yard and back to the fields where they belonged, but as we walked back toward the house, the heavens opened and by the time we got there, running as fast as we could, we were all soaked. There was no time to change clothes and in any event, as I was already wearing my best clothes, I had nothing suitable to change into, so the only thing to do was sit beside the huge fire in the kitchen and hope I dried out before the Grey family arrived.




    It was not to be.




    For the last three weeks, since we had heard that the Lord of the Manor was coming to visit his estate, there had been talk of nothing else, and considerable apprehension, for a visit by the Lord signalled change, and in these difficult times most of us in the valley assumed this would be change for the worse. Life here in Devon was quieter than it was said to be up-country, and that was how most of my friends and neighbours liked it. The death of King Henry VIII and his succession by the boy king Edward had thrown much of the country into turmoil and now the whole community feared that the arrival of the Lord from his distant lands would shatter the peace of our ordered, and by most people’s standards, comfortable existence.




    But I took a different view. I saw the visit as a challenge and as an opportunity to better myself, and that was why it was so disappointing to be here, wet, in the kitchen, instead of being prepared and in the entrance hall, ready to make a good impression.




    Suddenly, there was a tense flurry of activity amongst the cooks and servants, and the party swept into the room. John Deyman (the steward and my immediate master) came last, speaking rapidly as he entered, his nervousness clear to everybody.




    As expected, Lord Henry and Lady Frances, known more formally by their titles of Marquess and Marchioness of Dorset, listened attentively, eyes alert, missing nothing. This was their first visit to Shute, their only estate in Devon. As it was a long and difficult journey from their main home of Bradgate Park in Leicestershire, we guessed it would be some time before they visited again.




    “And this, my Lord, is said to be the largest fireplace in England; larger even than the Great Fireplace at Hampton Court.”




    The whole family stood and admired the twenty-two-foot-wide fireplace. Then, slowly, one by one, their eyes moved to the corner of the inglenook and looked at me. I tried not to cower in the corner but put a brave face on it, and looked back at them, trying to appear more confident than I felt.




    It was the three sisters who attracted my attention the most. They could not have been more varied in appearance. The tallest, and by far the prettiest, was as handsome a girl as I had ever seen. She looked older than her reported fourteen years, with a straight back, red-gold hair falling down a long neck to shapely shoulders, and the healthy glow of someone who has lived her life comfortably, and in the fresh air of the country. She was richly dressed, with a tight, embroidered stomacher making it impossible to be unaware of her developing figure. There was no doubt; this girl was, indeed, beautiful by anyone’s standards.




    She seemed disinterested in the formal proceedings, and, as John Deyman continued his inventory, her eyes remained on me, appearing to take in every aspect of my discomfort. She smiled, her long eyelashes lifting slowly to reveal soft hazel eyes. They reminded me of the golden brown cattle I had seen once on a fishing trip to the island of Jersey, but there was nothing of the cow about her look. Her gaze was long, confident, and penetrating, as if she were examining a peach before deciding whether to eat it or not. I was that peach, and it made me feel disturbed, yet strangely excited. I thought about standing up, but her eyes moved on; it appeared I had been dismissed. So that was Lady Jane Grey. She was beautiful, fascinating, but also, in a strange way, disconcerting; in short, quite a challenge altogether.




    Relieved that the family’s eyes had moved on, I took the opportunity to look at the other two sisters. The next was smaller, more petite and reserved, with red hair, very pale skin and freckles on her nose and cheeks. This must be Lady Catherine, I thought. She looked younger than Lady Jane, but perhaps not the three years younger that we had been told. Her manner was quite different from that of her sister; her gown was plain black velvet with little decoration, whilst her face, almond-shaped with high cheekbones, had a nervous, haunted look, totally lacking the vivacious self-confidence of her elder sister. As John Deyman continued his nervous description, her large brown eyes swept the room quickly, and before I could avert my gaze, she, too, caught my eye and held it.




    Once more I felt uncomfortable; for this sister seemed to be looking at me disdainfully, as if I were a troublesome irritant in her life, but when I held her glance in return, and looked directly at her, she quickly looked away. Somehow I took an immediate dislike to her; she looked cold, withdrawn and self-consciously pious; much less fun than her sister. I could see that she carried a leather-bound book and seemed to hold it before her, almost as a shield, as, once again, she listened dutifully to John Deyman, who, regaining his confidence, continued to describe the items on his inventory.




    “The kitchens are well equipped my Lord, and can comfortably provide a feast for over a hundred guests if called upon to do so. In your grandfather’s day, the First Marquess and Lady Cicely would entertain grandly here, especially at Christmas and after the harvest. On Saturday you will see the proof of the pudding, for we have, as you instructed me in your message, invited the leading members of the community here to dinner.”




    Lord Henry Grey, the present Marquess of Dorset, nodded his understanding. He did not look very excited at the prospect; indeed it did not look as if he had any intention of entertaining regularly here, and why should he? Bradgate Park was known to be one of the great Park estates of middle England and on a far grander scale than Shute. Still, it was nice that during his stay here he intended to meet some of the local people and to offer them his hospitality.




    Safe now from their attention, I looked round for the third sister. This must be Mary. She was different again. Whereas her older sisters were already beautiful young women, each in their different ways, she was not only much younger, but diminutive and deformed. It was hard to tell her age. It was said she was six, but she looked smaller than that, dwarf-like, with a hunched back and a pronounced limp. At the same time, her face was older than a child’s – already more like an adult, with no softness and no innocence visible at all.




    Quietly, I watched her standing in the corner, the firelight flickering across her face, and, for the third time, I felt uncomfortable. She wasn’t like a normal child; there was something sinister in her manner as she looked round the room with black eyes. They reminded me of a raven, hopping round the yard, beady eyes missing nothing, as she surveyed the room from beneath heavy, lowered brows. I wondered what had caused her deformity; if she had been ill, or had been injured earlier in life. If so, she must have recovered well, for she did not appear to be in pain, and clearly had not missed a single thing which had taken place since the party had entered the room, including her older sister’s look in my direction.




    “And who is the handsome young man steaming himself dry in our kitchen? It seems that supreme fireplaces breed stalwart occupants.”




    I was shaken from my daydreaming by the booming voice of Lady Frances Grey. Confused, I looked up to see that John Deyman had stepped back from his address, and all eyes were now on me.




    There was no escape. This was the moment I had planned for; my opportunity to make a good impression on his Lordship and his family and perhaps better myself in the process. Again, I thought of standing, but something told me not to, and instead I cleared my throat and leaned forward beside the fire.




    “I am Richard Stocker my Lady, son of John Stocker of Shute. My father is a free-holding gentleman, and farms over near Northleigh.” I nodded toward the window, feeling more confident now that I had started talking.




    “My elder brother, John, lives and farms up the Umborne valley, toward Wilmington. Since John will also inherit my father’s farm in due course, I came here three years ago, looking for a position, and have been in charge of the Park and farms for the last two years. Last year I was appointed Under-Steward.”




    Lady Frances’s look was so penetrating that I ran out of words and paused, looking at her, waiting for her lead to continue.




    “Well Under-Steward, tell me – why are you sitting there, soaking wet?”




    By her manner, she might have been talking to her spaniel. I looked across to John Deyman, who shook his head imperceptibly and gave a small frown. It was clear he did not want me to admit to the mess with the cattle.




    I said the first thing I could think of. “A storm came across the valley as I was coming back from the horses my Lady.” Without thinking, I brushed the raindrops from my sleeve into the fire, which hissed its response. “It’s only a bit of damp. I’ll soon dry here by the fire if it please you my Lady”




    Lady Frances grunted, moving closer to me, so close I could smell her perfume.




    “Young man – can you read?”




    This was the opportunity I had been waiting for.




    “Yes my Lady, and write, both in English and in Latin. Colyton has a very good parish school and my mother made me attend from a young age.”




    She tipped her head, to catch the reflected firelight and examined me like a good judge of horseflesh, about to buy a horse. She was an imposing woman, nearly as tall as me – little short of my six feet in height, large-framed and confident, with a voice to match. Once more she leaned close, and again I could smell the heavy scent of her perfume. Looking deep into my eyes, as if to convey an inner message, she grabbed my leg, high on the thigh, then squeezed it hard. I dared not speak, but stared into her searching eyes.




    She smiled at me and without turning, called to her husband, laughing. “He’s got the thighs of a horseman.” Then, to me, and speaking under her breath, she added, “And the sausage of a countryman, I’ll wager.” At the same time she squeezed my leg again, this time a little higher, and more gently.




    I looked across the room to see how his lordship was reacting, then back to her. I was aroused, nervous and confused, but already she seemed to have forgotten me. She stood back, carefully avoiding the stone arch above the fireplace as she did so, and turned to John Deyman, the mood changing in an instant.




    “Do we hunt this country, Steward?”




    John Deyman stiffened, as all attention was once again focused on him. Carefully, he tried to regain his composure. “When we get the opportunity my Lady, yes we do, both with the bow and the falcon.”




    “Excellent. Then we shall have some sport. Organize the best hunting you can for tomorrow morning. I have ridden at cart’s pace for too long on the journey down here and need some proper exercise.” She walked over to the window and looked down the valley toward Colyton.




    “Are those our deer parks I see down there?”




    He was more confident now. “No my Lady, those are the parks of Colcombe Castle, which was owned by the Marquess of Exeter, Henry Courtenay, until his execution. They were escheated by the Crown and sold to the merchants of Colyton six years ago. Your estate spreads over the hill behind us, toward Dalwood, and up the Umborne valley to the right.”




    “Sold off to the merchants eh? King Hal was always short of money.” It was the first time Lord Henry had spoken, but Lady Frances cut him short. She looked briefly at her husband, who avoided her look, and turned her attention back to me.




    “Is your Colyton a rich town young man?”




    I answered proudly. “Aye Lady, third or fourth in Devon they say. The wool trade does us well in these parts.”




    She nodded. “Very well.” Her interest in business matters seemed to have waned as rapidly as it had arisen. Casually, she addressed the room, clearly confident that all were listening and hanging on her every word.




    “Right! Let’s to work. Never mind the neighbours, it’s hunting we are discussing. Come on Richard, you and the Steward rouse yourselves and show us some action. I expect the two of you can muster up everything we shall need. I will use a full longbow – none of your silly little cut-down bows for women. Full-sized, do you hear?”




    She turned to her daughters.




    “Catherine, I assume you and Mary will ride out with us?”




    “Of course, Mother, nothing would stop me.”




    I looked across the room, confused, for the reply came from the sister I had assumed to be Lady Jane.




    The matter was immediately resolved, for Lady Frances continued, now clearly addressing the smaller and quieter of the two elder sisters.




    “What about you Jane? Surely you can leave your books for a morning? The Devon air will do you good.”




    The smaller, more pious sister smiled quietly. “Thank you mother but you know I do not enjoy the chase. I should prefer to read in the garden. It looks beautiful, and I can get all the Devon air I need there. I shall enjoy the view. Perhaps, God willing, I will be able to watch you hunt the valley from the garden path.”




    Lady Frances shrugged dismissively. “Do as you please. You normally do.”




    She turned to Lord Henry. “We seem to have planted a weed in our garden. I suppose all this education will pay off one day. Come Henry, let’s complete this inspection and let the cooks get to work. I could eat a bullock.”




    The group swept out of the room, and I was left pondering my faulty identification of the sisters. The Grey family were every bit as forthright as their reputation, and failing to recognize which sister was which was not a very auspicious start. But first I had to get my clothes dry. I would need them in the morning, if I was to join in the hunt – and with Lady Catherine riding out, I would not miss it for the world.
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    18th April 1551 – Shute House




    I looked around the crowded room. Already the buzz of conversation was deafening. This was going to be a dinner to remember – for all of us.




    It was seven days since the Grey family had arrived at Shute, and thanks be to God, the hunting had been a success. The whole of March had been wet and the beginning of April no better, but now, at mid-month, the mornings were clear and bright and, if you could keep out of the keen wind, it was quite warm. John Deyman and I had been run off our feet, ensuring that the family enjoyed the best sport the estate could offer, and so far we had been lucky.




    Although Lady Frances’s hope for wild boar had once again been disappointed, the deer had run particularly well this morning, and she had shot a large stag unaided, returning to Shute House in good spirits. As usual, Catherine and Mary had stayed up with the hunt all morning and as they dismounted their horses in the yard, both had been talking at the same time, and glowing with fresh air and excitement. I ran forward to warn the cooks.




    The girls had still been talking when they trooped into the Great Hall a few minutes ago. We had known for days that today’s dinner was to be a large and formal affair. The Dorsets had sent messages to John Deyman even before they had arrived that they regularly kept open house at Bradgate Park, entertaining up to 200 of their neighbours and the merchants of nearby Leicester, and would expect to do the same at least once while they were visiting their Devon estate. As a result, he had immediately prepared a suggested guest list, and as soon as it was approved, had issued it with as much dispatch as he could. Now, a week later, we were here. The centre table in the hall was crowded with the local dignitaries. Everyone wanted to be close to the high table, where the family sat, and I had finally found a space at the far end, between two freehold farmers, friends of my father, from across the valley.




    I was as excited as my neighbours around me. The visit of the Lord of the manor was seen by everyone in the valley and the area beyond as a significant event, and the more important in our case, as, with a distant Lord of the manor, it happened only rarely. Just to be spoken to by Lord Henry Grey, Marquess of Dorset, was honour enough, but to be invited to join the family at dinner was very special – something I knew would be talked about for months afterwards.




    My father was as excited as any and had pushed his way into a prime space close to the high table, where he was deep in conversation with two wool merchants from Colyton and a ship owner from Lyme Regis, who called himself Merchant Blackmore. Nobody knew his first name and none dared ask him, for he was a huge man with a black beard, and his temper was said to be fearsome. None the less, it appeared he had heard about the event and managed to wheedle himself an invitation.




    The table was already full and the food was beginning to arrive, when I noticed a latecomer slipping quietly into the room, and trying to find himself a space. It was Thomas Marwood, from Blamphayne, in the Coly valley; the immediate neighbour of my father’s farm. Dr Marwood was a physician, who had learned his medicine at Padua in Italy a few years before, and who now practiced in Honiton, about six miles away, over the hill. As always, I was pleased to see him, and making a space beside me, beckoned him to sit down.




    “Well Richard. We are indeed in exalted company today. How goes your arm these days?”




    I lifted my left arm as far as the crush around us would allow. “It is well Thomas, thank you. Totally healed and with no weakness.”




    I had broken the arm in two places when a falling beam in my father’s barn had landed on me during building work. I was only eleven years old at the time and the break had been bad, made worse by a gaping wound from oak splinters. My mother had worried herself sick. She was sure I would lose the arm, or worse, but Dr Marwood, who had not long then returned from Padua, had cleaned and sewn the wound with Woundwort and splinted the arm with hazel sticks. Thanks to his ministrations, I had made a total recovery, and I and my family were forever grateful to our skilful neighbour.




    “Glad to hear it boy. I hear you are hunting with the royals these days?”




    I looked at him sideways. “Hardly Thomas, but I was allowed to ride with his Lordship and his family yesterday and today – except Lady Jane that is; she does not hunt with us.”




    Thomas looked along the smoky room to the diminutive pale figure on the high table. “Ah yes. I have heard a great deal about our Lady Jane. I have it on good authority she is one of the brightest stars in the country; nearly as learned as his Majesty King Edward. They say she reads and writes Latin, Greek, Italian and French indeed, and is an accomplished musician to boot.”




    I followed his eyes and watched Lady Jane pecking delicately at her food. I nodded. “I have not heard her speak any of those languages, but she does always have a book in her hand and keeps herself to herself.” Instinctively, my eyes strayed further down the table. “Her sister Catherine is beautiful don’t you think?” I tried not to sound too interested, but I must have failed, for Thomas grinned at me before turning back toward the high table.




    He followed my gaze and for a few moments studied Lady Catherine as she chatted animatedly with all around her. He smiled at me conspiratorially. “Indeed. A real beauty.” His look became more serious as he said, very pointedly, “Two beauties, and born of a powerful family with royal connections. No doubt they will both be traded in the marriage market before too long.”




    I must have looked disappointed, for he quickly changed the subject. “Where is the third sister?”




    I tried to point as unobtrusively as possible with the end of my knife. “There sir. At the end of the table. The – er – the very small one.”




    Dr Marwood nodded. “Ah yes, the dwarf?” He watched carefully for a few moments, taking in the mannerisms of his subject and the way those around her responded to her obvious affliction. After some time, he nodded, quietly, as if making a decision, and turned back toward me.




    “An interesting case. Why, I wonder, did the Good Lord bring that malady upon her? All the brains gone into the first and the beauty into the second perhaps? Nothing left for the third.” He leaned over, carefully cupping his hand round his mouth and, beckoning me to lean close, whispered, “I have a theory it’s to do with in-breeding. Too much undiluted Tudor blood. You get the same problem with sheep and cattle, but don’t say so out loud or we’ll be flogged or worse.” He winked.




    I stared at him, not for the first time, shocked at his candour. Ever since I had known him, he had been an inspiration. Full of ideas, many original, or so it seemed to me, and some of them appearing to border on the heretical, although he was, as we all were in the valley, a devout Catholic. On long winter nights before my move to Shute House, I had loved to walk down the valley to Blamphayne and sit with him, listening to his thoughts about medicine, life, and the world in general. What courage it must have taken to leave Devon and travel all the way to Italy to learn medicine. Since my arm had been mended and I had come to Shute, I had had little opportunity to see my friend, and it was good to be sitting next to him again.




    The feast began to arrive; it was like nothing I had ever seen before and would have fed my family for months. Nor, judging by their reactions, had any of the Colyton merchants seen anything like it either.




    First there was soup, thick and hearty, made with proper meat stock, not like the thin stuff we normally ate. Next came the turbots. I knew these were fresh from Axemouth, as I had been to get them myself. These were followed by chickens, geese and mutton – all fresh from the home farm, with sundry vegetables gathered from all over the valley and some even from Exeter market.




    Finally, this was topped by apple pies and a vast choice of French cheeses, which John Deyman had had sent over from Lyme. Perhaps that was how Merchant Blackmore had found his way into our throng; the cheeses must have come over from France, together with the wines and brandy, in one of his boats. What I could not understand was how John Deyman had managed to find apples in such good condition in April; I knew that those we had stored in the house had run out or gone bad soon after Christmas. But find them he had, and the pie was sweet and good.




    The French wines and brandy kept flowing, and our neighbours kept accepting it. Not much came free to any of us these days and, as one of the Colyton merchants said to me, as he burped his way through enough food and wine for half-a-dozen men, it would be churlish to reject hospitality so carefully planned and so lavishly presented.




    The afternoon wore on, the guests relaxed and the atmosphere grew increasingly merry. But throughout it all, everyone’s eyes remained on the high table. The Marquess and his Lady did not seem in the slightest put off by everyone watching them – I suppose they were used to it – and ate heartily and toasted their guests liberally. I noticed that Jane ate little and drank even less, but the family seemed not to notice. She seemed remote from the other members of the family, and I could only assume it was because she was excluded from discussing the pleasures of the hunt, not having taken part.




    Catherine, on the other hand, seemed to be right in the middle of things, and really enjoying herself. I watched her bright eyes in the flickering light of the rush lamps, as the afternoon wore on, and on a number of occasions she seemed to look down the table and notice me at the far end. The next time she looked at me I smiled. Perhaps it was my imagination, but she seemed to smile back as she looked at me, and her eyes held mine for a moment, as if she was trying to send me a message.




    Again, I looked up at the high table, and again she seemed to be looking at me. What were those looks meant to convey? I had noticed that she had ridden quite close to me for most of the morning, but apart from a few seemingly accidental moments when she had brushed against me as we squeezed though narrow gaps in the trees, nothing specific had passed between us, and we had barely spoken.




    As I watched, I saw her say something to her father, who looked down the room at me, and turned to the steward behind, who immediately signalled to me to approach. What had she said? What had I done wrong? Nervously, I clambered from my tight position on the long bench and approached the high table.




    Lord Henry looked at me. “Master Richard?” I nodded. “Lady Catherine here has a question for you.” He turned to his daughter, who spoke immediately, looking at me intently with those huge eyes. “Are we a long way from the sea here, Master Richard?”




    I was about to reply, but Lord Henry frowned at her. “The sea, girl? What interest do you have in the sea?”




    “Father, I am nearly old enough to be married, and I have never even seen the sea.” She turned back to me, smiling her lovely open smile and, as my knees weakened, spoke directly to me.




    “Father says Bradgate Park is almost the belly-button of England; it’s as far from the sea as it is possible to be in any direction, and for that reason, I have never seen it. I would love to see the sea. They say it smells of salt? I don’t understand that, for salt does not smell of anything, does it?”




    I was surprised. I had been born only three miles from the seaport of Colyford and not more than five miles from the open sea at Axemouth, and had often joined boats fishing in the bay and sometimes sailed as far as the Channel Islands. Once, I had been allowed to join the crew of a trading vessel, carrying kersey cloth and Honiton lace from Colyford to Antwerp. The sea was as familiar to me as the fields, hedges and rivers. How could anyone have lived in England and never have seen it? I tried to concentrate as the whole family gave me their full attention, and I was aware that the noise in the room had suddenly reduced to a murmur as everyone tried to hear what I was being asked, and what my reply would be.




    As soon as I started to speak, I felt more confident.




    “The sea is very close Lady Catherine. If you rode with me to the top of Shute Hill – here, at the back of the house, I could show it to you. It is indeed salty – you may even be able to smell it from the hilltop if the wind is in the right direction. With permission I could even take you right to the water’s edge and you could walk in the sea in your bare feet.” I looked carefully at Lord Henry as I said it, afraid that I had over-stepped the mark. He didn’t respond, but looked at Lady Catherine.




    “May I ride with Master Richard to see the sea, Father?” she asked animatedly. As she spoke, I noticed a change of expression pass fleetingly over young Lady Mary’s face. What did it signify? There was something strange about the diminutive figure opposite me; as if she was in the family but not of it, a member but not a participant. Yet as I waited for Lord Henry to reply, I realized that the youngest daughter took full advantage of being overlooked (in both senses); those raven eyes were watching again, capturing and considering every piece of conversation which passed above her head. She made me feel uncomfortable.




    “I will not have you ride out alone.”




    Lady Frances, had made her announcement in a loud voice. She seemed fully aware that the eyes of the room were on her, and now all ears awaited the remainder of her reply. “It is not seemly.”




    Catherine began to protest, but her mother, leaning across to her close in front of me, continued in a lowered tone. “Perhaps you and Master Richard may ride to the sea tomorrow morning Catherine, so long as both your sisters accompany you, but we will not decide it here. We shall discuss this later.” Her eyes lifted and she signalled me to return to my place at the lower table. It was clear who made the decisions in the Grey household, and it was not Lord Henry.




    As I turned to return to my place, my heart sank. It seemed unlikely that the prim Lady Jane could ride a horse at all, and my chance of a private conversation with Catherine would be severely limited if Raven-eyes was watching us every second.




    I was stepping down from the high table when Lady Jane continued the conversation. I paused and looked back. She appeared to be speaking to me.




    “I should very much like to join you Master Richard, but as your invited guest, not on sufferance, as my sister’s chaperone.” I looked at her in surprise. It was the first time she had acknowledged my existence, let alone spoken to me. I bowed my head, in acceptance, hoping I was doing the right thing.




    “Enough. It is agreed, you will all go tomorrow. We can discuss the details later.” Lady Frances hissed her decision to the family, Mary’s participation seemingly being taken for granted without anyone waiting for her reply. Lord Henry sat back impassively, and I made a hasty retreat to my place at the other end of the room. The mistress had spoken and ours was to obey – including, it seemed, her husband.
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    Later that evening, when the guests had departed, I received a message confirming that the journey to the sea would take place the following morning and that I should make the necessary arrangements. I was told we should leave early, as we must be back in time for late family dinner at two o’clock.




    I immediately went down to the stables and began preparing the horses for the morning. I was pleased we would be able to have an early start, for the wind often blew offshore for the first few hours of the day, and given a bit of luck, that should allow us to reach Axemouth and to return safely, before tomorrow’s likely showers.




    I was helping the under groom brush Matilda, Lady Jane’s palfrey (Jane had told me she was called Matilda because she was ‘a saint among saints’) but she was not living up to her name. Her docility was being sorely tested by Jack, my stallion, who was blowing hard and biting his crib in the next stall. I grinned to myself; if Matilda was coming into season, the girls might have more of an education tomorrow than they had bargained for.




    “Your stallion seems to have taken a fancy to Mattie. Jane may be doubly mounted in the morning if you let him have his way. That will dent her equanimity.”




    I turned, to see little Lady Mary, sitting on an upturned bucket, swinging her little legs and looking at me closely with those black eyes. There was something strange about this child. She seemed to have an understanding of the adult world that belied her age. I smiled back, carefully, not daring to trust her one inch. “I have prepared your pony Lady Mary. I assume you will be joining us in the morning?”




    “You too,” she replied. “Everyone assumes. No one ever asks me. Ignore the dwarf. She doesn’t count. I know I’m only six and I will never be as tall as Cat, but I am not stupid. I am a whole person and I see and feel and understand everything.”




    I was taken aback, and had not been prepared for such a sharp a response. “I apologize if I presumed my Lady. It was necessary to prepare the horses for an early start, and I did ask you as soon as an opportunity arose.”




    Mary stood up and, carefully avoiding the palfrey’s hind legs, walked over toward me, and touched my arm. She smiled – the first time I had seen her do so.




    “Indeed you did and you stand un-rebuked. Can we be friends? You will soon see that ours is no ordinary family. Jane, Cat and I are Tudors, descended direct from King Henry VII in three generations on my mother’s side. Mother says that her bloodline gives us special abilities and special responsibilities. Jane has most of both. She is extremely clever – some say more so than our cousin Princess Elizabeth (although Elizabeth is older) – and being the eldest of us, Jane has most of the responsibilities.”




    I was confused. “How old is Lady Jane? She looks younger than Lady Catherine?”




    Mary laughed. “I know. To start with you got them muddled up didn’t you? I noticed. Everybody makes that mistake, because Cat is taller and looks older. Jane will be fourteen in October but Cat is only eleven. She is a very advanced eleven though.” The last phrase was accompanied by a raising of the black eyebrows and a knowing look well beyond her years.




    “Lady Catherine said at dinner she was nearly of marriageable age.”




    “Quite so. I told you it was different for us. I expect you will wait till you are nearly twenty or so, and have a steady income, before getting married. Mother says most ordinary men do. Our marriages – well, perhaps not mine, but certainly Jane’s and Cat’s – will be arranged for us, within the next two or three years, in pursuit of power and money, and we will have little gainsay in the matter. So if you had the same thoughts for Cat that your stallion seems to have for Mattie, you can forget them.”




    I could not believe my ears and felt myself reddening in embarrassment at being caught out by a mere child. “I had no such thoughts.”




    Mary smirked. “Perhaps not, or not yet, but listen to me now, and remember what I said. Cat is reckless and a flirt. She has her eye on you, I can tell. Jane says she is a terrible tease but in the end, be assured, she will obey our parents and marry according to their wishes.”




    I found myself accepting her words and nodding in agreement, but deep down I was confused. Was Mary right? Was Lady Catherine – a lady of royal blood – interested in me? For someone so young, Mary certainly seemed to know what was going on. Perhaps because of her affliction, her sisters did not see her as a threat, or as a competitor, and therefore felt able to confide in her.




    Seemingly satisfied with the effect of her words, Mary rose to leave, stroking Mattie’s flank as she passed. Mattie rolled her eyes and stamped a foot. In the next stall, Jack snorted in response. As if by accident, Mary brushed against my leg as she left the stall. She turned and looked up at me.




    “I wouldn’t give up if I were you. She might take pleasure in the odd adventure before that day comes. You never know!”




    Before I could respond, she had left the stable, scattering the chickens in the yard as she went.
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    19th April 1551 – Axe Valley, Devon




    Dawn had not long broken when we clattered out of the courtyard of Shute House, rounded St Michael’s Church, and began to climb the hill. We rode into low, almost freezing cloud, which swirled around us, so that the horses’ manes and our own hair stood out like spiders’ webs after a frost.




    Mary and Jane were quiet. Mary was still rubbing the sleep from her eyes, but Jane seeming to radiate the contained calm of a nun as we climbed away from the house and her parents’ influence. Catherine rode beside me, her eyes at the same time seeming sleepy and watchful. Like a waking bride? I thought, my mind running in all directions every time she looked at me.




    “What is the sea like, Richard? Is it a torrent, wild and frightening? How far does it extend?”




    Here was my chance to appear knowledgeable.




    “It extends as far as the eye can see – to the very horizon and more again. If you sail upon it in a ship you can lose all sight of land and have to navigate by dead reckoning with a compass, or by using the stars. Sometimes, when the wind blows fiercely, it makes huge waves, taller than two men, which crash upon the shore. But on calm days it is like a sighing lake, ebbing and flowing twice every day, so that beaches appear and disappear and harbours empty and fill.”




    “Why does it do that?”




    I shrugged my shoulders, for in truth I was not so sure myself. “Some say it is God’s will, but the fishermen say the tide follows the moon. Certainly the tides vary in height as the moon waxes and wanes. You can see it every month.”




    At that very moment we topped the shoulder of the hill and a view began to open below us and to our right. As we cleared the trees, a final puff of wind lifted the clouds from around us, the sun broke through, and, as if a window had just been opened, a splendid view was spread before us. I had seen it so many times, but it never ceased to please me.




    Below lay the Axe valley, with Colyford in the neck of the estuary and Axemouth village beside the marshes at the left side of the water. Beyond, the sea itself sparkled in the sunshine and we stopped our horses and took in the view, the sisters uttering gasps of utter amazement.




    “Come, let’s ride down and touch it,” cried Mary, standing as high in her stirrups as she could.




    “Lead on then,” I replied, “the path is even, but a little muddy after the rain. Take your time, Lady Mary.”




    Excitedly, Mary led us down toward the river valley, Jane riding close behind her. For a moment I paused as they cantered ahead, then, as I went to kick Jack forward to follow, Catherine put a hand on my arm.




    “Hold on a minute Richard. I have a stone in my boot. Can you lift me down?”




    I turned Jack back into the clearing, dismounted, and tied his reins to a branch. As I reached up to Catherine, she lifted her leg over the pommel of the saddle and began to slide down toward me. I still don’t know what happened next, but as Catherine slid toward me, her gown must have got stuck on the saddle pommel. I tried to hold her, but she kept sliding. Suddenly my hands were beneath her gown and under her arms, whilst she was naked before me, with nothing to cover her modesty between the top of her riding boots and the gown, which was now completely over her head.




    I didn’t know where to look or what to do and started to release her, but as I began to let go, she called out from within the gown. “Don’t let go now Richard, I will suffocate. Release this damned dress from the saddle pommel before I choke to death.”




    At that moment the problem solved itself, as, with a loud ripping sound, the gown gave way and deposited the two of us on the forest floor. I found myself lying on my back, with Catherine on top of me, our bodies held tight together, but her face still hidden from me by the gown, which had now fallen over my face. She made no attempt to get off me, but lay panting, as I reached up and pulled the heavy material down until I could see her face. I thought she might have been embarrassed, or even frightened, but I could not have been more wrong. Her face was flushed with excitement as, deftly, she smoothed the gown over me, leaving my face visible, but my body and my hands, most certainly within.




    “Damn. That wasn’t meant to happen,” she giggled, as she lay panting above me, her face closer to mine than it had ever been. She looked deep into my eyes, confident and conspiratorial. “Well sir, what will you do with me now, for I fear I am totally at your command?” As she said it she moved her hips against me and I, in return instinctively held her in the small of her back, and pulled her toward me.




    I could smell her sweet breath as she moved against me. She kissed me once, then again, more hungrily, and I pulled her even closer and kissed her back. I began to stroke her body and immediately felt her respond. She was not the first girl I had held like this and I knew, excitedly, that she was going to let me have her. I began to roll her onto her back, but as we turned, and she arched her back in expectation, something – I don’t know what – made me check.




    She felt my change and stiffened in response. “What is it?”




    I began to pull back. This was what I had dreamed about last night, but now, with the dream becoming reality, I knew what we were doing was wrong, and suddenly I was frightened. This was the first time I had held – actually touched in the flesh – a lady of quality, and the experience made my fingers burn.




    I tried to release her, but she clung to my shoulder, pushing her hips forward again, in invitation. “No. Don’t stop! Not yet. Hold me a little longer Richard. Touch me. Touch me here.” She took my hand and brought it between her legs.




    It was no good. The mood had broken, and instinctively, I pulled away from her.




    Her mood changed in an instant. She pulled her head back and glared at me, sullenly. The voice that had been eager and inviting seconds ago was now cold and angry. “What’s wrong? Am I not attractive? Not woman enough for you?”




    My mind was in a turmoil. This was not how it was supposed to be. The dream was turning into a nightmare. Slowly, uncertainly, I tried to kiss her, but her lips were cold and hard. I tried to explain.




    “Yes of course you are Catherine. You are a beautiful woman, you know you are. But this is not the way it’s meant to be.” Quietly I let go of her and eased the dress back into position around her body, as comfortably as the large rip would allow. She stopped fighting and relaxed, then lay against me for another moment, looking hard into my eyes as if trying to make a decision. In return, I looked deep into her eyes, with all the sincerity I could convey.




    “May the Lord save us, what is all this? I seem to have been cast in the role of chaperone after all?”




    We looked up. A few yards away, Lady Jane sat on her palfrey, looking down at us.




    In an instant, Catherine tried to make small of it. “Ho sister. I had a stone in my boot and Richard helped me retrieve it.”




    Lady Jane sneered at the inadequacy of the excuse. “Was it necessary for him to climb inside the boot to do so, and with you still wearing it?” She turned her horse. “Come Mary, our sister seems to be literally in good hands. By all accounts we must continue our ride in solitude.”




    Frightened for my life, for the sisters were of the royal blood and what I had just been found doing was a hanging offence, I turned to Catherine.




    “What do we do now?”




    “Why remount of course. What else is there to do? It seems I have lost the urge and you have lost the opportunity.”




    “But Lady Jane?”




    “Oh don’t worry about her. She may be pious and a cold fish as far as men are concerned, but she has her reasons and she won’t say anything. She is, after all, my beloved sister and although we differ in many respects, we have a pact to hold together as a way of getting through this difficult life.”




    I helped her to her feet and brushed down the gown as best I could, then helped her back into the saddle and remounted myself. We rode down the lane in silence, Catherine looking at me with the same look I had seen at dinner.




    I followed her down the steep lane toward the sea, watching her back sway in response to her horse and wondering what she was really like. That she would make an exciting lover there was no doubt, but would she make a loving and steadfast wife? Her moods seemed to change so fast that it was hard to understand who the real Catherine was, but underneath the apprehension which remained with me as we rode, I knew I wanted to remain close to her and to try to find the real Catherine – and, if she would let me, to show her the real me.




    [image: ]




    We caught up with the others at the bottom of the hill, and no more was said about what had (or had not) taken place in the clearing. The rains of the previous weeks were still draining from the sodden land as we skirted Whitford village and crossed the ford toward Musbury. Now we turned seaward again, following the left bank of the river as it widened toward its estuary. By the time we reached Colyford, the tide had begun to fall, although the few craft which were tied up downriver still floated on the muddy estuary water.




    Catherine’s mood seemed to have changed again; she had grown unusually quiet, and kept looking at me with that look, whilst Mary seemed to have adopted her invisible role. I was, therefore, relieved that Jane let her horse fall into step alongside me and began to make polite conversation as we continued, riding in the shade of Boshill, through Axmouth village, before finally reaching the stony beach below Haven Cliff.




    To my great surprise, away from her parents, Jane was completely different. She relaxed, and even sang in a high, clear voice, as our horses rounded the cliff corner and, for the first time that early morning, felt the full force of the sun on our faces.




    Thank goodness, the combination of the sun, Jane’s singing, and final arrival at the sea, seemed to lift Catherine’s spirits and she dismounted by herself (more expertly this time) at the top of the steep shingle beach. The horses did not like the shifting shingle, so I tethered them to the stunted trees, and Catherine and Mary walked together, down to the beach on foot.




    Catherine looked back at me, smiling again. It appeared I had been forgiven. “I cannot believe how wonderful this is,” she called as she sat down carefully on the stony beach. She looked out to sea, and as she did so, a fishing boat left the mouth of the estuary and set out into the bay. She waved to the fishermen, who appeared surprised at the unusual adornment on their beach, and waved their hats in reply. Catherine watched them sail out of the estuary, making good time in a freshening morning breeze, then turned back and waved to Jane and myself, sitting at the top of the beach.




    Sitting quietly beside me, Jane also seemed surprised and overcome. “The sea is simply enormous; much bigger than I would ever have believed. And the waves ... I am spellbound.”




    I smiled. I, too, was spellbound, but not with the Axemouth beach or the sea beyond. My spell was now gingerly paddling into the water, trying to hold her gown clear of the waves and gasping for breath as each one brought another flood of cold water around her ankles.




    As I leaned back on my elbows, watching Catherine and Mary giggling at the water’s edge, I tried to sum up my thoughts. Apart from my failure to respond to Catherine’s advances, the day seemed a success; the early start had been worthwhile and the sea beyond their expectations. One thought kept coming back to me. Despite Catherine’s confidence, I was still afraid that one of them would mention the affair in the woods when they returned. But looking at the two sisters as they ventured out into deeper water, only to retreat again, shrieking with laughter as the next wave came, and at Jane, sitting calmly beside me, her eyes closed, absorbing the warmth of the morning sun and apparently lost in the sound of the waves, my brief encounter with Catherine seemed to have been forgotten already.




    Yet I could not forget. I could still feel the eager warmth of her as she arched her back and pressed against me. Yes I had rolled in the hay with my fair share of lusty farm-girls (most of them, it had to be admitted, a good deal larger than Catherine) and, encouraged by harvest cider, made love rather clumsily to a few of them. But this morning was different. Catherine was different. I could still feel the tension in her body as she held me, the urgency of her look just before she had kissed me. And I could also remember, with a vividness which made my stomach ache, the look of hurt rejection on her face as I changed my mind and turned away.




    I had acted instinctively, and in doing so, had not considered how she would respond. My first thought afterward had been that she would be relieved that things had not got out of hand – that I had not taken advantage of an unlucky accident (if that is what it was). Then I had thought she would cry – though whether from embarrassment or rejection, I could not be sure.




    But she had done neither of these things. Instead she had regained her self-control, withdrawn, and looked at me with a cool calculation that, as I remembered it now, still discomforted me.




    For an instant I had feared she might seek revenge. If she did, I knew I was finished. A charge of misconduct with any girl was a serious matter, never mind an under-aged lady of royal blood. And if the allegation were brought by the Marquis and Marchioness of Dorset, I would surely hang.




    “Come Jane, come Richard. Join us. But beware – the water is freezing.” Catherine was waving to us.




    I looked at Jane, inviting her to join me with her sisters, but she declined, smiling. “I am very comfortable here Richard. Please join my sisters. I shall be alright.”




    Without removing my long riding boots, I walked down the beach to the water’s edge and smiled at the two sisters, who, now screaming with laughter, had begun to throw seawater at each other. I looked at Catherine, still unsure what the outcome of our intimacy might be, but hopeful that there might be a positive one. She caught my glance and looked back. For a fleeting moment she was serious, holding my eyes with an expression which I could not interpret, but which nevertheless made my insides turn upside down.




    The moment passed and Catherine looked across the river mouth, and along the beach to the small fishing village of Seaton. She pointed. “Look! What are those? They shine so brightly in the sunshine.”




    Jane and I followed her gaze as Mary, ending her game, climbed from the water onto dry stones and looked to see what had attracted Catherine’s attention. At least I could sound knowledgeable here on my own doorstep.




    “Those are the sea-cliffs at Beer. A hundred feet of chalk-stone. There is a quarry behind the hill where, since Roman times, men have cut stone for houses – and fireplaces ...” Suddenly my words drifted away as I looked beyond Beer and realized the size of the approaching storm. The clouds were purple-black and, it was evident, held a veritable deluge within them. It did not look good. These April storms could hit our valley suddenly and with a frightening ferocity. Now I was more worried than I had been at any time that morning.




    “Quickly Ladies, we must return. Look at that storm approaching.”




    As the two younger sisters donned their riding boots and made for the horses, I helped Lady Jane into the saddle and looked again at the approaching storm. It was even worse than I had first thought; a storm of truly enormous proportions. Already it had covered the hills inland from Beer, which had completely disappeared under its drenching. I could feel the wind growing second by second, and soon it would be upon us.




    It was going to be a hard ride home. After a long wet winter and all the recent rains as well, the ground could not absorb any more water; there was only one way for it to go – into the rivers – and we had to ford the biggest of them to get back to Shute. There were two fording points across the river, at Whitford, where we had crossed before, and at Colyford, which was lower down the river and therefore potentially deeper, but nearer. It might be safer to cross at Colyford, before the river rose too high. It was a gamble, but whichever I chose, one thing was certain: it was going to be an uncomfortable ride before we got home.
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    It was amazing how quickly the change in the weather changed the mood of our little party. There was no laughter, and no conversation, as we clattered through Axemouth village and rode upstream alongside the rapidly rising river, heading for Colyford. The wind and rain hit us as we were fully exposed on the treeless banks of the river estuary. Even though I knew the way like the back of my hand, I found it almost impossible to follow the track, for we had to ride direct into the wind, which was now funnelling down the valley with increasing force.




    Breathless, and soaked to the skin, we finally reached the ford. The water was flowing fast and rising rapidly. I had to make a decision, and quickly. It would be impossible to take the long way round and in any event there was no shelter on this side of the river. There was no alternative; we had to cross this ford and cross it immediately.




    Staring at the rushing, muddy water, the sisters looked apprehensive, and I was concerned they would refuse to cross until it was too late. Finally, I decided to lead them across one at a time. Jack was steady in water and could be relied upon to pick a safe route through the flood, which by now was as deep as a man’s waist and flowing frighteningly fast – without a horse it was already impassable.




    Mary looked nervous and I decided to take her first. Her New Forest Pony, Rufus, was the smallest, and even at this stage it would be difficult. If the water rose any more she would not be able to keep her footing and I did not want to think about little Mary trying to control a frightened, swimming horse.




    Trying to look more confident than I felt, I took the pony’s rein in my left hand and led her into the river. The water was now up to Jack’s belly and making a powerful wave against his right side. As a result, there was a shallow eddy hard against his left side; if the pony could be held there it would be protected from the full strength of the current. The ploy worked and the little pony, with Mary clinging to her reins and mane, passed without a stumble to the other side.




    I led Mary and her pony into the lee of a stone wall which offered some limited shelter, and then returned for Jane, whose horse was standing nervously at the water’s edge. Again the ploy was successful and Jane was quickly taking what shelter she could find beside the wall with Mary.




    Once more I retraced my steps, but as I crossed the river for the fourth time, I realized the water had already become nearly a foot deeper than it had been for the first crossing. I shouted to Catherine to hold on tight, for this time the horses might lose their footing and have to swim the deepest channel.




    “I’m alright Richard. Let’s go and get this nightmare over.” Her raised voice was barely audible above the shriek of the wind.




    Once more I used the size and strength of Jack’s body to create a lee shelter which gave Catherine’s smaller horse a chance of keeping its feet. We were nearly across when a sudden squall of wind hit us. Even though it was heavy with rainwater, Catherine’s torn gown billowed as the wind got underneath it and her horse immediately panicked. It plunged for the opposite shore and Catherine, unsighted by the billowing clothing, lost her seat. In seconds she was in the water, already yards downstream of me, and moving away rapidly.




    There was only one thing to do. Catherine’s horse had made it to the bank and was walking toward the other horses. It would be alright there. I had to save Catherine using Jack. Looking downstream, I remembered the long bend 100 yards below. Jack and I had to make for the sandbank on the inside of the bend. With luck we could catch her there. I wheeled Jack and regained the riverbank, kicked him into a gallop and blinded by the lashing rain, covered the field in seconds. A low hedge separated us from the bank nearest the bend in the river. God knows how he could see it in the wind and rain, but Jack took it in one blind leap, landed on the muddy bank, slipped, then regained his footing, and together we slithered to a halt beside the rushing water.




    The sandbank was covered by water, but we plunged in, just as Catherine appeared round the corner. Taking a chance, I took Jack as deep as I dared and, leaning from the saddle grabbed the hood of Catherine’s gown, as she swept past. I reined back with my left hand and squeezed hard against Jack’s legs. “Back, Jack! Back, I say.”




    Jack heaved himself back into the shallow water and onto the stony slope where, on quieter days, the cattle would walk down to the river to drink. As soon as the water was shallow enough, I slid from the saddle and dragged Catherine to me, frantically pulling the sodden clothing from her face. She was ashen. For a moment I was sure she was dead. Then to my relief, she coughed and spat violently.




    “God that water tastes foul.” She looked up at me. “Oh Richard. Thank God! I thought I was finished!”




    I was shaking with relief. “Are you alright Catherine?”




    “Get me home Richard. I am soaked and freezing. Please get me home.”




    I lifted her and carried her in my arms back to the shivering horses and her relieved sisters. With Jane’s help I lifted her into the saddle, and despite her cold and exhaustion she found a way to smile at me. All she could whisper was “Thank you, Richard – thank you.”
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    It was a sorry party, indeed, that sloshed into the courtyard of Shute House a long hour later. Lady Frances was at the door and took command, drawing her daughters into the house and shouting for blankets, brandy, and hot drinks.




    She turned to me as I stood, drenched, holding the reins of four equally drenched horses. “Away with you, young man. You have done damage enough. See to the horses. It’s all you are good for.”




    Almost gratefully, I led the horses into the stables. I hadn’t expected her thanks.








  



    

       

    




    
[image: ] CHAPTER 4 [image: ]





    20th April 1551 – Shute House




    The rain finally cleared by mid-morning of the following day. I had been up early and, as usual, doing my rounds of the horses. The grooms could normally be trusted to look after the working horses day by day, but I liked to check every animal at least once a week. John Deyman had also decided that while the Marquess, his wife and daughters remained at Shute, I should look after their horses personally. Hoping this would give me an opportunity to speak to Catherine, I had accepted. So far the plan seemed to be working, although it had led me into deep water in more senses than one.




    I checked the horses carefully. Jane’s Matilda, Mary’s Rufus, and Catherine’s Dobby, did not seem any the worse for their excitements of the previous day, but Jack seemed to have cut his leg quite badly – perhaps as he was backing out of the river – and I spent some time cleaning and poulticing the wound with mashed herbs before completing my rounds.




    It was mid-day, shortly before dinnertime, and I was checking the feed supplies in the main house stables, when Will, a young servant found me. “What is it, Will?” I asked, as the diminutive boy rushed wide-eyed into the stable.




    “Master Richard, you are wanted at once in the Great Hall. His Lordship and their Ladyships are all present and await you urgently. The Steward is also present. It looks very serious. What has happened Master Richard? I have been told to find you on pain of death.”




    I smiled at him, cuffed his head in as friendly a manner as I could muster, but inside my guts were turning over.




    “Don’t worry, Will. All is well. Just some administration I am sure. The family lead busy lives and there is always much to be done. I will wash my hands and attend at once. Tell them I am coming forthwith.”




    Will looked relieved and rushed red-faced out of the door and across the courtyard to the Great Hall opposite. I went to the horse trough and washed my hands and face. Which of yesterday’s events was to be the cause of my punishment (for surely punishment was the certain outcome of this inquisition)? As I dried my face on the tail of my shirt, I prayed that the lesser crime – of subjecting the daughters to risk by leading them into a flooded river – was the indictment. Had any of the three girls mentioned the dalliance with Catherine? Had their mother noticed the ripped gown, and if so how had it been explained?




    As I reached the entrance to the Great Hall I stopped, looked at the rapidly-clearing sky and took a deep breath of fresh Devon air. Was this to be my last day of freedom? Might I be a condemned man before the sun went down this evening? I shuddered, took one more deep breath, and walked into the Great Hall.
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    “Master Richard Stocker,” announced the steward as I entered the hall. The great table had not yet been laid for dinner and the whole family sat opposite me, cold as a line of judges.




    “Come forward Master Stocker and stand before us.”




    The faces in front of me were grim, not least that of Henry Grey, Marquess of Dorset, Lord of the Manor of Shute and diverse other estates, as he addressed me. This did not bode well.




    Although themselves seated, they did not invite me to sit – there was not even a chair or a bench on my side of the table. I stood before them, droplets of water from the horse-trough dripping from my fringe where, in my hurry, I had not dried it fully after the quick wash outside.




    Lady Frances leaned forward. “Perhaps we should address you as Master Dog-Fish, for you seem to have an equal affinity for water as you do for our daughters here. What say you to these events of yesterday? For I declare I have not heard the like of it for many a long year.”




    As I entered the room I had been trying to think what I would say, but I was immediately wrong-footed by these remarks. Clearly I was being indicted and should do my best to defend myself. But defend against what charge? Not knowing what was being held against me, what reply should I give? If I defended against the wrong charge, I might raise issues which none of the sisters had (as yet) informed their parents about, and in so doing, make matters worse for them and for myself. I tried to stall.




    “My Lady, I tried to do my duty as I saw it.”




    Henry Grey began to reply, “What was your duty ...” but Lady Frances was in full flow and waved him down.




    “Your duty, sirrah! Bringing me back a daughter with clothing torn asunder and after subjecting her to such experience she cannot speak of it?”




    She was standing now and, being a big woman, matching my six feet eye-for-eye across the table.




    Inwardly, I began to shake. It was, after all, to be the greater indictment. I tried to speak, but my head was spinning with confusion and I could not find the words.




    “I ... er ... that is, my Lady ...”




    Lady Frances put her hands on her hips and addressed the room, as a politician making a speech to a captive audience.




    “Is this our learned gentleman, who reads and writes in English and Latin? It appears he has lost the power of speech in both.”




    I did not know which way to turn. I looked along the table for some sign, some small indication of support. Lord Henry Grey shifted uncomfortably and looked into the middle distance. It seemed he was used to his wife’s ranting and had learned not to interrupt her when in full flow. Lady Jane looked down passively at the table, her hands in her lap. Her face was unusually pale and she made no attempt to speak. At the end of the table, Mary’s raven eyes scanned the room as she silently absorbed everything that was happening. Catherine refused to look at me. I was lost.




    What should I do? Should I confess and ask their forgiveness and understanding? Admit to intimate knowledge of their young daughter in the presence of her sisters? Acknowledge that having almost seduced the one, I had nearly drowned all three? For a moment there was total silence in the near-empty hall as Lady Frances and I eyed each other across the table.




    The silence was deafening. I began to feel sick. I started to go dizzy and took a number of deep breaths to steady myself.




    “Mother, stop it! I beg you! Enough! We have teased him enough. The joke is out of hand!”




    In an instant the mood in the room changed.




    Henry Grey leaned back and laughed aloud. Catherine giggled and put her hand over her mouth in mock-manners, her eyes bright and wide open. The paleness left Jane’s face and she flushed heavily, cheeks now bright red, clearly embarrassed by the unfairness of the family’s jest.




    Mary alone remained expressionless at the end of the table. Lady Frances, having had her moment’s fun, guffawed and slapped her thigh, laughing until she choked and had to take a draft of ale, brought quickly by a confused John Deyman, before she could speak again.




    “Father, rescue this poor man at once, for I declare I shall have to visit the privy if you don’t,” called Catherine, still bright-faced.




    Totally confused, I looked at Lord Henry and prayed for his rescue.




    “I am sorry young man, but you must let us take our fun when we can. In truth, I called you here to thank you. My daughters have explained how you led them by safe ways to the sea and showed them the wonder of it, for which they, and we, thank you. Indeed so telling was their description of the white cliffs beyond, I should want to see them myself before shortly we return to Bradgate.




    “All are agreed that it was you who saw the danger of the approaching storm long before they appreciated its significance, and insisted they return forthwith. I know my daughters sir; to draw them away from a new-found pleasure is an achievement indeed.




    “In particular, however, Jane has expressed the care with which you used yourself and your horse to lead her and Mary to safety beyond the flooded river when that was the only available way to shelter. And our dear Catherine has told us she owes you her life, her very life, with her shredded gown the proof of how you dragged her from the torrent at risk to your own life, and without which action on your part she would surely have drowned.”




    The three sisters nodded in compliance, their sideways glances to each other giving the first indication that they had agreed their story in advance, and managed its telling to their parents with the guile which their upbringing had taught them.




    “Come, Richard, let me embrace you with thanks.”




    Lady Frances had walked round the table and now enfolded me in her ample bosom. She held me there, calling “Thanks, thrice times thanks” to the open room, whilst my vain attempts to draw breath ensured that I would not forget for some time the heavy scent and glowing warmth of her generous cleavage.
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    Minutes later, I staggered into the courtyard, reeling from my experience.




    I had met clever negotiators before – merchants and market men who did not indicate whether they were to buy or sell before determining the price being struck; poachers who could talk their way out of a sticky corner with the landlord’s deer hidden in a hedge not ten feet away; and on long winter evenings, Dr Marwood had often engaged me in philosophical debate, wriggling around an argument and reappearing on the other side, without ever appearing to have changed position – but this family was different: their guile was of another order. Even now they had not declared the outcome of the matter, but had told me to return at ten o’clock the following morning to complete the conversation.




    It was all very strange. Like pursuing a wounded boar in thick undergrowth – frightening and exciting at once, so that time seemed to move in slow motion, and you remembered every second afterwards.




    And what had his Lordship said about shortly returning to Bradgate? One thing was certain, I would not sleep tonight.
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    22nd April 1551 – Shute House




    “Sit you down Richard,” invited Lord Henry as we met in the family’s private rooms the following morning. “What made you of yesterday’s play?”




    “I was most confused and, until the outcome, much vexed my Lord. I did not understand the joke and thought I had done serious wrong.”




    “How were you so self-indicted? What sins have you not confessed?”




    This time, I saw the signs better: I was being played with, a fish about to take a bait, and must avoid ensnaring myself on unseen hooks.




    “None Master. I took my guidance only from the tone of address.”




    Lord Henry smiled. “Good. You have learned. The game was not without purpose, for I have a proposition to make to you and it was necessary to test your responses. There is a bigger world out there and, I believe, a place for you in it. But beware; it is no country village, surrounded by family friends. This is national politics and all must proceed with caution.”




    “I think I understand my Lord. I realize I have much to learn, but I wish to improve my lot and the world beckons me, even if there are risks.”




    “Then let’s to business. Would you be willing to leave Shute, to leave Devon, if the right opportunity arose?”




    “Yes my Lord. As the second son, and with an elder brother who makes the very oxen look frail, I need to find a place for myself outside the farm and household. That is what brought me here and I do not see this place as the end of the journey.”




    “Well said Richard. In that case let us proceed. We owe you a debt of gratitude for your recent protection of our precious daughters. I am minded to offer you an appointment at Bradgate Park. You have potential and our estates here at Shute are but small beer. Bradgate Park is ten times larger or more, and we have other estates nearby in Leicestershire, at Groby and Ansty for example, which add to our responsibilities there. My wife and I believe you are wasted here, and have decided to offer you a post at Bradgate for your advancement. The post is Second Master of Horse – a significant promotion if you take the sizes of the estates into account, for surely the second carp in a large lake exceeds in girth and consumption the largest in a small pond.”




    My heart jumped excitedly. I would be near to Catherine and ... who knows? Besides, it was an opportunity for real advancement.




    “Thank you indeed my Lord. I can confirm here and now that I would be pleased to accept your kind offer. When would this happen?”




    “We plan to depart next week – on Tuesday. You shall travel with us and learn our ways as we go. With this continuing rain, the journey will be slow, I suspect.”




    “I shall be ready my Lord. With your permission I shall ride to see my father and mother at Stocker’s Farm and take my farewell of them. Likewise my brother John and his new wife Joan and my father’s neighbour Dr Marwood, at Blamphayne.”




    “Of course. Visit them and take your farewells, for who knows, you may be away from here for a long time if you use the opportunity well. Dr Marwood – is that the physician we met here the day of the dinner?”




    “The same sir, and much respected in these parts. He has been a mentor to me and I would not want to leave without his blessing.”




    We were shaking hands to confirm the agreement when Lady Frances came into the room.




    “Is it done Henry? Has Richard accepted?”




    I turned to her excited. “Indeed my Lady, this last minute. I understand that I will travel with you to Leicestershire next week.”




    Lady Frances continued to look at her husband, as if I had not spoken. Irritated at my stupidity, I realized that I had spoken out of turn and that she had addressed her question to her husband, not to me.




    “Was it as we discussed?” she asked Lord Henry, continuing where she had left off.




    Lord Henry nodded in affirmation. “Yes my dear. Second Master of Horse.”




    “And Adrian?”




    “As agreed my dear, Adrian will become Master of Horse. I have sent him a letter to that effect by messenger.”




    She smiled in evident satisfaction. I looked from one to the other, trying to fathom out their relationship, and wondering how far Lord Henry’s offer had been designed by her.




    Now, finally, she acknowledged my presence. “Excellent. You will enjoy Bradgate and perchance ...” there was an almost imperceptible pause “... we will enjoy you. Our Master of Horse is Adrian Stokes, from whom you will take your daily instruction. You will find him fair but firm.” She looked across at her husband and nodded meaningfully. “Very firm.”




    Henry Grey gave her a strange, almost sad look, but did not respond.
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    End April 1551 – Stocker’s Farm, Devon




    At mid-morning on the Saturday, I set off for the short ride across the valley to say farewell to my parents.




    As I rode Jack through Colyton I met first one, then another, old friend from my schooldays, and stopped to tell them of my opportunity. The town seemed to get busier every day. Devonshire kersies had been acquiring celebrity and were an important article of commerce to Europe, the Mediterranean, and as far as the Levant. Those finished in Colyton were considered amongst the finest of cloth.




    Turning the corner of the square, I met Joan Kettle, the baker’s wife. She looked at me proudly, for she had known me since I was a baby.




    “My, Richard, how you have grown. You must be six feet if you are an inch. Quite the ladies’ man now. You’ve got your lovely golden hair to thank for that. All the girls like a tall handsome man with blond hair. Stands to reason.”




    Her husband Jack Kettle came out of the bakery to see who she was talking to. He was short, and bald, except for a small tonsure of short dark hair, which made him look like a monk.




    “Morning Master Richard. Are you trying to steal my wife again? Don’t encourage her. She’s bad enough already. Get on with you woman.” He spanked her bottom as she pushed past him into the bakery, howling with laughter, the narrow door barely wide enough for them to pass each other.




    Turning past the Common, I could see that the dyers and fullers had been hard at work, for there were six racks of freshly dyed cloth drying neatly, and I could hear the thump and grind of the watermills upstream along the Coly toward Puddlebridge, and my route home. Just as I was leaving the town, I bumped into three of the feofees – the local businessmen who had mortgaged the town from Henry VIII for the enormous sum of £1,000. It did not seem to have impoverished them. John Buckland, wool merchant, John Byrde, a silk and serge maker, and my father’s old friend John Maunder, who manufactured cloth just along the river, all looked positively comfortable.




    “You are looking very pleased with yourselves gentlemen,” I called, as I dismounted and shook hands.




    “Indeed Master Richard, we are, for we were just celebrating the first full year of exporting our best kersies direct from Exeter, and cutting out those thieves of middle-men in London.”




    “Will you join us in a celebration?” called John Buckland, who had managed to collar much of the trade in raw cloth from Exeter to Colyton, as well as the return traffic in finished and dyed cloth, bound for export. His pack ponies were always to be seen on the Exeter road, fully laden, whether climbing up the hill or down it.




    “Thank you kindly John, and John, and John (I nodded acknowledgement to each as I spoke) but I must get to my father’s place before dinner or I will never hear the end of it.”




    “Oh dear! Mother’s boy as ever was, Richard. Suit yourself,” they chided, and turned into the tavern as I remounted.
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    It was gone noon by the time I passed the turning at Blamphayne Cross and rounded the familiar white cob walls of Stocker’s Farm. Kate, my younger sister, was feeding the hens as I dismounted, and ran into the house in excitement.




    “Richard’s here! Mother! Father! Richard’s here!”




    As always, I was welcomed warmly, not least by Tic, the sheepdog, who never seemed to get any older, and I sat back comfortably in my old place at the kitchen table as my mother fussed and grumbled. “You should have told me you were coming. I could have prepared more food.”




    The comfortable familiarity of my old place at the table, my father’s special brew of strong ale, and the smell of my mother’s home cooking, did not make my news any easier to impart, but I explained it as carefully as I could and by the end of the meal they had started to run out of questions.




    “Promise me Richard you will keep to your studies. You must have learning these days to advance. Promise me you will work at your reading and writing.”




    “I will Mother. I shall be amongst educated people at Bradgate. People who speak Latin, French, Italian, and Greek.”




    “Italian and Greek! What’s the world coming to? Well I suppose you know what’s best. We have done the best we can for you all – haven’t us Father?”




    My father nodded. He was proud of his sons, had worked hard on our behalf and we knew it. But it was our mother who had harried us into maintaining our education. For years John and I had both walked the two and a half miles into Colyton in time for school and walked the same distance back in the evening. It had continued for years until the family could afford a spare riding horse, which we shared for the journey. I remembered how we would let him loose in old Widow Hardwick’s field by the Chantry Bridge just as school started and have to catch him up in the evening before we could ride him home again. Sometimes we would double up, me riding behind John, but more commonly we would go ride and tie, taking it in turns to ride and to walk. We did have one rule between us – whoever was riding carried the bag with the books and our dinner.




    Thoughts of my brother flooding back, I called over to my father. “How is brother John? I haven’t seen him since the wedding. Has he settled at Nyther Halsted?”




    “Aye,” said my father, “he says there’s a lot of work to do though. Widow Matilda had tried hard with it, but struggled to keep on top since her husband died. How long ago was that now Mother?”




    “Seven years,” she called from the washhouse, “summer 1544 he died, God rest his soul. A good man.”




    “Aye indeed,” agreed my father, lost in thought. “John Gye.” He shook his head in memory. “A good man, John – always straight and to the point. Honest, good to do business with. He made a good drop of cider too.” He sat for a moment, nodding to himself at the memory of an old friend.




    I nodded my agreement. Old age. It comes to all of us. I had noticed changes in my parents these last few years. Since brother John and I had left home, their conversation had changed. When I was a boy, they were always looking forward; now I noticed that they had started to look back. At least they hadn’t got like my grandfather: in his last years he reckoned the country had “gone to the dogs, not like the good old days when King Hal first came to the throne.”




    Oh well, I sighed to myself, I expect it will come to us all one day.




    “I thought I’d ride over and see John and Joan tomorrow, before I go back.”




    “Oh yes,” said my mother, “you must say farewell to John. By the time you see him next, God willing, Joan will have a young ’un to show you.” She raised her voice “Looking forward to being a grandfather, aren’t you Father?”




    Father grunted non-committally and took another swig of his strong ale. “Just so long as young ’un’s healthy, that’s all. Talking of healthy, Thomas Marwood should be home this weekend if you wants to see him. Still comes home to Blamphayne once a week does Thomas, even though he is building a big house in Honiton. Says he prefers the air in this valley.”




    I put a restraining hand on Kate, who was feeling left out of the conversation, and trying to show me her new puppy. “Then I will go down and see him this afternoon, if that’s alright with you. And I shall go over to John and Joan in the morning, and ride direct back to Shute from there, on the old Axminster Road.”




    “God bless us,” cried his mother. “You have only just arrived and you are talking about leaving.”




    “I know, Mother, but you know me. What was it you used to say when I was younger? That I was ‘half flea and half spaniel’. Nothing’s changed. Now, I’ve got to get on.”




    Mother flapped her hands in the air in resignation and turned back to the fire.




    “Leave me exhausted you do. You and John. Both as bad as each other.” She half turned toward my father. “Innum Father? Both as bad?”




    Father put down his ale and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “Reckon so.” He turned back to me. “Listen here, flea. If you’me got so much energy you can help me awhile. I’ve got a stock-gate needs hanging and it’s work for two men. Everyone else is busy. Old Arthur is down the bottom field with Robert Shawe and young Tommy is gathering the sheep up on Watchcombe Moor.”




    “Arthur? Do you mean old Arthur Blewett? Is he still working for you Father? How old is he now?”




    “Who? Arthur? I suppose he must be seventy-summat. Still one of the best workers I got is Arthur. Nobody can lay a hedge like Arthur. Tight as a drake’s arse and twice as waterproof is his hedges.”




    “Father! Language! I heard that. I do not want this boy learning bad language in this house. One of these days Richard will become a proper gentleman and your bad language won’t help him then.” The voice emerged from the washhouse.




    Father winked at me and lifted his head. “Sorry Mother, slip of the tongue.”




    I laughed. Nothing had changed. I stood and smiled at my father. “I’ll go down and see them when we’ve hung that gate. I haven’t seen the boys for ages. Come on then Dad, let’s be at it before it’s dark.”
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    We had just got the gate swinging evenly and almost to our satisfaction, when the puppy ran into the field, followed by a gasping Kate.




    “Richard! Richard! The Doctor’s coming down the Honiton lane. I can see him.”




    I looked at my father, who nodded his dismissal. The gate would do like that. I washed my hands in the trough, and, wiping them on my breeches, picked up my jerkin and walked into the lane.




    Dr Marwood arrived, as always, beaming. He dismounted, blowing hard as he did so. “Well, Richard. Well met indeed.”




    I could not resist the urge to tease him. “Good Doctor! How fare you then? By the tightness of your jerkin the physical business must prosper. I swear you have put on weight since I saw you only last week.”




    Thomas Marwood looked at himself. He was short – not much over five feet – and stocky, in fact typical Devon farming stock. “Cheeky puppy! No so. The wind is cold upon Widworthy Hill and I have taken to wearing two shirts as a precaution. I’ll swear I am as fit as you are.”




    He waved to my father, who was still swinging the gate, unsure if it would do after all.




    “Come Richard. If your father can spare you, join me at Blamphayne and we’ll take a bottle of wine together over supper.”




    We walked down the lane together, laughing and talking, Dr Marwood leading his horse by a loose rein, for he knew his own way from here.
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    It was approaching dark as we pushed back our chairs and sighed. I had described my promotion and the rescue from the river, although I had omitted the earlier events with Catherine. Nevertheless, her name had come up in the conversation so frequently that my friend had no illusions about one of my motivations for accepting the move to Bradgate. He lifted the empty wine bottle and looked across the fireplace.




    “Special occasion. Shall I open another?”




    It was a temptation. I did not want the moment to come to an end, but finally I shook my head. “No Thomas, best not. I am over to my brother’s in the morning and you must give your family your full attention, for I know they miss you when you are in Honiton.”




    Marwood dropped the bottle gently into the basket of logs at the fireside. “They will join me in the summer. I am building a house in Honiton – at the top of the High Street, where the Axminster road begins to climb the hill. We will make our family home there and it will also be my place of medicine.”




    He nodded to himself, smiling gently. “It’s a satisfying trade, medicine. I have never regretted it. It was 1540 and I was already much older than you are now – twenty-eight, in fact – when I set out to Padua. It was an adventure, I tell you, for I had no Italian, although my Latin was good and sufficed, thanks to our good school in Colyton. Now here I am, eleven years later and getting set in my ways. Sometimes I wish I were your age again, setting out on life’s adventure. How are your parents taking your news?”




    I considered his question, for in truth I had been more preoccupied by my own challenges ahead than by the effect my departure would have on my parents.




    “They say all the right things, but deep inside I can see they are worried. Neither of them has ever travelled further than Exeter or Taunton.”




    It was getting late and I stood to leave. Thomas put a hand on my shoulder.




    “It is always harder for those who remain behind. You have the world in front of you. New people. New places. New experiences. But they cannot see any of that. They only see their loss in your departure.”




    To my surprise, I realized that his comments had irritated me. My great opportunity had come and with luck and hard work, might change my life forever. What did he expect me to do – give up the opportunity just because my parents had not been offered, and accepted, similar challenges? “But I cannot do anything about that,” I blurted out, my anger clear.




    Thomas, as always, remained calm, and as he showed me to the door, patted my shoulder again. “No indeed. It is ever thus, the order of things. You are a grown man now and have your life to lead. Neither I nor your parents would want to hold you back in any way. But be aware, for they will worry, as all parents do.”
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    The next day I left my brother’s farm near Wilmington and followed the old road toward Axminster. As I skirted the valley side, I looked at the fulling mills spread along the Umborne Brook, which provided them with a reliable supply of fast water for a full twelve months of the year.




    The cloth business was booming and there were more mills every time I came this way. I had counted five in the two miles before I reached Easy Bridge and turned up the hill toward Shute House. How long, I wondered, would it be before I rode this path again? Which would prosper more, these mills or my own faltering progress through life? Only time would tell. Yes, part of me was afraid. But the rest of me was excited, keen to move on – to success, to fortune, to – who knew what?




    I was not short of advice, indeed they had all given me advice. My father, never one to make a fuss, more inclined to get on and do things than talk about them, had taken my hand and held it hard as he was leaving. “Just you remember Richard, they are only people, however learned or high born. Don’t be overawed by them. Don’t be afraid of nuthin’ or nobody.”




    My mother had hidden away in the washhouse at the back of the farm, leaving the men to “talk men’s talk” as she put it, but when I had gone to find her, she had held both my hands in hers and repeated her message: “Don’t neglect your learning, it’s the ladder to success.”




    Finally, Thomas Marwood had seen me off at the gate to Blamphayne Farm with his own words of wisdom. “Remember Richard, you are going into a very different world from the one you know. One of your great strengths is your honesty and courage. You have developed those mainly because you have been successful at what you have done and been treated fairly by those in the valley who have in turn been treated fairly by you. But out there you may find it different; men with a lot to gain or a lot to lose will resort to any tactics they can get away with. Be aware you will not always be dealing with honourable men; you will be misled, cheated, lied to and probably threatened over the next few years. Promise me one thing – whatever they do to you, do not change your inner nature, Richard – that would be folly. Trying to turn yourself into a different person will lead to unhappiness, for you will be living a lie. Truth will always win in the long run.”




    But there was one question that none of them had been able to advise me on – the question I kept asking myself, only to put it aside. Did Catherine play a part in my future? She was so young in years – too young for me to have taken seriously under normal circumstances. I would not have looked at a village girl her age – even one as well developed as she was. Common sense told me she was far too young for me. But common sense did not work. Common sense did not apply. For Catherine had a maturity I had not met in any young person before the Grey sisters; she was a woman, and although five years younger than I was, probably three years ahead of me in understanding the ways of the world I was about to inhabit.




    “Like mother, like daughter,” people in Colyton often said. Would Catherine finish up like Lady Frances? Would she rebuke and dominate her man, as her mother seemed to?




    Whatever special skills she had – a worldliness, an understanding of how things are, of people and motivations, of risks and dangers, of politics – I knew I certainly did not share them. It was something that I envied, but which at the same time disturbed me. One thing was certain, it was the stuff of the world I was about to enter.




    As I turned into the gate of Shute House, I twisted in the saddle and took one last private look at the valley which had held my childhood and which I knew so well.




    Only time would tell. In the meantime I had a lot to learn.
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    1st May 1551 – Bradgate Park, Leicestershire




    

      

        

          Dear Father, Mother and Sister,




          I have arrived safely in what I can only describe as the palace of Bradgate Park. The Park is very extensive – much bigger than the deer parks in our valley – and the house is simply enormous and made like a palace, with three storeys, brick facing in patterns called diamonds and diapers, and huge white stone windows, many of them filled with glass, so that even in winter you can see out and over the parkland.




          We had a long and eventful journey.




          We took the pilgrim roads from Taunton, past Glastonbury and Wells, climbing high into the Mendip Hills to Cheddar, where we visited many water mills beside the fast-flowing river. Lord Henry has such a mill here on the estate and he was insistent that we visited these examples, to observe the latest ideas.




          From there to Bristol, where Lady Frances insisted that we took boat, which we did – right up the River Severn to Tewkesbury, that part of the journey taking us two days, but restful after the riding through thick mud for days before that.




          Thence cross country again, staying for a night at Warwick Castle, where we were joined by John Aylmer, a jovial man from Norfolk and tutor to the ladies. I hope I can call him my friend, for he is a man of great kindness and learning and I have taken great pleasure in the conversations I have had with him.
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