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Chapter One



THE CHURCHYARD was peaceful in the summer afternoon. Twigs and branches lay strewn across the gravel path, torn from the trees by the gales which had swept the country in that stormy June of 1545. In London we had escaped lightly, only a few chimneypots gone, but the winds had wreaked havoc in the north. People spoke of hailstones there as large as fists, with the shapes of faces on them. But tales become more dramatic as they spread, as any lawyer knows.


I had been in my chambers in Lincoln’s Inn all morning, working through some new briefs for cases in the Court of Requests. They would not be heard until the autumn now; the Trinity law term had ended early by order of the King, in view of the threat of invasion.


In recent months I had found myself becoming restless with my paperwork. With a few exceptions the same cases came up again and again in Requests: landlords wanting to turn tenant farmers off their lands to pasture sheep for the profitable wool trade, or for the same reason trying to appropriate the village commons on which the poor depended. Worthy cases, but always the same. And as I worked, my eyes kept drifting to the letter delivered by a messenger from Hampton Court. It lay on the corner of my desk, a white rectangle with a lump of red sealing wax glinting in the centre. The letter worried me, all the more for its lack of detail. Eventually, unable to keep my thoughts from wandering, I decided to go for a walk.


When I left chambers I saw a flower seller, a young woman, had got past the Lincoln’s Inn gatekeeper. She stood in a corner of Gatehouse Court, in a grey dress with a dirty apron, her face framed by a white coif, holding out posies to the passing barristers. As I went by she called out that she was a widow, her husband dead in the war. I saw she had wallflowers in her basket; they reminded me I had not visited my poor housekeeper’s grave for nearly a month, for wallflowers had been Joan’s favourite. I asked for a bunch, and she held them out to me with a work-roughened hand. I passed her a halfpenny; she curtsied and thanked me graciously, though her eyes were cold. I walked on, under the Great Gate and up newly paved Chancery Lane to the little church at the top.


As I walked I chided myself for my discontent, reminding myself that many of my colleagues envied my position as counsel at the Court of Requests, and that I also had the occasional lucrative case put my way by the Queen’s solicitor. But, as the many thoughtful and worried faces I passed in the street reminded me, the times were enough to make any man’s mind unquiet. They said the French had gathered thirty thousand men in their Channel ports, ready to invade England in a great fleet of warships, some even with stables on board for horses. No one knew where they might land, and throughout the country men were being mustered and sent to defend the coasts. Every vessel in the King’s fleet had put to sea, and large merchant ships were being impounded and made ready for war. The King had levied unprecedented taxes to pay for his invasion of France the previous year. It had been a complete failure and since last winter an English army had been besieged in Boulogne. And now the war might be coming to us.


I passed into the churchyard. However much one lacks piety, the atmosphere in a graveyard encourages quiet reflection. I knelt and laid the flowers on Joan’s grave. She had run my little household near twenty years; when she first came to me she had been a widow of forty and I a callow, recently qualified barrister. A widow with no family, she had devoted her life to looking after my needs; quiet, efficient, kindly. She had caught influenza in the spring and been dead in a week. I missed her deeply, all the more because I realized how all these years I had taken her devoted care for granted. The contrast with the wretch I now had for a steward was bitter.


I stood up with a sigh, my knees cracking. Visiting the grave had quieted me, but stirred those melancholy humours to which I was naturally prey. I walked on among the headstones, for there were others I had known who lay buried here. I paused before a fine marble stone:




ROGER ELLIARD


BARRISTER OF LINCOLN’s INN


BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER


1502–1543





I remembered a conversation Roger and I had had, shortly before his death two years before, and smiled sadly. We had talked of how the King had wasted the riches he had gained from the monasteries, spending them on palaces and display, doing nothing to replace the limited help the monks had given the poor. I laid a hand on the stone and said quietly, ‘Ah, Roger, if you could see what he has brought us to now.’ An old woman arranging flowers on a grave nearby looked round at me, an anxious frown on her wrinkled face at the sight of a hunchbacked lawyer talking to the dead. I moved away.


A little way off stood another headstone, one which, like Joan’s, I had had set in that place, with but a short inscription;




GILES WRENNE


BARRISTER OF YORK


1467–1541





That headstone I did not touch, nor did I address the old man who lay beneath, but I remembered how Giles had died and realized that indeed I was inviting a black mood to descend on me.


Then a sudden blaring noise startled me almost out of my wits. The old woman stood and stared around her, wide-eyed. I guessed what must be happening. I walked over to the wall separating the churchyard from Lincoln’s Inn Fields and opened the wooden gate. I stepped through, and looked at the scene beyond.
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LINCOLN’S INN FIELDS was an empty, open space of heathland, where law students hunted rabbits on the grassy hill of Coney Garth. Normally on a Tuesday afternoon there would have been only a few people passing to and fro. Today, though, a crowd was gathered, watching as fifty young men, many in shirts and jerkins but some in the blue robes of apprentices, stood in five untidy rows. Some looked sulky, some apprehensive, some eager. Most carried the warbows that men of military age were required to own by law for the practice of archery, though many disobeyed the rule, preferring the bowling greens or the dice and cards that were illegal now for those without gentleman status. The warbows were two yards long, taller than their owners for the most part. Some men, though, carried smaller bows, a few of inferior elm rather than yew. Nearly all wore leather bracers on one arm, finger guards on the hand of the other. Their bows were strung ready for use.


The men were being shepherded into rows of ten by a middle-aged soldier with a square face, a short black beard and a sternly disapproving expression. He was resplendent in the uniform of the London Trained Bands, a white doublet with sleeves and upper hose slashed to reveal the red lining beneath, and a round, polished helmet.


Over two hundred yards away stood the butts, turfed earthen mounds six feet high. Here men eligible for service were supposed to practise every Sunday. Squinting, I made out a straw dummy, dressed in tatters of clothing, fixed there, a battered helmet on its head and a crude French fleur-de-lys painted on the front. I realized this was another View of Arms, that more city men were having their skills tested to select those who would be sent to the armies converging on the coast or to the King’s ships. I was glad that, as a hunchback of forty-three, I was exempt from military service.


A plump little man on a fine grey mare watched the men shuffling into place. The horse, draped in City of London livery, wore a metal face plate with holes for its eyes that made its head resemble a skull. The rider wore half-armour, his arms and upper body encased in polished steel, a peacock feather in his wide black cap stirring in the breeze. I recognized Edmund Carver, one of the city’s senior aldermen; I had won a case for him in court two years before. He looked uneasy in his armour, shifting awkwardly on his horse. He was a decent enough fellow, from the Mercers’ Guild, whose main interest I remembered as fine dining. Beside him stood two more soldiers in Trained Bands uniform, one holding a long brass trumpet and the other a halberd. Nearby a clerk in a black doublet stood, a portable desk with a sheaf of papers set on it slung round his neck.


The soldier with the halberd laid down his weapon and picked up half a dozen leather arrowbags. He ran along the front row of recruits, spilling out a line of arrows on the ground. The soldier in charge was still casting sharp, appraising eyes over the men. I guessed he was a professional officer, such as I had encountered on the King’s Great Progress to York four years before. He was probably working with the Trained Bands now, a corps of volunteer soldiers set up in London a few years ago who practised soldiers’ craft at week’s end.


He spoke to the men, in a loud, carrying voice. ‘England needs men to serve in her hour of greatest peril! The French stand ready to invade, to rain down fire and destruction on our women and children. But we remember Agincourt!’ He paused dramatically: Carver shouted, ‘Ay!’, followed by the recruits.


The officer continued. ‘We know from Agincourt that one Englishman is worth three Frenchmen, and we shall send our legendary archers to meet them! Those chosen today will get a coat, and thruppence a day!’ His tone hardened. ‘Now we shall see which of you lads have been practising weekly as the law requires, and which have not. Those who have not –’ he paused for dramatic effect – ‘may find themselves levied instead to be pikemen, to face the French at close quarters! So don’t think a weak performance will save you from going to war.’ He ran his eye over the men, who shuffled and looked uneasy. There was something heavy and angry in the officer’s dark-bearded face.


‘Now,’ he called, ‘when the trumpet sounds again, each man will shoot six arrows at the target, as fast as you can, starting with the left of the front row. We’ve prepared a dummy specially for you, so you can pretend it’s a Frenchy come to ravish your mothers, if you have mothers!’


I glanced at the watching crowd. There were excited urchins and some older folk of the poorer sort, but also several anxious-looking young women, maybe wives or sweethearts of the men called here.


The soldier with the trumpet raised it to his lips and blew again. The first man, a thickset, handsome young fellow in a leather jerkin, stepped forward confidently with his warbow. He picked up an arrow and nocked it to the bow. Then in a quick, fluid movement he leaned back, straightened, and sent the arrow flying in a great arc across the wide space. It thudded into the fleur-de-lys on the scarecrow with a force that made it judder like a living thing. In no more than a minute he had strung and loosed five more arrows, all of which hit the dummy. There was a ragged cheer from the children. He smiled and flexed his broad shoulders.


‘Not bad!’ the officer called grudgingly. ‘Go and get your name registered!’ The new recruit walked over to the clerk, waving his war-bow at the crowd.


A tall, loose-limbed young fellow in a white shirt, who looked barely twenty, was next. He had only an elm bow, and an anxious look. I noticed he wore neither bracer nor finger guard. The officer looked at him grimly as he pushed a hank of untidy blond hair from his eyes, then bent, took an arrow, and fitted it to the string. He pulled the bow back with obvious effort and loosed. The arrow fell well short, thudding into the grass. Pulling the bow had set him off-balance and he nearly fell, hopping on one leg for a moment and making the children laugh.


The second arrow went wide, embedding itself in the side of the butts, and the young man cried out, doubling over with pain and holding one hand with the other. Blood trickled between his fingers. The officer gave him a grim look. ‘Haven’t been practising, have you? Can’t even loose an arrow properly. You’re going to the pikemen, you are! A tall fellow like you will be useful in close combat.’ The lad looked frightened. ‘Come on,’ the officer shouted, ‘you’ve four more arrows still to loose. Never mind your hand. This crowd look like they could do with a laugh.’


I turned away. I had myself once been humiliated in front of a crowd and it was not something I relished seeing others endure.


[image: Paragraph break image]


BACK IN Gatehouse Court the flower seller was gone. I went into chambers, where my young clerk Skelly was copying out some orders in the outer office. He was bent closely over his desk, peering carefully at the document through his glasses.


‘There is a View of Arms over at Lincoln’s Inn Fields,’ I told him.


He looked up. ‘I’ve heard the Trained Bands have to find a thousand men for the south coast,’ he said in his quiet voice. ‘Do you think the French are really going to invade, sir?’


‘I don’t know, Skelly.’ I smiled reassuringly. ‘But you won’t be called. You’ve a wife and three children, and you need your glasses to see.’


‘So I hope and pray, sir.’


‘I am sure.’ But these days one never knew.


‘Is Barak not back from Westminster?’ I asked, glancing over at my assistant’s vacant desk. I had sent him to the Requests Office to lodge some depositions.


‘No, sir.’


I frowned. ‘I hope Tamasin is all right.’


Skelly smiled. ‘I’m sure it is only a delay getting a wherry on the river, sir. You know how busy it is with supply boats.’


‘Perhaps. Tell Barak to come and see me when he returns. I must go back to my papers.’ I went through to my office, little doubting Skelly thought me over-anxious. But Barak and his wife Tamasin were dear friends. Tamasin was expecting a baby in two months, and her first child had been born dead. I dropped into my chair with a sigh and picked up the particulars of a claim I had been reading earlier. My eyes wandered again to the letter on the corner of the desk. I made myself look away, but soon my thoughts returned to the View of Arms: I thought of invasion, of those young men ripped apart and slaughtered in battle.


I looked out of the window, then smiled and shook my head as I saw the tall, skinny figure of my old enemy, Stephen Bealknap, walking across the sunlit court. He had acquired a stoop now, and in his black barrister’s robe and white coif he looked like a huge magpie, seeking worms on the ground.


Bealknap suddenly straightened and stared ahead, and I saw Barak walking across the court towards him, his leather bag slung over one shoulder. I noticed my assistant’s stomach bulged now against his green doublet. His face was acquiring a little plumpness too that softened his features and made him look younger. Bealknap turned and walked rapidly away towards the chapel. That strange, miserly man had, two years ago, got himself indebted to me for a small amount. Normally bold as brass, Bealknap, for whom it was a point of pride never to part with money, would turn and hasten away if ever he saw me. It was a standing joke at Lincoln’s Inn. Evidently he was avoiding Barak now too. My assistant paused and grinned broadly at Bealknap’s back as he scuttled away. I felt relieved; obviously nothing had happened to Tamasin.


A few minutes later he joined me in my office. ‘All well with the depositions?’ I asked.


‘Yes, but it was hard to get a boat from Westminster stairs. The river’s packed with cogs taking supplies to the armies, the wherries had to pull in to the bank to make way. One of the big warships was down by the Tower, too. I think they sailed it up from Deptford so the people could see it. But I didn’t hear any cheering from the banks.’


‘People are used to them now. It was different when the Mary Rose and the Great Harry sailed out; hundreds lined the banks to cheer.’ I waved at the stool in front of my desk. ‘Come, sit down. How is Tamasin today?’


He sat and smiled wryly. ‘Grumpy. Feeling the heat, and her feet are swollen.’


‘Still sure the child’s a girl?’


‘Ay. She consulted some wise woman touting for business in Cheapside yesterday, who told her what she wanted to hear, of course.’


‘And you are still as sure the child’s a boy?’


‘I am.’ He shook his head. ‘Tammy insists on carrying on as usual. I tell her ladies of good class take to their chambers eight weeks before the birth. I thought that might give her pause but it didn’t.’


‘Is it eight weeks now?’


‘So Guy says. He’s coming to visit her tomorrow. Still, she has Goodwife Marris to look after her. Tammy was glad to see me go to work. She says I fuss.’


I smiled. I knew Barak and Tamasin were happy now. After the death of their first child there had been a bad time, and Tamasin had left him. But he had won her back with a steady, loving persistence I would once not have thought him capable of. I had helped them find a little house nearby, and a capable servant in Joan’s friend Goodwife Marris, who had worked as a wet nurse and was used to children.


I nodded at the window. ‘I saw Bealknap turn to avoid you.’


He laughed. ‘He’s started doing that lately. He fears I’m going to ask him for that three pounds he owes you. Stupid arsehole.’ His eyes glinted wickedly. ‘You should ask him for four, seeing how the value of money’s fallen.’


‘You know, I sometimes wonder if friend Bealknap is quite sane. Two years now he has made a fool and mock of himself by avoiding me, and now you too.’


‘And all the while he gets richer. They say he sold some of that gold he has to the Mint for the recoinage, and that he is lending more out to people looking for money to pay the taxes, now that lending at interest has been made legal.’


‘There are some at Lincoln’s Inn who have needed to do that to pay the Benevolence. Thank God I had enough gold. Yet the way Bealknap behaves does not show a balanced mind.’


Barak gave me a penetrating look. ‘You’ve become too ready to see madness in people. It’s because you give so much time to Ellen Fettiplace. Have you answered her latest message?’


I made an impatient gesture. ‘Let’s not go over that again. I have, and I will go to the Bedlam tomorrow.’


‘Bedlamite she may be, but she plays you like a fisherman pulling on a line.’ Barak looked at me seriously. ‘You know why.’


I changed the subject. ‘I went for a walk earlier. There was a View of Arms in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The officer was threatening to make pikemen of those who hadn’t been practising their archery.’


Barak answered contemptuously, ‘They know as well as anyone that only those who like archery practise it regularly, for all the laws the King makes. It’s hard work and you’ve got to keep at it to be any good.’ He gave me a serious look. ‘It’s no good making laws too unpopular to be enforced. Lord Cromwell knew that, he knew where to draw the line.’


‘They’re enforcing this. I’ve never seen anything like it before. And yesterday I saw the constables sweeping the streets for the beggars and vagabonds the King’s ordered to be sent to row on the galleasses. Have you heard the latest word – that French troops have landed in Scotland and the Scots are ready to fall on us too?’


‘The latest word,’ Barak repeated scoffingly. ‘Who sets these stories running about the French and Scots about to invade? The King’s officials, that’s who. Maybe to stop the people rebelling like they did in ’36. Against the taxes and the debasement of the currency. Here, look at this.’ His hand went to his purse. He took out a little silver coin and smacked it down on the desk. I picked it up. The King’s fat jowly face stared up at me.


‘One of the new shilling coins,’ Barak said. ‘A testoon.’


‘I haven’t seen one before.’


‘Tamasin went shopping with Goodwife Marris yesterday in Cheapside. There’s plenty there. Look at its dull colour. The silver’s so adulterated with copper they’ll only give eightpence worth of goods for it. Prices for bread and meat are going through the roof. Not that there is much bread, with so much being requisitioned for the army.’ Barak’s brown eyes flashed angrily. ‘And where’s the extra silver gone? To repay those German bankers who lent the King money for the war.’


‘You really think there may be no French invasion fleet at all?’


‘Maybe. I don’t know.’ He hesitated, then said suddenly, ‘I think they’re trying to get me for the army.’


‘What?’ I sat bolt upright.


‘The constable was going round all the houses in the ward last Friday with some soldier, registering all men of military age. I told them I’d a wife and a child on the way. The soldier said I looked a fit man. I flipped my fingers at him and told him to piss off. Trouble is Tamasin told me he came back yesterday. She saw him through the window and didn’t answer the door.’


I sighed. ‘Your over-confidence will be the end of you one day.’


‘That’s what Tamasin says. But they’re not taking married man with children. Or at least, not many.’


‘The powers that be are serious. I think there is going to be an invasion attempt, or why recruit all these thousands of soldiers? You should take care.’


Barak looked mutinous. ‘None of this would be happening if the King hadn’t invaded France last year. Forty thousand men sent over the Channel, and what happened? We were sent running back with our tails between our legs, except for the poor sods besieged in Boulogne. Everyone says we should cut our losses, abandon Boulogne and make peace, but the King won’t. Not our Harry.’


‘I know. I agree.’


‘Remember last autumn, the soldiers back from France lying in rags, plague-ridden, on all the roads to the city?’ His face set hard. ‘Well, that won’t happen to me.’


I looked at my assistant. There had been a time when Barak might have seen war as an adventure. But not now. ‘What did this soldier look like?’


‘Big fellow your age with a black beard, done up in a London Trained Bands uniform. Looked as if he’d seen service.’


‘He was in charge of the View of Arms. I’d guess a professional officer. No man to cross, I’d say.’


‘Well, if he’s viewing all the mustered men, hopefully he’ll be too busy to bother any more with me.’


‘I hope so. If he does return, you must come to me.’


‘Thank you,’ he said quietly.


I reached for the letter on the corner of my desk. ‘In return, I’d like your view on this.’ I handed it to him.


‘Not another message from Ellen?’


‘Look at the seal. It’s one you’ve seen before.’


He looked up. ‘The Queen’s. Is it from Master Warner? Another case?’


‘Read it.’ I hesitated. ‘It worries me.’


Barak unfolded the letter, and read aloud.


‘I would welcome your personal counsel on a case, a private matter. I invite you to attend me here at Hampton Court, at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon.’


‘It’s signed—’


‘I know. Catherine the Queen, not lawyer Warner.’


Barak read it again. ‘It’s short enough. But she says it’s a case. No sign it’s anything political.’


‘But it must be something that affects her closely for her to write herself. I can’t help remembering last year when the Queen sent Warner to represent that relative of her servant who was accused of heresy.’


‘She promised she would keep you out of things like that. And she’s one who keeps her promises.’


I nodded. More than two years before, when Queen Catherine Parr was still Lady Latimer, I had saved her life. She had promised both to be my patron and never to involve me in matters of politics.


‘How long is it since you saw her?’ Barak asked.


‘Not since the spring. She granted me an audience at Whitehall to thank me for sorting out that tangled case about her Midland properties. Then she sent me her book of prayers last month. You remember, I showed you. Prayers and Meditations.’


He pulled a face. ‘Gloomy stuff.’


I smiled sadly. ‘Yes, it was. I had not realized how much sadness there was in her. She put in a personal note saying she hoped it would turn my mind to God.’


‘She’d never put you in harm’s way. It’ll be another land case, you’ll see.’


I smiled gratefully. Barak had known the underside of the political world from his earliest days, and I valued his reassurance.


‘The Queen and Ellen Fettiplace in one day!’ he said jokingly. ‘You will have a busy day.’


‘Yes.’ I took the letter back. Remembering the last time I had visited Hampton Court, the thought of presenting myself there again set a knot of fear twisting in my stomach.









Chapter Two


IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when I finished my last brief and sanded my notes. Barak and Skelly had already left and I set off up Chancery Lane for my house nearby.


It was a perfect summer evening. Two days ago had been Midsummer’s Day, but the normal celebrations and bonfires had been curtailed by royal proclamation. The city was under a curfew now, with extra watches set through the night, for fear lest French agents set it alight.


As I reached my house, I reflected that these days I no longer felt the uplift on coming home I had when Joan was alive; rather, a worm of irritation stirred. I let myself in. Josephine Coldiron, my steward’s daughter, was standing on the rush matting in the hall, hands clasped in front of her and a vacant, slightly worried expression on her round face.


‘Good afternoon, Josephine,’ I said. She curtsied and bobbed her head. A tendril of unwashed blonde hair escaped from under her white coif, dangling over her brow. She brushed it away. ‘Sorry, sir,’ she said nervously.


I spoke gently, for I knew she was afraid of me. ‘How is dinner progressing?’


She looked guilty. ‘I haven’t started yet, sir. I need the boys’ help to prepare the vegetables.’


‘Where are Simon and Timothy?’


Josephine looked alarmed. ‘Er, with Father, sir. I’ll fetch them and get started.’


She scurried into the kitchen with her quick, tiny steps, like an agitated mouse. I crossed to the parlour.


Guy, my old friend and current house guest, sat on a chair looking out of the window. He turned as I came in, venturing a weak smile. Guy was a physician, a man of some status, but that had not stopped a gang of apprentices on the lookout for French spies from wrecking his house down near the Old Barge one night two months ago, tearing to shreds the medical notes he had made over the years and smashing his equipment. Guy had been out, or he might have been killed. No matter that Guy’s ancestry was Spanish; he was a well-known foreigner with a dark face and a strange accent. Since I had taken him in he had sunk into a deep melancholy that worried me.


I laid my satchel on the floor. ‘How now, Guy?’


He raised a hand in greeting. ‘I have been sitting here all day. It is strange; I thought if ever I was without work time would pass slowly, but it seems to race away without my noticing.’


‘Barak says Tamasin is feeling the heat.’


I was pleased to see interest come into his face. ‘I am seeing her tomorrow. I am sure she is well, but it will reassure them. Him, rather. I think Tamasin takes it all in her stride.’ He hesitated. ‘I said I would see her here, I hope that was not presumptuous.’


‘Of course not. And you are welcome here as long as you wish, you know that.’


‘Thank you. I fear if I go back home the same thing will happen again. The atmosphere against foreigners grows more poisonous every day. Look out there.’ He pointed through the diamond-paned window to my garden.


I moved over and looked out. My steward William Coldiron stood on the path, hands on his skinny hips and a fierce expression on his cadaverous, grey-stubbled face. My two servant boys, tall fourteen-year-old Simon and little twelve-year-old Timothy, paraded stiffly up and down in front of him across the garden, each with a broomstick over his shoulder. Coldiron watched them keenly from his single eye – the other was covered with a large black patch. ‘Right turn,’ he shouted, and the boys obeyed awkwardly. I heard Josephine call from the kitchen door. Coldiron looked up sharply at the study window. I opened it and called ‘William!’ sharply.


Coldiron turned to the boys. ‘Get indoors and get master’s dinner ready,’ he shouted at them. ‘Making me waste time giving you drilling lessons!’ The boys looked at him, outrage on their faces.


I turned to Guy. ‘God’s death, that man!’ Guy shook his head wearily. A moment later Coldiron appeared in the doorway. He bowed, then stood stiffly to attention. As ever, I found his face difficult to look at. A long, deep scar ran from his receding hairline to his eyepatch and continued down to the corner of his mouth. He had told me when I interviewed him that it was the result of a sword thrust received at the Battle of Flodden against the Scots over thirty years before. I had sympathized, as I always did with those who were disfigured, and that had influenced me in taking him on, though there was also the fact that, with two large instalments of tax due to the King, I had to be careful with money and he did not demand high wages. In truth I had not much liked him even then.


‘What were you doing out there with the boys?’ I asked. ‘Josephine says nothing has been done to prepare dinner.’


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he answered smoothly. ‘Only Simon and Timothy were asking me about my time as a soldier. God bless them, they want to do what they can to defend their country from invasion. They pestered me to show them how soldiers drill.’ He spread his hands. ‘Wouldn’t let me alone. It stirs their blood to know I fought the Scots last time they invaded us, that I was the man who cut down King James IV.’


‘Are they going to defend us with broomsticks?’


‘The time may be coming when even such callow boys may need to take up bills and halberds. They say the Scots are up to their old pranks again, ready to march on us while the French threaten us from the south. I believe it, I know those redshanks. And if foreign spies set fire to London—’ He gave Guy a sidelong look, so quick it was barely noticeable, but Guy saw it and turned away.


‘I don’t want you drilling Timothy and Simon,’ I said curtly, ‘however great your knowledge of the arts of war. Those of housekeeping are your work now.’


Coldiron did not turn a hair. ‘Of course, sir. I won’t let the boys press me like that again.’ He bowed deeply once more and left the room. I stared at the closed door.


‘He made the boys go out and drill,’ Guy said. ‘I saw it. Timothy at least did not want to.’


‘That man is a liar and a rogue.’


Guy smiled sadly, raising an eyebrow. ‘You do not think he killed the Scottish King?’


I snorted. ‘Every English soldier who was at Flodden claims he did it. I am thinking of dismissing him.’


‘Perhaps you should,’ Guy said, uncharacteristically for he was the gentlest of men.


I sighed. ‘It’s his daughter I feel sorry for. Coldiron bullies her as well as the boys.’ I passed a hand over my chin. ‘I am due to visit the Bedlam tomorrow, by the way, to see Ellen.’


He gave me a direct look, his face as sad as any man’s I have seen. ‘By going there every time she says she is ill – well, it may not be to the benefit of either of you in the long run. Whatever she is suffering, she lacks the right to summon you at will.’
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I LEFT EARLY next morning to visit the Bedlam. The night before I had finally come to a decision about Ellen. I did not like what I planned to do, but could see no alternative. I donned my robe and riding boots, collected my riding crop and walked round to the stables. I had decided to ride across the city, and my way lay down the broader, paved streets. Genesis was in his stall, nose in the feed bucket. Timothy, whose duties included the stable, was stroking him. As I entered, the horse looked up and gave a whicker of welcome. I patted his cheek, running my hand down his stiff, bristly whiskers. I had had him five years; he had been a young gelding then, now he was a mature, peaceful animal. I looked down at Timothy. ‘You have been mixing those herbs with his fodder as I asked?’


‘Yes, sir. He likes them.’


Seeing Timothy’s smiling, gap-toothed face, I felt a clutch at my heart. He was an orphan, with no one in the world outside my household, and I knew he felt Joan’s loss deeply. I nodded, then said gently, ‘Timothy, if Master Coldiron sets you and Simon to play at soldiers again, you are to tell him I said no, do you understand?’


The boy looked worried, shifted from foot to foot. ‘He says it’s important for us to learn, sir.’


‘Well, I say you are too young. Now, fetch the mounting block, there’s a good lad.’ I said to myself, that man will go.


[image: Paragraph break image]


I RODE DOWN Holborn Hill and through the gate in the city wall at Newgate, the grim, smoke-blackened stone of the jail hard by. Outside the entrance to the old Christ’s Hospital two halberdiers stood to attention. I had heard it was being used, like other former monastic properties, to store the King’s weapons and banners. I thought again of my friend Roger’s plans for the Inns of Court to found a new hospital for the poor. I had tried to carry on his work after his death, but the weight of taxation for the wars was such that everyone was pinching and sparing.


As I passed the Shambles a blizzard of small goose feathers swept out from under a yard door, causing Genesis to stir anxiously. Blood, too, was seeping into the street. The war meant a huge demand for arrows for the King’s armouries, and I guessed they were killing geese for the primary feathers the fletchers would use. I thought of the View of Arms I had witnessed the previous day. Fifteen hundred men had already been recruited from London and sent south, a large contingent from the sixty thousand souls in the city. And the same thing was going on all over the country; I hoped that hard-faced officer would forget about Barak.


I rode on into the broad thoroughfare of Cheapside, lined with shops and public buildings and prosperous merchants’ houses. A preacher, his grey beard worn long in the fashion now favoured by Protestants, stood on the steps of Cheapside Cross, declaiming in a loud voice. ‘God must favour our arms, for the French and Scots are naught but the Pope’s shavelings, instruments of the devil in his war against true Bible faith!’ He was probably an unlicensed radical preacher, of the sort who two years ago would have been arrested and thrown in prison, but encouraged now for their hot favouring of the war. City constables in red uniforms, staffs over their shoulders, patrolled up and down. Only the older constables were left now, the younger ones gone to war. They looked constantly over the crowd, as though their rheumy eyes could spot a French or Scottish spy about to – what, poison the food on the stalls? There was little enough of that, for as Barak said much had been requisitioned for the army, and last year’s harvest had been poor. One stall, however, was filled with what to my astonished eyes looked like a heap of sheep droppings until, riding closer, I saw they were prunes. Since the King had legalized piracy against the French and Scots all sorts of strange goods from impounded ships had turned up on the stalls. I remembered the celebrations in the spring when the pirate Robert Renegar had brought a Spanish treasure ship up the Thames, full of gold from the Indies. Despite Spanish fury he had been feted at court as a hero.


There was an angry tone, different from the usual haggling, in the many arguments going on up and down the market. At a vegetable stall a fat, red-faced woman stood waving one of the testoons in the stallholder’s face, the white wings of her coif shaking with anger.


‘It’s a shilling!’ she yelled. ‘It’s got the King’s majesty’s head on it!’


The weary-looking stallholder slapped his hands down and leaned forward. ‘It’s nearly half copper! It’s worth eightpence in the old money, if that! It’s not my fault! I didn’t make this evil coinage!’


‘My husband got paid in these! And you want a penny a bag for these scabby things!’ She picked up a small cabbage and waved it at him.


‘The crops have been damaged by the storms! Don’t you know that? It’s no good coming to me making moan!’ The stallholder was shouting now, to the delight of some ragged urchins who had gathered round with a skinny dog, which stood barking at them all. The woman threw the cabbage down. ‘I’ll find better somewhere else!’


‘Not for one of those dandyprats, you won’t!’


‘It’s always those at the bottom that suffer,’ she said. ‘Poor people’s work is all that’s cheap!’ She turned away and I saw tears in her eyes. The dog followed her, jumping and barking round her ragged skirts. Straight in front of me she turned and aimed a kick at it. Genesis stepped back, alarmed.


‘Have a care, goodwife!’ I called out.


‘Pen-pushing lawyer,’ she yelled back. ‘Robed hunchback leech! I warrant you don’t have a family half starving! You should be brought down, the King and all of you!’ She realized what she had said and looked round, afraid, but there were no constables nearby. She walked away, an empty bag slapping at her skirt.


‘Quiet, good horse,’ I said to Genesis. I sighed. Insults about my condition still felt like a stab in the guts after all these years, but I felt humbled too. For all that I, like other gentlemen, might rail against the taxes, we still had money to put food on the table. Why, I thought, do we all put up with the King squeezing us dry? The answer, of course, was that invasion was a worse fear.


I passed down the Poultry. At the corner of Three Needle Street half a dozen apprentices in their light blue robes stood with hands on their belts, looking round threateningly. A passing constable ignored them. Once the plague of the authorities, the apprentices were now seen as useful extra eyes against spies. It was such a gang of youths that had sacked Guy’s shop. As I passed beyond the city wall again at Bishopsgate I wondered bitterly whether I was going to a madhouse, or coming from one.
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I HAD FIRST MET Ellen Fettiplace two years before. I had been visiting a client, a boy incarcerated in the Bedlam for religious mania. At first Ellen had seemed saner than anyone else there. She had been given duties caring for some of her easier fellow patients, towards whom she showed gentleness and concern, and her care had played a part in my client’s eventual recovery. I had been astonished when I learned the nature of her malady – she was utterly terrified of going outside the walls of the building. I had myself witnessed the wild, screaming panic that came over her if she were made even to step over the threshold. I pitied Ellen, all the more when I learned she had been incarcerated in the Bedlam after she was attacked and raped near her home in Sussex. She had been sixteen then; she was thirty-five now.


When my client was discharged Ellen asked if I would visit her and bring news of the outside world, for she had almost none. I knew no one else visited her, and agreed on condition she would let me try to help her venture outside. Since then I had tried any number of strategies, asking her to take just one step beyond the open doorway, suggesting I and Barak hold her on either side, asking if she could do it with closed eyes – but Ellen had procrastinated and delayed with a guile and persistence more than equal to mine.


And gradually she had worked that guile, her only weapon in a hostile world, in other ways. At first I had promised only to visit her ‘from time to time’, but as skilfully as any lawyer she had manipulated the phrase to her benefit. She asked me to come once a month, then every three weeks as she was so famished for news, then every two. If I missed a visit I would receive a message that she was taken ill, and would hasten round to find her sitting happily by the fire soothing some troubled patient, having made a sudden recovery. And these last few months it had dawned on me that there was another element in the problem, one I should have seen earlier. Ellen was in love with me.
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PEOPLE THOUGHT of the Bedlam as a grim fortress where lunatics groaned and clanked their chains behind bars. There were indeed some who were chained and many who groaned, but the grey-stone exterior of the long, low building was quite pleasant looking. One approached across a wide yard, which today was vacant except for a tall, thin man dressed in a stained grey doublet. He was walking round and round, staring at the ground, his lips moving quickly. He must be a new patient, probably a man of means who had lost his wits and whose family could afford the fees to keep him here, out of the way.


I knocked at the door. It was opened by Hob Gebons, one of the warders, a big bunch of keys jangling at his belt. A stubby, thickset man in his fifties, Gebons was no more than a jailer; he had no interest in the patients, to whom he could be casually cruel, but he had some respect for me, for I stood up to the Bedlam’s keeper, Edwin Shawms, whose cruelty was not casual. And Gebons could be bribed. When he saw me he gave me a sardonic smile, showing grey teeth.


‘How is she?’ I asked.


‘Merry as a spring lamb, sir, since you sent word you were coming. Up till then she thought she had the plague. Shawms was furious watching her sweat – and she did sweat – thinking we’d be quarantined. Then your message came and within an hour she was better. I’d call it a miracle if the Church allowed miracles now.’


I stepped inside. Even on this hot summer’s day the Bedlam felt clammy. On the left was the half-open door of the parlour, where some patients sat playing dice round a scratched old table. On a stool in a corner a middle-aged woman was weeping quietly, a wooden doll clutched firmly in her hand. The other patients ignored her; here one quickly got used to such things. To the right was the long stone corridor housing the patients’ rooms. Someone was knocking on one of the doors from the inside. ‘Let me out!’ a man’s voice called.


‘Is Keeper Shawms in?’ I asked Hob quietly.


‘No. He’s gone to see Warden Metwys.’


‘I’d like a word after I’ve seen Ellen. I can’t stay more than half an hour. I have another appointment I must keep.’ I reached down to my belt and jingled my purse, nodding at him meaningfully. I slipped him small amounts when I came, to ensure Ellen at least had decent food and bedding.


‘All right, I’ll be in the office. She’s in her room.’


I did not need to ask if her door were unlocked. One thing about Ellen, she was never, ever, going to run away.


I walked down the corridor and knocked at her door. Strictly, it was improper for me to visit a single woman alone, but in the Bedlam the usual rules of conduct were relaxed. She called me in. She was sitting on her straw bed, wearing a clean, blue dress, low-cut, her graceful hands folded in her lap. Her narrow, aquiline face was calm, but her dark-blue eyes were wide, full of emotion. She had washed her long brown hair, but the ends were starting to frizz and split. It is not the sort of detail you notice if you are attracted to a woman. Therein lay the problem.


She smiled, showing her large, white teeth. ‘Matthew! You got my message. I have been so ill.’


‘You are better now?’ I asked. ‘Gebons said you had a bad fever.’


‘Yes. I feared the plague.’ She smiled nervously. ‘I was afraid.’


I sat on a stool on the other side of the room. ‘I long for news of the world,’ she said. ‘It has been more than two weeks since I saw you.’


‘Not quite two, Ellen,’ I answered gently.


‘What of the war? They won’t tell us anything, for fear it may unsettle us. But old Ben Tudball is allowed out and he saw a great troop of soldiers marching past . . .’


‘They say the French are sending a fleet to invade us. And that the Duke of Somerset has taken an army to the Scottish border. But it is all rumour. Nobody knows. Barak thinks the rumours come from the King’s officials.’


‘That does not mean they are untrue.’


‘No.’ I thought, she has such a sharp, quick mind, and her interest in the world is real. Yet she is stuck in here. I looked at the barred window onto the yard. I said, ‘I heard someone down the corridor banging to be let out.’


‘It’s someone new. Some poor soul that still believes they are sane.’


The atmosphere in the room was musty. I looked at the rushes on the floor. ‘These need changing,’ I said. ‘Hob should attend to it.’


She looked down, quickly scratched at her wrist. ‘Yes, I suppose they do.’ Fleas, I thought. I’ll get them too.


‘Why do we not go and stand in the doorway?’ I suggested quietly. ‘Look out at the front yard. The sun is shining.’


She shook her head, wrapping her arms round her body as though to ward off danger. ‘I cannot.’


‘You could when I first knew you, Ellen. Do you remember the day the King married the Queen? We stood in the doorway, listening to the church bells.’


She smiled sadly. ‘If I do that you will press me to go outside, Matthew. Do you think I do not know that? Do you not know how afraid I am?’ Her voice took on a bitter note and she looked down again. ‘You do not come to visit me, then when you do you press and cajole me. This is not what we agreed.’


‘I do visit you, Ellen. Even when, as now, I am busy and have worries of my own.’


Her face softened. ‘Have you, Matthew? What ails you?’


‘Nothing, not really. Ellen, do you really want to stay here for the rest of your life?’ I hesitated, then asked, ‘What would happen if whoever pays your fees were to stop?’


She tensed. ‘I cannot speak of it. You know that. It upsets me beyond bearing.’


‘Do you think Shawms would then let you stay out of charity?’


She flinched a little, then said with spirit, looking me in the face, ‘You know I help him with the patients. I am good with them. He would keep me on. It is all I want from life, that and –’ She turned away, and I saw tears in the corner of her eyes.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘All right.’ I stood up and forced a smile.


Ellen smiled too, brightly. ‘What news of Barak’s wife?’ she asked. ‘When is her baby due?’
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I LEFT HER half an hour later, promising to be back within two weeks – within two weeks, not in two weeks, she had nudged our bargain in her favour again.


Hob Gebons was waiting for me in Shawms’s untidy little office, sitting on a stool behind the desk, hands folded over his greasy jerkin. ‘Had a good visit, sir?’ he asked.


I closed the door. ‘Ellen was as usual.’ I looked at him. ‘How long is it she’s been here now? Nineteen years? The rules say a patient can only stay in the Bedlam a year, and they’re supposed to be cured within that time.’


‘If they pay, they stay. Unless they make a lot of trouble. And Ellen Fettiplace don’t.’


I hesitated a moment. But I had made up my mind: I had to find out who her family were. I opened my purse, held up a gold half angel, one of the old coins. It was a large bribe. ‘Who pays Ellen’s fees, Hob? Who is it?’


He shook his head firmly. ‘You know I can’t tell you that.’


‘All the time I’ve been visiting her, all I’ve learned is that she was attacked and raped when she was in her teens, down in Sussex. I’ve learned where she lived too – a place called Rolfswood.’


Gebons stared at me through narrowed eyes. ‘How did you find that out?’ he asked quietly.


‘One day I was telling her about my father’s farm near Lichfield, and mentioned the great winter floods of 1524. She said, “I was a girl then. I remember at Rolfswood . . .” Then she clammed up and would say no more. But I asked around and discovered Rolfswood is a small town in the Sussex iron country, near the Hampshire border. Ellen won’t say anything else though, about her family or what happened to her.’ I stared at Gebons. ‘Was it someone from her family that attacked her? Is that why they never visit?’


Hob looked at the coin I still held up, then at me. ‘I can’t help you, sir,’ he said slowly and firmly. ‘Master Shawms is very particular about us not asking anything about Ellen’s background.’


‘He must have records.’ I nodded at the desk. ‘Maybe in there.’


‘It’s locked, and I’m not going to be the one to break it open.’


I had to get out of this tangle somehow. ‘How much is it worth, Hob?’ I asked. ‘Name your price.’


‘Can you pay me what it would cost to keep me the rest of my life?’ he said with sudden anger, his face growing red. ‘Because if I found out and told you, they’d trace it back to me. Shawms keeps that story close and that means he’s under instructions from above. From Warden Metwys. I’d be out. I’m not going to lose the roof over my head and a job that feeds me and gives me a bit of authority in a world which is not kind to poor men.’ Hob slapped the bunch of keys at his belt for emphasis, making them jingle. ‘All because you haven’t the heart to tell Ellen she’s foolish to think you’ll ever bed her in that room. Don’t you think everyone here knows of her mad fancy for you?’ he asked impatiently. ‘Don’t you realize it’s a joke up and down the Bedlam?’


I felt myself flush. ‘That’s not what she wants. How could she, after what happened to her?’


He shrugged again. ‘That only makes some women keener, from what I’m told. What else do you think she’s after?’


‘I don’t know. Some fantasy of courtly love perhaps.’


He laughed. ‘That’s an educated way of putting it. Tell her you’re not interested. Make life easier for yourself and everyone else.’


‘I can’t do that, it would be cruel. I need to find some way out of this, Hob. I need to know who her family are.’


‘I’m sure lawyers have ways of finding things out.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘She is mad, you know. It’s not just the refusing to go out. All these fake illnesses, and you can hear her crying and muttering to herself in that room at night. If you want my advice you should just walk away and not come back. Send that man of yours with a message that you’re married, or dead, or gone to fight the French.’


I realized that in his own way Gebons was trying to advise me for the best. My best, though, not Ellen’s. Ellen mattered nothing to him.


‘What would happen to her if I did that?’


He shrugged. ‘She’d get worse. But if you don’t tell her, she will anyway. Your way is just more drawn out.’ He looked at me shrewdly. ‘Perhaps you’re afraid of telling her.’


‘Mind your place, Gebons,’ I said sharply.


He shrugged. ‘Well, I can tell you that once they get ideas fixed in their heads, it’s hard to get them out. Believe me, sir, I’ve been here ten years, I know what they’re like.’


I turned away. ‘I will be back the week after next.’


He shrugged again. ‘All right. Hopefully that will content her. For now.’


I left the office and went out through the main door, closing it firmly behind me. I was glad to be away from the fetid air of that place. I thought, I will find out the truth about Ellen, I will find some way.









Chapter Three


IRODE BACK to my house, quickly changed into my best clothes, and walked down to Temple Stairs to find a boat to take me the ten miles upriver to Hampton Court. The tide was with us, but even so it was a hard pull for the boatman that sultry morning. Beyond Westminster we passed numerous barges going downriver laden with supplies – bales of clothing, grain from the King’s stores, on one occasion hundreds of longbows. My sweating boatman was not inclined to talk, and I stared out at the fields. Normally by now the ears of corn would be turning golden, but after the bad weather of the last few weeks they were still green.


My visit to Ellen still lay heavy on my mind, especially Hob’s words about lawyers having their ways of finding things. I hated the thought of going behind her back, but the present situation could not continue.
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AT LENGTH the soaring brick towers of Hampton Court came into view, the chimneys topped with gold-painted statues of lions and mythical beasts glinting in the sun. I disembarked at the wharf, where soldiers armed with halberds stood on duty. My heart beat hard with apprehension as I looked across the wide lawns to Wolsey’s palace. I showed my letter to one of the guards. He bowed deeply, called another guard across and told him to take me inside.


I remembered my only previous visit to Hampton Court, to see Archbishop Cranmer after having been falsely imprisoned in the Tower. It was that memory which lay at the root of my fear. I had heard Cranmer was down in Dover; they said he had reviewed the soldiers there on a white horse, dressed in armour. It sounded extraordinary, though surely no stranger than anything else happening now. The King, I learned from the guard, was at Whitehall, so at least there was no risk of seeing him. Once I had displeased him, and King Henry never forgot a grudge. As we reached a wide oaken doorway, I prayed to the God I hardly believed in any more that the Queen would keep her promise and that, whatever she wanted, it be not a matter of politics.


I was led up a spiral staircase into the outer rooms of the Queen’s chambers. I pulled off my cap as we entered a room where servants and officials, most wearing the Queen’s badge of St Catherine in their caps, bustled to and fro. We passed through another room and then another, each quieter as we approached the Queen’s presence chamber. There were signs of new decoration, fresh paint on the walls and the elaborately corniced ceilings, wide tapestries so bright with colour they almost hurt the eye. Herbs and branches were laid on the rush matting covering the floor, and there was a heavenly medley of scents; almonds, lavender, roses. In the second room parrots fluttered and sang in roomy cages. There was a monkey in a cage too; it had been clambering up the bars but stopped and stared at me, huge eyes in a wrinkled, old man’s face. We paused before another guarded door, the Queen’s motto picked out in gold on a scroll above: To be useful in what I do. The guard opened it and I finally stepped into the presence chamber.


This was the outer sanctum; the Queen’s private rooms lay beyond, behind another door with a halberdier outside. After two years of marriage Queen Catherine was still in high favour with the King; when he had been away last year, leading his armies in France, she had been appointed Queen Regent. Yet remembering the fates of his other wives, I could not but think how, at a word from him, all her guards could in a moment become jailers.


The walls of the presence chamber were decorated with some of the new wallpaper, intricate designs of leaves on a green background, and the room was furnished with elegant tables, vases of flowers and high-backed chairs. There were only two people present. The first was a woman in a plain cornflower-blue dress, her hair grey beneath her white coif. She half-rose from her chair, giving me an apprehensive look. The man with her, tall and thin and wearing a lawyer’s robe, put his hand gently on her shoulder to indicate she should stay seated. Master Robert Warner, the Queen’s solicitor, his thin face framed by a long beard that was greying fast though he was of an age with me, came across and took my hand.


‘Brother Shardlake, thank you for coming.’ As though I could have refused. But I was pleased to see him, Warner had always been friendly.


‘How are you?’ he asked.


‘Well enough. And you?’


‘Very busy just now.’


‘And how is the Queen?’ I noticed the grey-haired woman was staring at me intently, and that she was trembling slightly.


‘Very well. I will take you in now. The Lady Elizabeth is with her.’


[image: Paragraph break image]


IN THE SUMPTUOUSLY decorated privy chamber, four richly dressed maids-in-waiting with the Queen’s badge on their hoods sat sewing by the window. Outside were the palace gardens, patterned flower beds and fishponds and statues of heraldic beasts. All the women rose and nodded briefly as I bowed to them.


Queen Catherine Parr sat in the centre of the room, on a red velvet chair under a crimson cloth of state. Beside her a girl of about eleven knelt stroking a spaniel. She had a pale face and long auburn hair, and wore a green silken dress and a rope of pearls. I realized this was the Lady Elizabeth, the King’s younger daughter, by Anne Boleyn. I knew the King had restored Elizabeth and her half-sister Mary, Catherine of Aragon’s daughter, to the succession the year before, it was said at the Queen’s urging. But their status as bastards remained; they were still ladies, not princesses. And though Mary, now in her twenties, was a major figure at court and second in line to the throne after young Prince Edward, Elizabeth, despised and rejected by her father, was hardly ever seen in public.


Warner and I bowed deeply. There was a pause, then the Queen said, ‘Welcome, good gentlemen,’ in her clear rich voice.


Before her marriage Catherine Parr had always been elegantly dressed, but now she was magnificent in a dress of silver and russet sewn with strands of gold. A gold brooch hung with pearls was pinned to her breast. Her face, attractive rather than pretty, was lightly powdered, her red-gold hair bound under a circular French hood. Her expression was kindly but watchful, her mouth severe but somehow conveying that in a moment it could break into a smile or laugh in the midst of all this magnificence. She looked at Warner.


‘She is outside?’ she asked.


‘Yes, your majesty.’


‘Go sit with her, I will call her in shortly. She is still nervous?’


‘Very.’


‘Then give her what comfort you can.’ Warner bowed and left the room. I was aware of the girl studying me closely as she stroked the spaniel. The Queen looked across at her and smiled.


‘Well, Elizabeth, this is Master Shardlake. Ask your question, then you must go to your archery lesson. Master Timothy will be waiting.’ She turned back to me with an indulgent smile on her face. ‘The Lady Elizabeth has a question about lawyers.’


I turned hesitantly to the girl. She was not pretty, her nose and chin too long. Her eyes were blue and piercing, as I remembered her father’s. But, unlike Henry’s, Elizabeth’s eyes held no cruelty, only an intense, searching curiosity. A bold look for a child, but she was no ordinary child.


‘Sir,’ she said in a clear, grave voice, ‘I know you for a lawyer, and that my dear mother believes you a good man.’


‘Thank you.’ So she called the Queen mother.


‘Yet I have heard it said that lawyers are bad folk, with no morals, who will argue a wicked man’s case as readily as a good one’s. People say lawyers’ houses are built on the heads of fools, and they use the tangles of the law as webs to ensnare the people. What say you, sir?’


The girl’s serious expression showed she was not mocking me, she truly wished to hear my answer. I took a deep breath. ‘My lady, I was taught it is a good thing for lawyers to be ready to argue the case of any client, indifferently. A lawyer’s duty is to be impartial, so that every man, good or bad, may have his rights faithfully argued before the King’s courts.’


‘But lawyers must have consciences, sir, and know in their hearts whether the cause they argue be just or no.’ Elizabeth spoke emphatically. ‘If a man came to you and you saw he acted from malice and spite against the other party, wished merely to entangle him in the thorny embrace of the law, would you not act for him just the same, for a fee?’


‘Master Shardlake acts mostly for the poor, Elizabeth,’ the Queen said gently. ‘In the Court of Requests.’


‘But, Mother, surely a poor man may have a bad case as easily as a rich one?’


‘It is true the law is tangled,’ I said, ‘perhaps indeed too complex for men’s good. True also that some lawyers are greedy and care only for money. Yet a lawyer has a duty to seek out whatever is just and reasonable in a client’s case, so he may argue it well. Thus he may indeed engage his conscience. And it is the judges who decide where justice lies. And justice is a great thing.’


Elizabeth gave me a sudden winning smile. ‘I thank you for your answer, sir, and will think well on it. I asked only because I wish to learn.’ She paused. ‘Yet still I think justice is no easy thing to find.’


‘There, my lady, I agree.’


The Queen touched her arm. ‘And now you must go, or Master Timothy will be searching. And Serjeant Shardlake and I have business. Jane, will you accompany her?’


Elizabeth nodded and smiled at the Queen, looking for a moment like an ordinary little girl. I bowed deeply again. One of the maids came over and accompanied the child to the door. Elizabeth walked with slow, composed steps. The little dog made to follow her, but the Queen called to it to stay. The maid-in-waiting knocked on the door, it was opened, and they slipped through.


The Queen turned to me, then held out a slim ringed hand for me to kiss. ‘You answered well,’ she said, ‘but perhaps you allowed your fellow lawyers too much latitude.’


‘Yes. I am more cynical than that. But she is only a child, though a truly remarkable one. She converses better than many adults.’


The Queen laughed, a sudden display of white even teeth. ‘She swears like a soldier when she is angry; I think Master Timothy encourages her. But yes, she is truly remarkable. Master Grindal, Prince Edward’s tutor, is teaching her too and says she is the cleverest child he has ever taught. And she is as skilled at sporting pursuits as things of the mind. Already she follows the hunt and she is reading Master Ascham’s new treatise on archery. Yet she is so sad sometimes, and so watchful. Sometimes frightened.’ The Queen looked at the closed door with a pensive expression, and for a moment I saw the Catherine Parr I remembered: intense, afraid, desperate to do the right thing.


I said, ‘The world is a dangerous and uncertain place, your majesty. One cannot be too watchful.’


‘Yes.’ A knowing smile. ‘And you fear I would place you again amidst its worst dangers. I see it. But I would never break my promise, good Matthew. The case I have for you is nothing to do with politics.’


I bowed my head. ‘You see through me. I do not know what to say.’


‘Then say nothing. Tell me only how you fare.’


‘Well enough.’


‘Do you find any time to paint nowadays?’


I shook my head. ‘I did a little last year, but just now –’ I hesitated – ‘I have many demands on me.’


‘I read worry in your face.’ The gaze from the Queen’s hazel eyes was as keen as Elizabeth’s.


‘’Tis only the lines that come with age. Though not on yours, your majesty.’


‘If you ever have troubles, you know I would help you all I can.’


‘A small private matter only.’


‘An affair of the heart, perhaps?’


I glanced over at the ladies at the window, realizing that all the while the Queen had kept her voice raised sufficiently for them to hear. No one would ever be able to report that Catherine Parr had had a privy conversation with a man the King disliked.


‘No, your majesty,’ I answered. ‘Not that.’


She nodded, frowned thoughtfully for a moment, then asked, ‘Matthew, have you any experience with the Court of Wards?’


I looked at her in surprise. ‘No, your majesty.’ The Court of Wards had been founded by the King a few years ago, to deal with the wealthy orphan children throughout the land who came under his control. There was no court more corrupt, nor one where justice was less likely to be found. It was also where any documents certifying Ellen’s lunacy would be kept, for the King had legal charge of lunatics too.


‘No matter. The case I would like you to take requires an honest man above all, and you know the sort of lawyers who make wards their speciality.’ She leaned forward. ‘Would you pursue a case there? For me? I wish you to take it, rather than Master Warner, because you have more experience in representing ordinary people.’


‘I would need to refresh my mind about the procedures. But otherwise, yes.’


She nodded. ‘Thank you. One more thing you should know before I bring in your new client. Master Warner tells me Wards’ cases often involve lawyers travelling to where the young wards live to gather statements.’


‘Depositions. That is true of all the courts, your majesty.’


‘The boy concerned in this case lives in Hampshire, near Portsmouth.’


I thought, the way there from London lies through West Sussex. Where Ellen comes from.


The Queen hesitated, choosing her next words carefully. ‘The Portsmouth area may not be the safest region to travel to these next few weeks.’


‘The French? But they say they may land anywhere.’


‘We have spies in France, and the word is they are headed for Portsmouth. It is not certain, but likely. I would not have you take on this matter without knowing that, for Master Warner tells me depositions may well be needed.’


I looked at her. I sensed how much she wanted me to deal with this case. And if I could go via Rolfswood . . .


‘I will do it,’ I said.


‘Thank you.’ She smiled gratefully and turned to the ladies. ‘Jane, please fetch Mistress Calfhill.’


‘Now,’ she said to me quietly, ‘Bess Calfhill, whom you are about to meet, was an old servant of mine when I was Lady Latimer. A housekeeper at one of our properties in the north and later in London. She is a good, true woman, but she has recently suffered a great loss. Deal with her gently. If anyone deserves justice, it is Bess.’


The maid-in-waiting returned, bringing with her the woman I had seen in the presence chamber. She was small, frail looking. She approached with nervous steps, her hands held tightly together.


‘Come, good Bess,’ the Queen said in a welcoming voice. ‘This is Master Shardlake, a serjeant at law. Jane, bring over a chair. One for Serjeant Shardlake too.’


Mistress Calfhill lowered herself onto a cushioned chair and I sat opposite her. She studied me with her intent gaze, grey-blue eyes clear against the lined, unhappy face. She frowned for a second, perhaps noticing I was a hunchback. Then she looked at the Queen, her expression softening at the sight of the dog.


‘This is Rig, Bess,’ the Queen said. ‘Is he not a fine fellow? Come, stroke him.’


Hesitantly, Bess leaned across and touched the animal. Its feathery tail wagged. ‘Bess always loved dogs,’ the Queen told me, and I realized she had kept Rig back to help relax her old servant. ‘Now, Bess,’ the Queen said, ‘tell Serjeant Shardlake everything. Do not be afraid. He will be your true friend in this. Tell him as you told me.’


Bess leaned back, looked at me anxiously. ‘I am a widow, sir.’ She spoke softly. ‘I had a son, Michael, a goodly, gentle boy.’ Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away resolutely. ‘He was clever, and thanks to Lady Latimer’s – I beg pardon, the Queen’s – kindness, he went to Cambridge.’ Pride came into her voice. ‘He graduated and came back to London. He had obtained a post as tutor to a family of merchants named Curteys. In a good house near the Moorgate.’


‘You must have been proud,’ I said.


‘So I was, sir.’


‘When was this?’


‘Seven years ago. Michael was happy in his position. Master Curteys and his wife were good people. Cloth merchants. As well as their house in London they had bought some woodland belonging to a little nunnery down in Hampshire, in the country north of Portsmouth. All the monasteries were going down then.’


‘I remember very well.’


‘Michael said the nuns had lived in luxury from the profits of selling the wood.’ She frowned, shaking her head. ‘Those monks and nuns were bad people, as the Queen knows.’ Bess Calfhill, clearly, was another reformer.


‘Tell Master Shardlake about the children,’ the Queen prompted.


‘The Curteyses had two children, Hugh and Emma. I think Emma was twelve then, Hugh a year younger. Michael brought them to see me once and I would see them when I visited him.’ She smiled fondly. ‘Such a pretty boy and girl. Both tall, with light brown hair, sweet-natured quiet children. Their father was a good reformer, a man of new thinking. He had Emma as well as Hugh taught Latin and Greek, as well as sportly pastimes. My son enjoyed archery and taught the children.’


‘Your son was fond of them?’


‘As if they were his own. You know how in rich households spoiled children can make tutors’ lives a misery, but Hugh and Emma enjoyed their learning. If anything, Michael thought they were too serious, but their parents encouraged that: they wanted them to grow up godly folk. Michael thought Master Curteys and his wife kept the children too close to them. But they loved them dearly. Then, then –’ Bess stopped suddenly and looked down at her lap.


‘What happened?’ I asked gently.


When she looked up again her eyes were blank with grief. ‘There was plague in London the second summer Michael was with them. The family decided to go down to Hampshire to visit their lands. They were going with friends, another family who had bought the old nunnery buildings and the rest of the lands. The Hobbeys.’ She almost spat out the name.


‘Who were they?’ I asked.


‘Nicholas Hobbey was another cloth merchant. He was having the nunnery converted to a house and Master Curteys’ family was to stay with them. Michael was going down to Hampshire too. They were packing to leave when Master Curteys felt the boils under his arm. He had barely been put to bed when his wife collapsed. They were both dead in a day. Along with their steward, a good man.’ She sighed heavily. ‘You know how it comes.’


‘Yes.’ Not just plague, but all the diseases born of the foul humours of London. I thought of Joan.


‘Michael and the children escaped. Hugh and Emma were devastated, clinging to each other for comfort, crying. Michael did not know what would become of them. There were no close relatives.’ She set her jaw. ‘And then Nicholas Hobbey came. But for that family my son would still be alive.’ She stared at me, her eyes suddenly full of rage.


‘Did you ever meet Master Hobbey?’


‘No. I know only what Michael told me. He said originally Master Curteys had been thinking of buying the nunnery and all the land that went with it, as an investment, but decided he could not afford it. He knew Master Hobbey through the Mercer’s Hall. Master Hobbey came to dinner several times to discuss splitting the woodland between the two of them, which was what happened in the end, with Master Hobbey buying the smaller share of the woodland and the nunnery buildings, which he was going to convert to a country residence. Master Curteys took the larger part of the woodland. Master Hobbey became friendly with Master and Mistress Curteys over the sale. He struck Michael as one who adopts reformist positions when he is with godly people, but if he were negotiating the purchase of lands with a papist he would take some beads to click. As for his wife, Mistress Abigail, Michael said he thought she was mad.’


Madness again. ‘In what way?’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Michael did not like to talk to me of such things.’ She paused, then went on. ‘Master and Mistress Curteys died too quick to make wills. That was why everything was uncertain. But shortly afterwards Master Hobbey appeared with a lawyer, and told him the children’s future was being arranged.’


‘Do you know the lawyer’s name?’


‘Dyrick. Vincent Dyrick.’


‘Do you know him?’ the Queen asked.


‘Slightly. He is an Inner Temple barrister. He has represented landlords against me in the Court of Requests occasionally over the years. He is good in argument but – over-aggressive perhaps. I did not know he worked in the Court of Wards too.’


‘Michael feared him. Michael and the Curteyses’ vicar were trying to trace relatives, but then Master Hobbey said he had bought the children’s wardship. The Curteyses’ house was to be sold and Hugh and Emma were to move to the Hobbeys’ house in Shoe Lane.’


‘That went through very quickly,’ I said.


‘Money must have passed,’ the Queen said quietly.


‘How much land is there?’


‘I think about twenty square miles in all. The children’s share was about two-thirds.’


That was a great deal of land. ‘Do you know how much Hobbey paid for the wardship?’


‘I think it was eighty pounds.’


That sounded cheap. I thought, if Master Hobbey bought Hugh and Emma’s wardship he has control of their share of that woodland. In Hampshire, near to Portsmouth, where there would be much demand for wood for ships, and not too far from the Sussex Weald, where the expanding ironworks had brought constant demand for fuel.


Bess continued. ‘Master Hobbey seemed minded to get his own tutor, but Hugh and Emma had grown attached to Michael. The children asked Master Hobbey to keep Michael on, and he agreed.’ Bess lifted her hands, made a sort of helpless motion. ‘Apart from me, the Curteys family were all Michael had. He was a lad full of generous emotion: he should have sought a wife but for some reason never did.’ She composed herself again, continued in a flat voice. ‘And so the children were moved, and the house they had lived in all their lives sold and gone. I think the proceeds were put in care of the Court of Wards.’


‘Yes. It would be the trustee. So, Mistress Calfhill, your son moved with the children to Shoe Lane.’


‘Yes. He did not like the Hobbeys’ house. It was a small, dark place. And Michael had a new pupil. The Hobbeys’ son David.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Michael said he was a spoiled and pampered only child, the same age as Emma. Stupid and cruel, always taunting Hugh and Emma, saying they were in his house on sufferance, that his parents did not love them as they did him. True enough, I suppose. I believe Master Hobbey only took the children on to profit from their lands.’


‘Is it not illegal to make profit from a ward’s lands?’ the Queen asked.


‘Yes. Whoever purchases a wardship has custody of the ward’s lands, but he is supposed to take care of them and not make profit for himself. Though that is not always what happens. And he would have control of the girl’s marriage,’ I added thoughtfully.


Bess said, ‘Michael feared they wanted to marry Emma to David, so her share of the children’s lands would pass to the Hobbey family. Those poor children. Hugh and Emma cleaved together, they only had each other, though they had a friend in my son. Michael told me Hugh had a fight once with David, over something improper he said to Emma. She would have been only thirteen. David was a big strong boy, but Hugh beat him.’ She looked at me sharply again. ‘I told Michael he was getting too concerned over Hugh and Emma, he couldn’t be mother and father to them. But then –’ her face went blank once more – ‘then smallpox came to the Hobbeys’ house.’


The Queen leaned forward and laid a hand on Bess’s arm.


‘All three children caught it,’ Bess continued stonily. ‘Michael was forbidden their chambers for fear of infection. The servants were set to look after Hugh and Emma, but David’s mother cared for him herself, weeping and crying to God for her boy to be saved. I give her credit for that; I would have done the same for Michael.’ She paused, then said in a savage voice, ‘David survived unmarked. Hugh lived, but with a pitted face that destroyed his handsomeness. And little Emma died.’


‘I am sorry.’


‘Then a few days later Master Hobbey told my son his wife would not live in London any more. They were going to their house in Hampshire for good and he would not be needed. Michael never saw Hugh again – he and David were still being kept isolated. They allowed Michael to go to poor Emma’s funeral, that was all. He saw her little white coffin laid in the earth. He left that day. He said the servants were burning Emma’s clothes in the garden in case they harboured the ill humours of the disease.’


‘A terrible story,’ I said gently. ‘Death and greed, and children the victims. But Mistress Calfhill, your son could have done no more.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘Master Hobbey gave Michael a letter of recommendation, and he got other positions in London. He wrote to Hugh, but had only a stiff reply from Master Hobbey saying he should not write, they were trying to build a new life for the boy in Hampshire.’ Her voice rose. ‘The cruelty of it, after all Michael had done for those children.’


‘That was hard indeed,’ I said. Yet I could see Hobbey’s point of view. In London the boy Hugh had lost his entire family.


Bess continued, the tonelessness returning to her voice. ‘The years passed. Then at the end of last year Michael took a place down in Dorset, teaching the sons of a large landowner. But the fate of Hugh and Emma seemed to haunt him. He often said he wondered what had become of Hugh.’ She frowned and looked down.


The Queen spoke again. ‘Come, Bess, you must tell the last part, though I know it is the hardest.’


Bess looked at me, steeled herself. ‘Michael returned from Dorset to visit me at Easter. When he arrived he looked terrible, pale and distracted, almost out of his wits. He would not tell me why, but after a few days he suddenly asked if I knew any lawyers. For what, I asked. To my amazement he said he wished to apply to the Court of Wards for Hugh to be taken from the Hobbeys’ custody.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I told him I knew no lawyers, and asked why he should do this now, after six years. He said it was something not fit for my ears or any woman’s, or man’s either except a judge. I tell you, sir, I began to fear for Michael’s reason. I can see him now, sitting opposite me in the little house I have, thanks to the Queen’s goodness. In the light from the fire his face looked lined – old. Yes, old, though he was not yet thirty. I suggested if he wanted a lawyer perhaps he should visit Master Dyrick. But he laughed bitterly and said he was the last person he should go to.’


‘That is right. If Dyrick was acting for Hobbey in the wardship, he could not act against him in the same matter.’


‘It was more than that, sir. There was anger in Michael’s voice.’


I sensed a new stillness in the room, and glanced over to the windows. The maids-in-waiting had stopped sewing, and were listening as intently as the Queen and I.


‘It occurred to me that on the way back home from Dorset Michael might have visited Hugh. I asked him outright, and he admitted it was true. He had not made an appointment because he feared Master Hobbey might not receive him. He said when he arrived he found that something frightful had been done. He had to find a lawyer whom he could trust, and if he could not he would file the case in court himself.’


‘I wish you had come to me, Bess,’ the Queen said. ‘You could have.’


‘Your majesty, I feared my son was losing his reason. I could not see anything that could have happened to Hugh that would drive Michael to such a state. Shortly afterwards Michael said he had found a lodging of his own. He said he was not going back to Dorset. He –’At last she broke down, burying her head in her hands and weeping. The Queen leaned over and held Bess close against her breast.


At length she regained her composure. The Queen had given her a handkerchief, which she twisted and squeezed in her hands. She spoke, but with her head bowed so low I was looking at the top of her white coif.


‘Michael moved into lodgings down by the river. He visited me most days. He told me he had filed papers in the Court of Wards by himself and paid the fee. I fancied he looked a little easier then, but in the days that followed that old, drawn look returned. Then several days passed when he did not visit. The following morning the local constable came.’ She looked up, eyes bereft. ‘He told me my son had been found dead in his room, he had hanged himself from a roof beam. He left me a note – I have it. Master Warner said I should bring it with me for you to see.’


‘May I?’


Bess produced a folded scrap of dirty paper from her dress. She passed it to me with a trembling hand. I opened it. Forgive me, Mother, was scrawled on it. I looked up at her. ‘This is Michael’s writing?’ I asked.


‘You think I do not know my own son’s hand?’ she asked angrily. ‘He wrote this, as I told the coroner at the inquest, before the jury and all the curious public.’


‘Come, Bess,’ the Queen said gently. ‘Master Shardlake needs to ask these questions.’


‘I know, your majesty, but it is hard.’ She looked at me. ‘I apologize, sir.’


‘I understand. Was the hearing before the London coroner?’


‘Yes, Master Grice. A hard, stupid man.’


I smiled sadly. ‘That he is.’


‘The coroner asked me if my son had seemed unwell and I said yes, his behaviour had been strange lately. They brought in a verdict of suicide. I did not say anything about Hampshire.’


‘Why not?’


She raised her head and looked at me again, defiantly. ‘Because I had decided to bring that matter to the Queen. And now I have come for justice, by the Queen’s good grace.’ She sat back. I realized there was a thread of steel under Bess’s pain.


I asked quietly, ‘What do you think your son found in Hampshire that could have driven him to kill himself?’


‘God rest and quiet his soul, I do not know, but I believe it was something terrible.’


I did not answer. I wondered if Bess needed to believe that now, had turned pain outwards into anger.


‘Show Master Shardlake the summons from the court,’ the Queen said.


Bess reached into her dress and pulled out a large paper, folded many times, and handed it to me. It was a summons from the Court of Wards, ordering all parties with business in the matter of the wardship of Hugh William Curteys to attend the court on the twenty-ninth of June, in five days’ time. It was addressed to Michael Calfhill as petitioner – they would not know he was dead – and I noted a copy had also been delivered to Vincent Dyrick at the Inner Temple. It was dated near three weeks before.


‘It reached me only last week,’ Bess said. ‘It arrived at my son’s lodgings, was taken to the coroner, then he sent it to me as Michael’s next of kin.’


‘Have you seen a copy of Michael’s actual application? It is called a Bill of Information. I need to know what he said.’


‘No, sir. I know only what I have told you.’


I looked at Bess and the Queen. I decided to be direct. ‘Whatever the application says, it is Michael’s, based on facts within his knowledge. But Michael is dead, and the court might not hear the case without Michael there to give evidence.’


‘I know nothing of the law,’ Bess said, ‘only what happened to my son.’


The Queen said, ‘I did not think the courts were sitting, I heard they were dissolved early because of the war.’


‘Wards and Augmentations are still sitting.’ The courts that brought revenue to the King, they would sit all summer. The judges there were hard men. I turned to the Queen. ‘Sir William Paulet is Master of the Court of Wards. I wonder if he is sitting himself, or has other duties connected with the war. He is a senior councillor.’


‘I asked Master Warner. Sir William goes to Portsmouth soon as governor, but he will be sitting in court next week.’


‘Will they make Master Hobbey come?’ Bess asked.


‘I imagine Dyrick will attend on his behalf at the first hearing. What the court will make of Michael’s application will depend on what it says and whether any witnesses can be found to help us. You mentioned that when Master Hobbey applied for the wardship Michael sought the help of the Curteyses’ vicar.’


‘Yes. Master Broughton. Michael said he was a good man.’


‘Do you know whether Michael saw him recently?’


She shook her head. ‘I asked him that. He said not.’


‘Did anyone else know about this application?’ I asked. ‘A friend of Michael’s perhaps.’


‘He was a stranger in London. He had no friends here. Apart from me,’ she added sadly.


‘Can you find out?’ the Queen asked. ‘Can you take the case? On Bess’s behalf?’


I hesitated. All I could see here was a bundle of intense emotional connections. Between the Queen and Bess, Bess and Michael, Michael and those children. No facts, no evidence, maybe no case at all. I looked at the Queen. She wanted me to help her old servant. I thought of the boy Hugh who was at the centre of it all, only a name to me, but alone and unprotected.


‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘I will do the best I can.’









Chapter Four


ILEFT THE QUEEN an hour later, with the suicide note and the summons in my pocket. I had arranged with Mistress Calfhill for her to call on me later in the week so that I could take a full statement.


Warner was waiting in the presence chamber. He led me up a flight of winding steps to his office, a cramped room with shelves of papers and parchments tied in pink ribbon.


‘So you will take the case,’ he said.


I smiled. ‘I cannot refuse the Queen.’


‘Nor I. She has asked me to write to John Sewster, the Court of Wards attorney. I will say next Monday’s hearing should go forward, even though Calfhill is dead. I will say the Queen wishes it, in the interests of justice. He will tell Sir William so, and that should stop him from throwing the case out. Paulet is a man for whom political advantage is all – he would not wish to upset her.’ Warner looked at me seriously, fingering his long beard. ‘But that is as far as we can go, Brother Shardlake. I do not want to press the connection to the Queen too far. We do not know what lies at the bottom of this case. Maybe nothing, but if Michael Calfhill did find something serious, it may be a matter the Queen should not be publicly involved in.’


‘I understand.’ I respected Warner. He had worked as an attorney in the Queen’s household for over twenty years, since Catherine of Aragon’s time, and I knew he had come to have a particular affection for Catherine Parr, as most did who worked for her.


‘You have been given a hard task,’ he said sympathetically. ‘Only five more days to the hearing, and no witnesses apart from Mistress Calfhill that we know of.’


‘With the end of the law term I have time.’


He nodded slowly. ‘The Court of Wards still sits. There are wards and money to be gathered in.’ Like any lawyer with integrity, he spoke of Wards with contempt.


‘I will do what I can to find witnesses,’ I told him. ‘There is that vicar who worked with Michael six years ago. My clerk will help me, he is skilled in such matters. If there is anyone, we will find them. But first I must go to Wards, see what Michael’s Bill of Information said.’


‘And you will need to talk to Dyrick.’


‘After I’ve seen the papers, and found what witnesses there are.’


Warner said, ‘I have met Dyrick.’ The legal world of London was small, everyone knew everyone else by reputation at least. ‘A strong opponent. No doubt he will say the case is a meaningless accusation from a madman.’


‘That is why I wish to see more of how the land lies before visiting him. Tell me, what do you make of Mistress Calfhill?’


‘Full of grief. Confused. Maybe looking for a scapegoat for her son’s death. But I am sure you will do everything possible to root out the truth of it.’ He smiled sadly. ‘You were afraid it was politics. I saw that on your face when you came in.’


‘Yes, Brother Warner, I fear I was.’


‘The Queen always honours her promises, Brother Shardlake,’ he answered reprovingly. ‘And will always help an old servant in trouble.’


‘I know. I should have trusted.’


‘Queen Catherine holds old friends in more kindness than any since the first Queen Catherine.’


‘Catherine of Aragon.’


‘Yes. She, too, was kind, though she had her faults.’


I smiled. ‘Her Catholicism.’


He looked at me seriously. ‘More than that. But come, I say more than I should. Talk of politics is dangerous, even though the great men of the realm have no time for intrigue just now. Hertford, Norfolk, Gardiner – all away on military assignments. But if we get through this war, I have little doubt it will all begin again. The Catholic party does not like Queen Catherine. You have seen her book?’


‘Prayers and Meditations? Yes, she sent me a copy last month.’


He looked at me keenly. ‘What did you make of it?’


‘I did not know she had such sadness in her heart. All those prayers urging us to put up with the shafts of ill fortune that come to us in this world, in the hope of salvation in the next.’


‘Her friends had to advise her to leave out certain passages – with a flavour of Luther. Fortunately she listened to us. She is always careful. For example, she will not stir from her chamber today because Sir Thomas Seymour is at Hampton Court.’


‘That rogue,’ I said feelingly. I had met Seymour at the time the King was pressing Catherine Parr to marry him; she had wanted to marry the dashing Seymour instead.


‘The King has had him chasing round the south of England inspecting the armies. He’s come to report to the Privy Council.’


‘I am glad the Queen has loyal friends such as you,’ I said sincerely.


‘Ay, we’ll watch out for her. Someone has to do the politics,’ he added.
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I STEPPED OUT into the sunlit courtyard. The astronomical clock over the arch in front of me showed four o’clock. The red-brick buildings cast barely a shadow on the courtyard; the paving stones shimmered in the heat. Sweat pricked at my brow. A messenger in the King’s livery rode fast through the courtyard, under the opposite arch, perhaps with some message for the military commanders.


Then I saw two men standing in a doorway, looking at me. I recognized both, and my heart sank. Warner had said Sir Thomas Seymour was at Hampton Court and here he was, in a bright yellow doublet, black hose on his long shapely legs, the handsome face above his dark red beard as hard and mocking as I remembered. He stood with hands on hips in a pose of courtly arrogance; the stance in which Holbein had painted the King. Beside him, short and neat in his lawyer’s robe, stood Sir Richard Rich, his fellow member of the Privy Council, the King’s willing tool in the dirtiest pieces of State business these last ten years. I knew Rich had been involved in the financial administration of the invasion of France the year before; rumour said he had been in trouble with the King for lining his pockets a little too heavily.


The two did not speak or move, just stood looking at me, Seymour with a contemptuous stare and Rich with his cold, still gaze. They knew a man of my rank could not simply ignore them. I took off my cap and approached, trying to keep my legs steady. I bowed low.


Seymour spoke first. ‘Master Shardlake, it is a long time since we met. I thought you had gone back to the courts.’ He smiled mischievously and waved a hand in an exaggerated, sweeping gesture. ‘Gathering gold from the quarrels of poor silly folks, while strong true Englishmen fight to save their country from its enemies.’ He pointedly looked me up and down, even glancing round a little at my back.


‘God has given me my limitations.’


He laughed. ‘Ay, that he has.’


I did not reply. I knew Seymour would soon tire of mocking me and allow me on my way. But then Rich spoke, quietly, in his sharp voice. ‘What business have you here? I would not have thought you would dare come near the King’s court again. After last time.’


He was referring to when he had had me put in the Tower on false charges to win a court case. Rich had then been in charge of the Court of Augmentations, which controlled the monastic lands seized by the King. I had brought a case on behalf of the City of London and, had I won, it would have reduced the value of some of the lands. Rich had used lying witnesses to have me imprisoned on false charges of treason. He would happily have seen me executed, but the charges had been proved false. Nonetheless the City Council had been so frightened they had withdrawn the case.


I begged my legs to be still. ‘I am here on legal business, Sir Richard. For Brother Warner.’


‘The Queen’s lawyer. I hope she has not set you to defending heretics, as Warner did last year.’


‘No, Sir Richard. Merely a civil case. For one of the Queen’s old servants.’


‘Which court?’


‘Wards.’


Rich and Seymour both laughed, Seymour’s bellow contrasting with Rich’s rasp. ‘Then I wish you a merry time,’ Rich said.


‘I hope you have a full purse for the officials,’ Seymour said. ‘You will need it.’


I expected that to earn a rebuke from Rich; he was a law officer and they took offence at mention of corruption in the courts. But Rich only smiled thinly. ‘But who will fill that purse, Sir Thomas?’ he asked. ‘The Queen’s servant, I hope. Were the Queen to pay herself that would be maintenance of someone else’s case, which is not lawful.’


‘You may be sure the Queen will see the proprieties observed,’ I replied. ‘She is a woman of probity.’ It was a bold answer, but it was time to remind him who my patron was.


Rich inclined his head. ‘I know this is not the first time her majesty has instructed you in legal matters. I find it a little strange, given the opinion the King showed of you at York.’ He turned to Sir Thomas, smiling. ‘Master Shardlake annoyed him there, and he suffered a public humbling for his pains.’ He cast his neat little head on one side, and I saw that beneath his cap his hair was greying.


‘I know that tale,’ Seymour said. ‘He called Shardlake a bent bottled spider before half of York.’ He laughed again.


Rich bowed slightly, dismissing me. ‘Take care, Master Shardlake.’


I walked away, shaken, feeling their eyes on me. To meet those two together was a piece of ill luck. I had thought I was long since done with Rich. It frightened me to think his malicious eyes had been watching me all this time; but no doubt he watched all the little people, waiting to see whom he could entangle in his webs. Thank God I had the Queen’s patronage. I waited till I had passed under the arch, beyond their gaze, before I wiped my brow.
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I WENT STRAIGHT HOME; I knew Tamasin was calling to see Guy and Barak would be with her. To my surprise when I entered the house the hallway was full of people. Tamasin sat at the bottom of the staircase, her swollen stomach prominent under her dress, her pretty pale face perspiring, blonde hair hanging limp around it. Coldiron’s daughter Josephine had removed Tamasin’s coif and was using it to fan her face with broad sweeps of her arm. Barak stood by, biting his lip anxiously. Coldiron stood looking on disapprovingly, while the two boys peered out from the kitchen doorway.


‘Tamasin,’ I said anxiously. ‘My dear? What has happened? Where is Guy?’


‘It’s all right, Master Shardlake.’ To my relief there was amusement in her voice. ‘He’s gone to wash his hands. I just felt strange when I came in out of the sun, I had to sit down.’


‘She walked all the way here by herself,’ Barak said indignantly. ‘I said I’d meet her here but I thought Jane Marris would be with her. Walking alone, in this heat, and at too fast a pace if I know her. What if you’d fallen down in the middle of Chancery Lane, Tammy? Why didn’t Jane come with you?’


‘I sent her to the shops. She hadn’t returned when I was due to leave. It’s chaos in the markets with all the uproar over the new coins.’


‘You should have told her to get back in time to fetch you here. Where are your wits, woman?’


‘I didn’t faint, Jack,’ Tamasin replied irritably. ‘I just had to sit down – ow!’ She broke off as Josephine, fanning a little too wildly, accidentally hit her on the cheek.


Coldiron stepped forward, grabbing the coif. ‘Watch what you’re doing, you clumsy mare. Get back to the kitchen! And try not to break any more pots!’ Josephine blushed and hastened away with her little scuttling steps, head bowed. Coldiron turned to me. ‘She broke the big butter pot this morning. I’ve told her it’ll come out of her wages.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘Tell her I’ll pay for a new one.’


Coldiron took a deep breath. ‘If I might suggest, sir, that’s not good for discipline. Women are like soldiers, they need to obey their superiors.’


‘Get out,’ I said irritably. ‘I’ve enough to attend to here.’


Coldiron’s single eye widened for a moment with anger, but he obeyed and followed his daughter back to the kitchen. The boys, who had been grinning, fled before him. I turned back to Tamasin. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Of course. There was no need for him to speak to her like that. Poor girl.’


Guy appeared, walking slowly down the stairs, drying his hands on a towel. ‘Are you feeling better, Tamasin?’ he asked.


‘All well now.’ Tamasin struggled to her feet, Barak hastening to help.


‘Tell her, Dr Malton,’ Barak appealed. ‘Tell her she was stupid to walk here unaccompanied.’


Guy leaned down and felt her brow. ‘You are very overheated, Tamasin. That is no good thing when you are with child.’


‘All right, I won’t walk out alone again.’ She looked at Barak. ‘I promise.’


‘May I examine Tamasin in your study, Matthew?’ Guy asked.


‘Of course. Jack, I would like a word with you,’ I added quickly as he made to follow Guy and his wife. Tamasin shot me a grateful smile over her shoulder. Reluctantly, he followed me into the parlour.


I shut the door, bade him sit, and took a stool facing him.


‘We’ve some urgent work,’ I said.


‘The Queen?’


‘Yes.’


His eyes lit up with interest as I told him of my meeting with the Queen and Bess. ‘The Lady Elizabeth was there when I arrived,’ I added.


‘What is she like?’


‘Astonishingly clever. The Queen and she are like mother and daughter.’ I smiled, then frowned. ‘Afterwards I met two old acquaintances. Rich and Thomas Seymour. I think they knew I was there,’ I concluded. ‘I think they were waiting for me to come out, to taunt me.’


‘It was just ill chance. They were probably talking about war business when you appeared. If you go to a cesspit, you’re bound to see some maggots.’


‘You’re right. But Rich has obviously been following my career.’


‘It’s no secret you’ve acted in cases for the Queen. He probably heard you were coming and decided to have a bit of sport with you.’


‘Yes. I’m not important enough for him to take any real interest.’


‘I’d heard Rich was a little out of favour.’


‘I heard that too. But he is still on the Privy Council. His talents are valued by the King,’ I added bitterly.


‘Politics is like dice: the better the player, the worse the man.’


‘Jack, we need to move fast. This hearing is on Monday.’


‘We’ve never dealt with the Court of Wards before.’


‘Many of its functions are not those of a court at all. You know the principle of wardship?’


He quoted slowly, a passage remembered from a law book. ‘If a man holds land under knight service, and dies leaving minor heirs, the property passes in trust to the King till the ward comes of age or marries.’


‘That’s right.’


‘And the King has the right to manage the lands, and arrange the marriage of the ward. But in fact he sells the wardships to the highest bidder. Through the Court of Wards.’


‘Well remembered. Knight service is an ancient form of tenure which was dying out before the present King’s reign. But then the Dissolution of the Monasteries came. And all the seized monastic lands that have been sold have been on terms of knight service. It generated so much wardship business they abolished the old Office of Wards and set up the court. Its main job is money. They check the value of lands subject to wardship through the feodaries, the local officials. Then they negotiate with applicants for the wardship of minor heirs.’


‘Some wardships are granted to the children’s families, are they not?’


‘Yes. But often they go to the highest bidder, especially where there is no immediate family. Like this man Nicholas Hobbey in the case of the Curteys children.’


‘I can see why he’d do it.’ Barak was interested. ‘If he could marry the girl to his son, he’d get her share of her father’s woodland. But the girl died.’


‘It is still worth his while to have Hugh. Emma’s share would have passed to her brother. Hobbey will have control of Hugh’s lands till he is twenty-one. There is a constant cry for wood in the south, for ships and for charcoal for the ironworks. Especially now with the war.’


‘How much woodland is there?’


‘I believe approaching twenty square miles in all. Hobbey owned about a third himself, but the rest will now belong to Hugh Curteys. And by law the value of his land should be preserved. But I believe those who have bought wardships often make illicit profits by cutting down woodland, usually hand in glove with the local feodary, who takes a share. The whole system is rotten from top to bottom.’


Barak frowned. ‘Is there nothing to protect children under wardship?’ A child of the streets himself, the plight of children in distress always moved him.


‘Very little. The wardmaster has an incentive to keep the ward alive because if he dies the wardship ends. And he is supposed to ensure the child is educated. But he can marry the ward off to more or less whom he pleases.’


‘The children are trapped, then? Helpless in the briars?’


‘The court has a supervisory power. It is possible to apply for protection against bad treatment for wards, which is what Michael Calfhill did. But the court doesn’t like interference, wardships are profitable. I will go to Wards tomorrow. I’ll probably have to grease some palm to see all the papers. And while I’m at it –’ I took a deep breath – ‘I’ll try and get a copy of the document certifying Ellen’s insanity. From nineteen years ago.’


Barak looked at me seriously. ‘That Ellen is closing a vice on you. Weakness can give some folk a strange sort of power, you know. And she’s crafty, as mad folk often are.’


‘Finding out about her family may be a way forward. Maybe I can find someone who will care for her. Ease my burden.’


‘You said Ellen was raped. Maybe it was a member of her family who did it.’


‘Or maybe not. If the Curteys application goes forward, I may have to go down to Portsmouth to take depositions. Perhaps I could make a detour to Sussex on the way.’


Barak raised his eyebrows. ‘Portsmouth? I’ve heard a lot of soldiers are going there. It could be a likely place for the French to land.’


‘I know. The Queen warned me the King’s spies say that is what is planned. But the Hobbey establishment is some miles north.’


‘I’d come with you, but I can’t leave Tamasin. Not now.’


I smiled. ‘I won’t hear of it. But help me with Michael Calfhill’s hearing.’


‘Strange he should kill himself just after making this application. When he might have been able to do something for the Curteys lad.’


‘You mean he might have been killed? I thought of that. But his mother said no one else knew of the application, and she recognized his writing on the suicide note.’ I passed the scrap of paper over to Barak. He studied it.


‘Still strange. It would do no harm to go to where Michael lodged, ask a few questions.’


‘Could you do that tomorrow?’


Barak smiled and nodded. This was the sort of work he liked, and was good at. Ferreting things out on the street.


‘And visit the Curteyses’ old church, see if their vicar is still there?’


‘First thing.’


‘Here, I’ll write down the addresses.’


When I turned to give the paper to him he was smiling at me sardonically.


‘What?’


‘This one has got your juices flowing, hasn’t it? I could see you were getting bored.’


Barak sat up at the sound of his wife’s voice. We went to the door. Tamasin stood outside smiling. Guy looked happier than for some time.


‘Everything is as it should be with my daughter,’ Tamasin said. ‘My little Johanna.’


‘My little John,’ Barak countered.


‘But you are right heavy with the child, Tamasin,’ Guy said warningly. ‘You must take things easily.’


‘Yes, Dr Malton,’ she answered humbly.


Barak took her hand. ‘You’ll listen to Dr Malton, but not to your husband and master, eh?’


Tamasin smiled. ‘Perhaps my good master will see me home. If you can spare him, sir.’


As they left the house, bickering amiably, Guy smiled. ‘Tamasin says Jack is over-anxious.’


‘Well, I have some new work that will keep him occupied.’ I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘That is what you need too, Guy, to get back to work.’


‘Not yet, Matthew. I am too – weary. And now I should wash my hands again. Unlike some of my colleagues I believe it is important, to get rid of any bad humours.’


He went back upstairs. I felt a sudden weight of sadness, for Guy, for Ellen, for the unknown lad Hugh Curteys, for poor Michael Calfhill. I decided to walk round my garden to order my thoughts a little.


As I came round the side of the house I saw Coldiron chopping a pile of wood with an axe. His red face was slick with sweat; it dripped down past his eyepatch, onto his nose. Josephine was beside him, twisting her hands anxiously. She seemed on the point of tears. ‘Hunchbacks,’ her father was saying. ‘Swart-coloured men, pregnant hussies falling and displaying their great bellies on the stairs.’ He jumped and looked round at the sound of my approach. Josephine’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open.


I stared at him. ‘Think yourself lucky Barak was not with me,’ I said coldly. ‘If he heard you talking of his wife like that you might find yourself on the wrong end of that axe.’ I walked round him and away. I would have dismissed him on the spot, but the look of utter fear in Josephine’s eyes had stopped me.









Chapter Five


AN HOUR LATER Guy and I sat down to supper. Coldiron was at least a good cook, and we dined on fresh river eels with butter sauce. His manner was obsequiously respectful and he kept his eye downcast as he served us.


When he had left the room, I told Guy about my meeting with the Queen and the Curteys case. I also said that if I were to go to Hampshire, it would be a way of investigating Ellen’s past.


He fixed me with his keen brown eyes, hesitated a moment, then said, ‘You ought to tell her you know how she feels about you and that there is no hope.’


I shook my head vigorously. ‘I fear the effect on her. And if I stopped going to see her, she would be alone.’


Guy did not reply, only went on looking at me. I threw down my knife and sat back.


‘If only love could always be mutual,’ I said quietly. ‘I loved Dorothy Elliard, but she could not return my love. While for Ellen I feel only – liking, yes. Pity.’


‘Guilt? Because of what you cannot feel for her?’


I hesitated. ‘Yes.’


He said quietly, ‘It would take courage for you to tell her. To face her reaction.’


I frowned angrily. ‘I am not thinking of myself!’


‘Not at all? Are you sure?’


‘The best way to help her is to find out the truth about her past!’ I snapped. ‘Then—’


‘Then the problem may be handed over to someone else?’


‘It does not belong with me. And finding out the truth can only help her, surely.’


He did not reply.
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AFTERWARDS I went upstairs to look at my commonplace books, notes on cases and aspects of the law going back to my student days. I needed to refresh my mind on the rules and procedures of the Court of Wards. First, though, I thought about Coldiron. I half-wished I had dismissed him in the garden, but it occurred to me that if I did and then had to go to Hampshire, there would be nobody left in charge of the house and the two boys except Guy, and it would be unfair to leave that responsibility with him. Better to set enquiries about possible stewards in motion round Lincoln’s Inn tomorrow, and make sure I had someone to take his place before dismissing him. Yet Josephine worried me; I did not want to cast her out into the world with nobody but Coldiron. I cursed the day I had taken him on.


I spent the rest of the evening making notes, calling down to Coldiron to bring a candle as the light faded. I heard Josephine’s footsteps pattering up the stairs: she brought in a candle, set it on my desk, and left with a quick curtsey. Her steps descended again, pitter, pitter, pitter.


At length I stopped writing and sat back to think. Master Hobbey had begun by purchasing a portion of this tract of woodland plus the monastic buildings, which he had converted into a house, then he had bought the children’s wardship. The capital outlay for all these transactions would have been large, even for a prosperous merchant. It would be interesting to find out the sums involved. Emma, Bess Calfhill said, had not liked young David Hobbey; but my reading had made clear that only in the most exceptional circumstances would the court consider an appeal by a ward against a proposed marriage. The marriage partner would have to be far below her in social class, or a criminal, or diseased or deformed – I noted wryly that a hunchback counted – for the Court of Wards to disallow the marriage on the basis of ‘disparagement’.


But Emma had died, and if that was Hobbey’s plan it had come to naught. Her inheritance would have passed to Hugh and though by one of the law’s oddities a girl, if unmarried, could apply to have her wardship ended at fourteen, a boy could not ‘sue out his livery’ until the age of twenty-one. According to Bess, seven years ago Hugh had been eleven; he would be eighteen now – three years till he could come into his lands.


I got up and paced the floor. Until Hugh was twenty-one Hobbey would be entitled only to the normal income his lands brought in, and if it was woodland there would be no income from rents. Yet, as I had told Barak, the owners of wardships were notorious for ‘wasting’ the lands of their wards, selling and profiting from assets like woodland and mining rights.


A book on my shelf caught my eye: Roderick Mors’s Lamentation of a Christian Against the City of London, a diatribe against the city’s social evils that had belonged to my friend Roger. I opened it, remembering there was a passage about wardship: ‘God confound that wicked custom; for it is too abominable, and stinks from the earth to heaven, it is so vile.’


I closed the book and looked out over my garden. It was nearly dark; the window was open and the scent of lavender came up to me. I heard the bark of a fox, a flutter of wings somewhere. I thought, I could almost be in the countryside, back on the farm where I grew up. At that moment it was hard to believe the country was embroiled in crisis; armed men marching, armies forming, ships gathering in the Channel.
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NEXT MORNING I walked down Chancery Lane to catch a boat to Westminster Stairs. Crossing Fleet Street, I saw someone had placed handwritten posters all over the Temple Bar, calling on the mayor to beware ‘priests and strangers’ that would set fire to London. The weather was even stickier this morning; the sky had taken on a yellow, sulphurous look. I turned into Middle Temple Lane and followed the narrow passageway downhill between the narrow buildings. Along a side lane the old Templar church was visible. Vincent Dyrick practised in the Temple. I thought, only four days now until the hearing. I walked on past Temple Gardens, where the recent storms had laid great wreaths of petals under the rose bushes, and down to Temple Stairs.


The river was still crowded with supply boats heading east. I saw one barge laden with arquebuses, five-foot iron barrels glinting in the sun. The boatman told me all the King’s ships had sailed out from Deptford now, bound for Portsmouth. ‘We’ll sink those French bastards,’ he said.


At Westminster Stairs two barges were tied up, each with a dozen men leaning on the oars. I climbed up into New Palace Yard, under the huge shadow of Westminster Hall. A company of a hundred soldiers was drawn up beside the great fountain, resplendent in the red and white of the London Trained Bands. They made a magnificent display, as they were meant to. Their weapons were a stark contrast to their bright uniforms: dark, heavy wooden maces with heads full of spikes and studs in elaborate, brutal designs.


Facing them was a stocky officer on a black horse, with a surcoat in the royal colours, green and white, a plumed helmet on his head. A crowd of onlookers lined the square, the hawkers, pedlars and prostitutes of Westminster and some clerks from the courts. One of the whores pulled down her bodice to display her breasts to the recruits, and people nearby laughed and cheered. The officer smiled faintly.


The soldiers had a tense, expectant air, watching as the officer produced an impressive-looking parchment, held it up with a flourish, and began declaiming: ‘By the faith I bear to God and King, I will truly obey the martial laws or statutes.’ He paused and the men repeated his words in a loud chant. I realized this was a swearing in, men taking the oath binding them to full-time service, and I pushed my way through the crowd, a careful hand on my purse. Then, suddenly, I was in the narrow, dark lane between Westminster Hall and the abbey, deserted save for a white-headed old clerk walking slowly towards me, bent under the weight of a pile of papers.


I arrived at the group of old Norman buildings behind Westminster Hall, white stone shabby with soot. Instead of heading for the Court of Requests as usual, I opened a stout wooden door in the adjacent building and climbed a flight of narrow stone steps to a wide archway. Above it was a carved representation of the seal of the Court of Wards; the royal arms and underneath the figures of two young children bearing a scroll with the Latin motto of the court: Pupillis Orphanis et Viduis Adiutor. A helper to wards, orphans and widows.
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THE BROAD VESTIBULE of the court was dim, with the familiar law court smell of dust, old paper and sweat. A number of doors led off to one side, while on the other several people sat on a long wooden bench, their faces strained and tight. All were richly dressed. There was a couple in their thirties, the man in a fine doublet and the woman in a silk dress and a hood lined with pearls. A little way along sat a boy of about ten in a satin jerkin. A young woman in a dark, high-collared dress held his hand as she argued with a barrister I did not know.


‘But how could they do that?’ she asked. ‘It makes no sense.’


‘I have told you, my lady,’ he answered patiently, ‘here, it is expecting sense that makes no sense.’


‘Excuse me, Brother,’ I asked. ‘Can you direct me to the clerk’s office?’


He looked at me curiously. ‘The door behind you, Brother. You new to Wards?’


‘Yes.’


He tapped his waist where his purse hung. I nodded. The child looked at us with an expression of desperate puzzlement. I knocked at the clerk’s door.
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INSIDE, a large room was divided in two by a wooden counter. On the far side, under a window through which the sky was still darkening, a thin, grey-haired clerk in a dusty robe sat working at a desk. A younger, thin-faced clerk was arranging papers on the shelves that lined the walls from floor to ceiling. The older clerk looked up, the steady scratch of his quill ceasing, and came across to me. His lined face was expressionless, but his eyes were sharp and calculating. He bowed briefly, then laid a pair of ink-stained hands on the counter and stared at me enquiringly, quite unintimidated by my serjeant’s coif. The clerks held great power in all the courts, but usually they showed deference to barristers and serjeants. The Court of Wards, it seemed, was different.


‘Yes, sir?’ he asked neutrally.


I opened my satchel and laid Michael Calfhill’s summons on the counter. ‘Good day, master clerk. My name is Serjeant Shardlake. I wish to go on record in this case. I believe Master Warner, the Queen’s attorney, has written to Attorney Sewster.’


He looked at the paper, then back at me, his expression a shade more respectful. ‘Yes, sir. I was told to allow a late entry on the record. But Master Sewster also told me to say, sir, that evidence to support the plaintiff’s case needs to be filed quickly.’


‘I understand. Were you told the man that laid the Bill of Information has died?’


‘Yes.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘The plaintiff dead, a lawyer instructed four days before the hearing, no depositions, no papers. Sir William will be placed in difficulties at the hearing. The proper procedures have to be followed. The interests of young children are at stake, you see.’


‘I would be willing to show good appreciation for any help you can give me now. I hope to have fresh depositions shortly.’ I slipped my hand under my robe, to my purse, ‘Master –’


‘Mylling, sir, under-clerk.’ He turned his palm slowly upwards. I glanced at his young colleague, still putting away papers. ‘Oh, don’t heed him,’ Mylling said. ‘Five shillings in the new money to see all the papers about the wardship, three in proper silver.’


I blinked. The whole legal and government system was lubricated by bribes. Money or expensive gifts were passed to officials from parties to legal cases, merchants looking to supply the army, people wishing to buy monastic land. But usually these presents were made semi-covertly, described as gifts in token of personal esteem. And those who asked for too much too often, as rumour said Rich had done last year, got into trouble. For a clerk to ask a serjeant blatantly for money like this was remarkable. But this, I reflected, was the Court of Wards. I handed over the money. The young clerk went on with his filing, quite uninterested in what was clearly routine business.


Mylling’s manner became friendly. ‘I’ll get you on the record, sir, and fetch the papers. But, sir, I tell you in your own interest, you need witnesses that can give some credibility to Master Calfhill’s accusations. I am being honest with you, as I was with Master Calfhill when he came.’


‘Michael Calfhill saw you when he made the application?’ I asked.


‘Yes.’ Mylling looked at me curiously. ‘Did you know him?’


‘No. I only took instructions from his mother yesterday. What was he like?’


Mylling thought a moment. ‘Strange. You could see he’d never been in court before. Just said terrible things had been done to this young ward, he wanted it brought before Sir William at once.’ Mylling leaned his elbows on the desk. ‘He seemed wild, distracted. I wondered if he was a bit brainsick at first, but then I thought, no, he is –’ he thought a moment – ‘outraged.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That fits.’


Mylling turned to his assistant. ‘The papers, Alabaster,’ he said. The young man had been listening after all, for he immediately began rooting in the dog-eared piles, quickly fetching over a thick bundle tied in red ribbon. Mylling untied it and passed me the top paper. A Bill of Information, filled out in a neat hand, the signature in the bottom corner the same as that on the suicide note. I read:




I, Michael John Calfhill, do humbly petition this Honourable Court to investigate the wardship of Hugh Curteys, granted to Nicholas Hobbey, of Hoyland Priory, Hampshire, anno 1539, monstrous wrongs having been done to the said Hugh Curteys; and to grant an injunction to avoid Nicholas Hobbey’s possession of the ward’s body.





I looked at Mylling. ‘Did you help draft the application?’ I asked. Clerks were not supposed to do that, but Michael Calfhill would not have known the legal formulae and Mylling would probably have helped for cash.


‘Ay. I told him the bill should strictly be signed by a barrister, but he insisted on doing it himself, at once. I said he should tone his language down, but he wouldn’t. I did try to help him. I felt sorry for him.’ I saw, rather to my surprise, that Mylling spoke truly. ‘I told him he’d need witnesses and he said he’d talk to some vicar.’


‘May I?’ I reached for the file. The paper beneath the application, as I expected, was the defendant’s reply to the bill. Signed by Vincent Dyrick, it was a standard defence, bluntly denying that any of the allegations were true. The other papers were much older.


‘Is there anywhere private I could look at these?’


‘I’m afraid not, sir. Court papers may only be taken out of the office for hearings. You may lean at the desk here.’ My hand went to my purse again, for leaning over that counter for any length of time would, I knew, hurt my back, but Mylling shook his head firmly. ‘I’m afraid that is the rule.’
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