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Dramatis Personae




York family

see genealogy chart


and

Grace Plantagenet, illegitimate daughter of Edward IV

John of Gloucester, illegitimate son of Richard III



Lancaster family

see genealogy chart

 

Miscellaneous (asterisk indicates fictional character)

In Yorkshire


Sir John Gower of Stittenham, constable of Sheriff Hutton castle

Lady Agnes Gower, his wife and attendant of Elizabeth of York

Sir Robert Willoughby, steward in Henry VII’s household

*Hugh Jones, his squire


*Alice Gower, wife of George Gower of Westow

*Edmund Gower, her older son; Rowena, his wife

*Tom Gower, Alice and George Gower’s younger son

*Cat Gower, their daughter



In London


Elizabeth Woodville, Edward IV’s queen

Lady Katherine Hastings, widow of Lord William Hastings

*Edgar, a groom

John Marlow, prior of Bermondsey Abbey

*Brother Damien, monk at Bermondsey

*Brother Oswald, overseer of gardens at Bermondsey

*Brother Gregory, overseer of stables at Bermondsey

*Wat, head groom at Bermondsey

Sir Edward Brampton, Anglo-Portuguese courtier, entrepreneur, Perkin’s employer

William Caxton, printer

*Judith Croppe, sister to his son-in-law

*Matty, Grace’s first maid from Lincoln

*Enid, Grace’s Welsh maid

John, Viscount Welles, Cecily Plantagenet’s husband and stepuncle to King Henry

Anne and Elizabeth Welles, their daughters

Thomas Grey, earl of Dorset, oldest son of dowager Queen Elizabeth

John Morton, archbishop of Canterbury and later cardinal, King Henry’s chief adviser

Robert Cleymond, the earl of Warwick’s servant/guardian at the Tower

Thomas Astwood, Perkin Warbeck’s servant/guardian at the Tower

Doctor Rodrigo de Puebla, Spanish ambassador to England

John Skelton, King Henry’s poet laureate

William Parron, King Henry’s astrologer



In Burgundy


“Jehan LeSage,” Margaret’s ward or “secret boy”

*Pieter Gerards, Sir Edward Brampton’s agent

Henriette de la Baume, Duchess Margaret’s chief attendant


Guillaume de la Baume, her husband and Duchess Margaret’s chevalier

Henri de Berghes, bishop of Cambrai, Duchess Margaret’s confessor

Philip, duke of Burgundy, Duchess Margaret’s step-grandson

William Warham, King Henry’s envoy to the court of Burgundy















[image: image]










PROLOGUE


The lamb that belonged to the sheep whose skin the wolf was wearing began to follow the wolf in the sheep’s clothing.

—AESOP’S FABLE















Burgundy

SEPTEMBER 1485




Acrow’s incessant caw outside the palace window magnified the boy’s misery as each raucous note only served to punctuate the pronouncements made by the woman seated in front of him. Kneeling before her upon the sweet-smelling rushes, Jehan raised hurt blue eyes to the duchess’s impassive face and, young as he was, failed to read the sadness in hers.

“You must leave me, Jehan,” Margaret of York said in English, the language in which she always addressed him. Her tightly clasped hands were aching to caress his golden head and ease his fear, but she did not trust herself. “You are too young to know why, my child, but one day I promise on His Holy Cross, you will know.”

“Am I never to see you again, aunt?” Jehan said, his lower lip trembling. For seven happy years he had been cocooned in the warmth of the dowager duchess of Burgundy’s kindness, at her palace of Binche. His first five years in the Carfours section of Tournai had faded into vague memories as he played, studied, sang and prayed in the isolation of the duchess’s most remote dower property. He had been lonely at first, but he came to look on his chaplain and tutor Sire de Montigny as a father, and, when the duchess was able to return for a visit, on Margaret as a mother. She had encouraged him to call her “Aunt Margaret” in private once he became accustomed to her, but he addressed her as “Madame La Grande,” “your grace” or “madame” when they were not alone. He had never dared ask her why he had been chosen to come and live like a young prince, and she had never told him. It was a secret; he was her secret boy.

“One day, when the time is right, Jehan, you will understand everything. But now, fetch that stool, pour us some of that new cider and sit by me. I will tell you what I have arranged for you.”

As he obeyed, Margaret of York’s thoughts turned once again to the terrible events of the last two years that resulted in the continuation of the civil war in her homeland between the two rival branches of the royal Plantagenet family—the houses of Lancaster and York. Her brother, King Edward, who had won the throne in 1461 from Henry of Lancaster, had died suddenly aged only forty and left what he thought was a secure Yorkist throne to his young son, also named Edward. Not a month later, a bishop admitted witnessing a contract Edward had made with a woman prior to his marriage with Elizabeth Woodville, the queen. Suddenly, on the eve of his coronation, young Edward, together with his sisters and younger brother Richard, were declared illegitimate and thus unable to inherit the crown. During the turmoil the two boys were placed in the royal apartments at the Tower of London, for their safety, and they had not been seen since that summer of 1483.

Margaret’s youngest brother, also named Richard, was proclaimed king as next in line to the throne, and she thought her family’s York dynasty was guaranteed. Who could have guessed that Richard’s son, Edward of Middleham, would die unexpectedly a year later and put Yorkist England in a precarious position? Margaret knew all too well about leaving an insecure dynasty: her husband, Duke Charles, was killed in battle eight years ago, leaving Margaret’s unmarried stepdaughter as his heir. Without a strong male leader, Burgundy was left vulnerable in those first few months until Margaret succeeded in marrying Mary to Maximilian, the heir of the Holy Roman Empire.


Then last month, in England, the unthinkable happened—Henry Tudor, earl of Richmond and the exiled Lancastrian heir, returned to England, challenging Richard’s right to wear the crown. He conquered Richard’s army at Market Bosworth and was proclaimed king. Margaret had flinched as she read how Henry had treated her brother following his death on the battlefield: “Naked, he was tied on a horse like a downed stag, his body riddled with wounds from the many sword thrusts that cut him down before he almost single-handedly reached Tudor…” so the Burgundian ambassador had written. Poor Richard, she thought; he did not deserve that.

Jehan returned, offering a cup. She took it and shook off the vision of her brother’s bloodied body to focus on the youth’s handsome face. She was proud of her boy—he learned his lessons well. He spoke fluent French and English now; his Flemish was passable, but she had directed the tutor to teach him history and literature in French. He had even surprised her on one visit by reciting an ode by Horace in Latin.

Margaret knew who Jehan’s real father was. She had let him believe the boatman who worked along the Schedlt in Tournai had sired him, although it had broken her heart to hear how many times this man, when in his cups, had beaten the boy. She chose not to tell him that his mother had died not long after little Jehan had come to Binche, but to simplify matters said that the boatman’s new wife, Nicaise, was his mother. Once—not long ago—she had asked him what he remembered of his early childhood in Tournai. He had screwed up his eyes, thinking hard. “I remember going to bed hungry. I remember my father’s face when he was angry, and the stick in the corner by the fire that he beat me with.” He shuddered. Then his face brightened. “And I remember a little lady with a monkey,” he said, and Margaret smiled. “Aye, Fortunata—my servant—and Cappi,” she had explained. She could not erase everything bad from his mind, but she was satisfied. Some of the painful memories would never go away, she knew, but most of the happier ones were of Binche.

She had always planned to tell him one day who he really was, but now it was too dangerous. It was better to send him away while he still believed that his parents were the Werbecques of Tournai—until the day when she might need him to know more.

“Now that you are older, you must learn the ways of the world. You cannot remain here forever, Jehan,” she told him gently. “As we have discussed many times, you are not my child—I chose to care for you and try to do my Christian duty by you, ’tis all.” The boy nodded sullenly. “I cannot give you titles and a household, so now that you are almost a man, you must make your own way. Soon you will be taken to Antwerp by a respectable merchant, and then you will become page to Lady Brampton, who is English. Her husband, Sir Edward, was in the service of my brothers, but because of the new king he must stay away from England. Lady Brampton is kind enough to employ you for my sake, and I know you will be in safe hands. She knows you are well tutored but she thinks you are from the choir school at Tournai.” Jehan frowned, trying to take in all this information. “I am afraid I told that little white lie, child, to protect you. For the next little while, you will learn how to be a page. One day, you may rise to become a knight,” Margaret said, smiling at the incredulous boy. “Aye, I can see you would like that. Sir Edward is an important merchant who lives part of the year in Burgundy and part of the year in Lisbon. Would you not like to see the world, Jehan?”

“Where is Lisbon, Aunt Margaret? Is it far away from here?” Jehan was still afraid, but he was curious, too. He loved the stories he and de Montigny had read about Greek heroes and King Arthur’s knights, and many a night he had gone to sleep dreaming about finding the Golden Fleece or the Holy Grail and sailing away on his own adventure. The thought of becoming a knight was titillating.

“Certes, I would have thought you had learned that Lisbon is in Portugal, Jehan. ’Tis where all the famous navigators sail from when they go to Africa or in search of the western way to the Indies. You do know that my mother-in-law, Duchess Isabella, was a princess of Portugal, do you not? Aye, I see that you do. Perhaps Sire de Montigny should have shown you where Portugal is on a map when he gave you that history lesson.” She paused, frowning. “Now where was I?”

Jehan gazed at her, committing to memory every line on her thirty-nine-year-old face, her graying fair hair visible around her elaborate jeweled headdress, and those slate gray eyes that softened every time she looked at him. How he loved her! How beautiful she was, he thought. How kind. Certes, she was every boy’s dream for a mother. And then an overwhelming sadness crumpled his face as he remembered that he must go away.

“Sweet Jesu, I beg of you do not weep, or I shall leave the room!” Margaret exclaimed, hoping she sounded suitably fierce, while inside she wept, too. He could not possibly know what happiness he had brought into her childless marriage. Not a day went by that she did not thank God for sending the boy to her. “You are almost a man, Jehan, and men do not cry.”

Seeing Jehan swiftly wipe his nose on the back of his hand and sit up straight, Margaret nodded and continued. “That is better. You must be brave, Jehan. We do not know what life may bring you, but I always want you to remember that I taught you to be strong. Do you remember when you broke your leg? You were only six, but very brave. Now you must believe I am doing what is best for you, even though you may question why your life may not be as comfortable as this,” she told him, indicating their rich surroundings.

“It would not be good to boast of being my ward,” she continued, “and in truth it will be better if you do not speak of it at all. Remember instead your humble beginnings—or what you can of them. All men are jealous by nature, and you will not make friends if you put yourself above others. They may think you are lying, because to them you will be only a page, and thus it may put you in danger.” She gave in to her longing and stroked the immaculately curled fair hair, regretting she might never again have the pleasure of combing it.

“And in all circumstances, do not dissemble, do not shy away from duty, do not believe everything anyone tells you and do not forget to pray every day. Listen to your heart, my child, for it is good and pure.”

How much should she tell the boy, she wondered? Looking into that innocent face, she knew the answer in a trice: nothing. “I will follow you every step of the way because you will write to me of your adventures. We shall have a special code so no one else shall read what we say to each other.” She saw the glint of excitement in his eyes at hearing of the secret pact. Margaret understood what interested boys, having spent most of her childhood in close contact with her two younger brothers, George and Richard, during her early years in England. “There may come a time when I have need of you. I would like to know that you would come to me at such a time, if I asked.” She saw him nod vigorously and smiled. “Nay, do not be so hasty. In truth, you owe me nothing, Jehan.” Jehan opened his mouth to disagree, but she stopped him. “Nay, ’tis I who owe you a debt so deep you could not begin to understand. The joy you have given me these seven years is immeasurable. But I do ask that you consider my request in the future, and I hope you would assent because of the love we have shared, ’tis all.”

“I would lay down my life for you, Aunt Margaret,” the boy whispered hoarsely, going down on his knees and crossing himself. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

Margaret took his hands in hers and chuckled. “Certes, that will not be necessary, my dear. But I am touched all the same. Now come, give me a kiss, for I must go and greet the visitors from England. They will have news of my family—what there is left of it,” she murmured. She raised him up and accepted his kiss.

“One last thing, my child. ’Twill be easier for you if, when you leave here, we give you back the name you were known by when I found you. You were Pierre, do you remember?”

“Aye, aunt, I do remember,” he said, his dull left eye under its oddly creased brow catching the light—the eye was the only flaw in an otherwise beautiful face. “They called me Pierrequin, didn’t they?” he asked, now thoroughly mystified.

“Quite right, sweeting,” Margaret concurred. “And so, from today, you shall be Pierrequin again.” She glided towards the door, ending the conversation and leaving unspoken the one-word question he would have asked had he dared:

“Why?”










PART ONE


…the first night that ye shall lie by Igraine ye shall get a child on her, and when that is born, that it shall be delivered to me…

—SIR THOMAS MALORY, MORTE D’ARTHUR
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Sheriff Hutton

SUMMER 1485




Grace wondered if she would ever get used to the wind in Yorkshire as she leaned into it, feeling it loosen the hair pinned beneath two cauls on either side of her head. It had begun long before they approached the city of York on their journey from Westminster in June, and it seemed to her that it had blown steadily from then until now. Granted, she was standing unsheltered on the southern rampart of Sheriff Hutton castle, one of King Richard’s strongholds, perched high on a hill. On a clear day, like today, she could just see the towers of the mighty York Minster a dozen miles over the treetops of the Forest of Galtres. She often came up here to contemplate her change of fortune, and to thank God for her blessings.

A little more than a year ago she had been an eleven-year-old orphan living on the good sisters’ charity at the abbey of Delapre outside Northampton; she was astonished when she was told she was to have a new home. A young man, dressed more richly than she could ever have imagined, stood waiting as she bade farewell to the nuns—many of them weeping—and then took her up in front of him on his horse. Escorted by a body of four horsemen, Grace and her knight cantered out of the convent gate and onto the road for Grafton.

“It seems you are not any orphan bastard, Grace,” the abbess had told her sternly that fateful day. “Your father was King Edward, may God rest his soul—adulterer though he was. God has smiled on you, my child, for his saintly widow has sent for you and will do her duty by you.” Mother Hawise turned away. “’Tis more than can be said for the father,” she muttered. She chose not to enlighten Grace that her royal father had more than adequately compensated for the child’s keep through the years; she was peeved the abbey would now lose the pension. Grace hardly had time to ponder the astounding news as she quickly packed her few belongings in a cloth bundle and hurried out to the waiting escort. She turned and waved once more at the blue-garbed group in the abbey courtyard, and then never looked back.

Grace had been tongue-tied for weeks after arriving at Grafton, the country estate of the once dowager Queen Elizabeth, wife to Grace’s dead father. At first Grace had not dared ask why her mentor was now addressed as Dame Grey, but she bided her time, knowing full well her curiosity would get the better of her one day. Staring about her at the rich hangings, silver plates and enormous beds, Grace had been overwhelmed in those first anxious days. Delapre Abbey had not been a well-endowed community, and thus she had never known such opulence as this existed. She was given a new gown and shoes in place of her faded blue habit and clogs, and she now slept in a soft tester bed made up with sheets as white as snow, shared with one of her new half sisters instead of squeezing herself between two other novices on a pallet of straw in a dormitory that slept sixteen. She kept pinching herself to make sure it was not all a dream, and it was weeks before she would open her mouth except in prayer or to answer Elizabeth’s questions. Her sisters ignored her at first, uncertain how to treat this newcomer suddenly brought into their midst. But the respect—and fear—that they had for their lady mother meant that they came to accept her, especially as she did not put on airs or, indeed, say much of anything.

When she was informed that she would now be known as Lady Grace Plantagenet, she had shaken in her shoes. But in due time Grace learned how to curtsy and address each member of the household correctly and recognize her new title. At first the only people she felt comfortable with, because they did not speak to her directly, were the servants, although Grace observed them whispering behind their hands and, as insecure children do, thought they were gossiping about her and making fun of her bastardy. Although by then she had learned the astonishing fact that all her half siblings were also bastards. One day while working in the herb garden, Grace had plucked up her courage and asked an attendant how that could be.

The woman had looked about her quickly before confiding in the girl the story of Edward’s first betrothal contract with another. “I remember my mistress’s terrible anger when a messenger came to tell her one cold January day in sanctuary that Parliament had declared her marriage with the king illegal, and that from now on she would no longer be addressed as queen dowager but plain Dame Grey—her name from her first marriage, you understand,” she told Grace. “She broke down and wept when the man left, screaming at the children: ‘Certes, now you are all bastards! And may Edward rot in hell!’ The worst news of all for my poor mistress was that her two sons were still held in the Tower by that usurper, Richard. We watched her fall down on her knees, begging God to restore them to her. ’Twas pitiful to see; she suffered mightily, my lady.” Grace had been taken aback by this tale. And though she was unsure what usurper meant, it comforted her that she was not the only one with the shame of bastardy weighing on her. And she had more and more sympathy for the woman who had shown her such charity by taking her in.

Still, Grace’s shyness often left her tongue-tied and made her wish a large hole would open in the ground and swallow her. One day Elizabeth snapped at her: “Child, come out from behind that arras. No one will bite you. You must learn to be proud of your royal name, not pretend you are part of the wall.” Grace was doubly mortified and shrank behind an expressionless mask and further into her shell. She cried herself to sleep that night, awed by her new surroundings and bewildered by her new position.

Then, when she had turned twelve at the feast of the Epiphany, Elizabeth had deemed it right and proper that Grace should join her older siblings at court. By then Grace had learned the ways of the house, to whom she must speak and to whom she should curtsy. She had become friends with her three half sisters, Catherine, Anne and Bridget, and the idea of starting all over again in even grander circles terrified her. Long since, she had decided she was too old to cry into her pillow, but she did send up several prayers to her favorite saints that Elizabeth might change her mind about her leaving Grafton. However, the next day she had quietly prepared for her departure, bundling up her few belongings and taking pleasure in the new gown Elizabeth had ordered for her. Her younger siblings were sad to see her go, because while Elizabeth’s attention was diverted by Grace, they enjoyed a modicum of freedom from their mother’s eagle eye. Mostly Grace kept her thoughts to herself and used her keen powers of observation to watch and learn everything she could so that she would eventually fit in. If the convent had taught her anything, it was that keeping herself to herself shielded her from hurt.

The lavish life at court had terrified her at first; it was far more imposing than Grafton, she realized, and she longed for a return to that accustomed routine. Her other half sisters Bess and Cecily, who were several years her senior, tolerated her, but her timidity was always an impediment, and she was relieved to find herself ignored by them most of the time. Queen Anne had been kind, but soon after Grace’s arrival Richard’s beloved wife had succumbed to the wasting sickness and the court was plunged into mourning. Then, with the imminent threat of an invasion by Henry of Richmond from his exile in Brittany, the Yorkist royal children were sent to the safety of the northern stronghold of Sheriff Hutton.

Now Grace stared over its ramparts to the vast expanse of forest, vaguely aware of the bustle in the inner bailey beneath her. She had only just begun to understand how many people kept the castle thrumming: masons, carpenters, alewives, armorers, chandlers, launderers, wheelwrights, joiners, potters, blacksmiths, cooks, grooms and the ale connor, who tested the ale for too much sugar, were all housed inside the castle walls, as were the armed guards, squires and knights and the royal party and their attendants. Only when darkness came did the daily work grind to a halt, and then a screeching owl, a wolf’s mournful howl, the screams of a woman in labor or the lilting sounds of lutes and rebecs would break the silence.

“Daydreaming again, Grace?” The young man’s voice startled her and caused her to blush. “What fanciful creatures are you looking for today?”


“You mock me, sir,” Grace answered softly. “Why must you always treat me like a child? I am only three years younger than you.”

John of Gloucester laughed at her chagrin and put his arm around her. “Have you not heard, little Grace, that only those who are most cherished are teased? ’Tis well known you are the quietest, most charming person at Sheriff Hutton, and so I tease you. It does not mean I take you for a child or that I dislike you, cousin. I wish I knew more of what went on in that mysterious mind of yours.”

It was the longest conversation she had ever had with John, and Grace wished they could stand there all day. She was acutely aware of his arm about her shoulders and his fingers affectionately pulling at a wisp of dark hair that had finally escaped its cage.

“I was thinking about the wind, John,” she said. “Do you think it ever stops blowing? I have lived all my life in the south, and there only on stormy days is it like this. Last night I was certain a dragon was outside my window, it did roar so. I have heard the wolves howl in the forest, and I pray they never venture near the castle, but this was an unearthly sound. Was it simply the wind?”

She raised her brown eyes to his and cocked her head in a way that called to mind an inquisitive bird. He squeezed her shoulders lightly and then let her go. “Aye, ’twas the wind. I have lived in the north since I was six, and I do not even notice it anymore. But see how it puts the roses in your cheeks, Grace.” And he pinched one, making her smile. He picked up a stone, leaned over the parapet and dropped it into the moat far below.

“What news of your father, John?” Grace asked, joining him. “Has Henry of Richmond landed yet?”

The bastard son of King Richard straightened, an angry scowl crossing his face. “We do not have news of the weasel yet,” he growled. “But Father is at Nottingham, ready for him—you may be certain of that. Henry will wish he had never decided to leave Brittany by the time Father has finished with him. The king is the best soldier in the world; even my uncle Edward—your father—said so. But to answer your question, little one, when I am called to join my master, Lord Lovell, we will know that Henry has landed.” He brushed the dust from his leather jerkin. “Until then, sweet cousin, why not go and see what your half sisters are about. Those two are as thick as thieves, and I often see they leave you to your own devices. Besides, you are in danger of an accident up here by yourself.”

Grace looked down at her feet, not wanting John to see the truth of his words in her expression. At nineteen and fifteen, Bess and Cecily were not inclined to give the new young member of the family much attention.

“You and I have something in common,” John was saying. “We are both royal bastards. We have to stick together. I am used to it, and my father never made me feel different from my little half brother. You are not so fortunate, because you have no parent to support you. ’Tis odd that the queen dowager—I mean Dame Grey. I keep forgetting,” he corrected himself. “’Tis odd that she took you in. She has enough children of her own, and she is not easy with them, so my cousins tell me. I hope she is dealing kindly with you, even though you are her husband’s bastard.” Grace bit her lip. She was used to the fact now, but hearing the moniker out loud still troubled her. The nuns had impressed upon her that it was a bad word and that bastard children were born of sin. They had nightly prayed for her salvation and for her mother’s sinful soul.

“At least you know your father,” she whispered. “At least your father wanted you.”

John was immediately contrite. It was true, his father adored him and had, earlier that year, appointed him Captain of Calais, a singular honor—especially for a bastard. He gave Grace an apologetic smile; her doll-like fragility always inspired a brotherly protectiveness in him. “Pray forgive me, cousin. I did not mean to upset you. If it helps, I must tell you that my father abhorred your father’s behavior. He told me his brother did not deserve to have as sweet a child as you.”

“King Richard said that? Why, I did not think he even knew my name.” Grace’s spirits lifted. “Did he really say that?”

“He did, you silly girl. Besides,” he added, a hint of amusement in his voice, “don’t forget, Bess and Cecily are now also bastards—though theirs is a different story, as all the world thought Edward and Elizabeth were married. We now know ’twas not the case. Young Ned was thus a bastard and could not wear the crown. That is why Father was asked to be king.”

Grace recalled the conversation with the attendant in the herb garden at Grafton and was relieved she did not have to appear ignorant in front of John—she wanted so desperately to impress him. Before moving off that day, the woman had also told her: “Young Edward was twelve and his brother, Richard—Dickon, we all called him—nine when your Uncle Richard”—she spat his name—“decided to keep them ‘safe’ in the Tower. ’Tis certain King Richard had them done away with!” Grace had been horrified by the accusation, but after she met the king at Westminster, she had difficulty believing he was capable of such a heinous act.

“They say ’tis all lies, John,” Grace said, nervously looking up and down the rampart walkway. “They say Uncle Richard made up the pre-contract story so he could take the crown.”

John’s face turned dark with anger, his slate gray eyes, so like his father’s, flashing dangerously. Grace was again struck by the resemblance between John and King Richard, although John was more handsome and of sturdier build.

“How dare they!” John cried, but seeing Grace’s fear, he gentled his tone. “’Tis the truth, cousin. Your father was contracted to another in secret before he wed Aunt Elizabeth. Bishop Stillington was witness, and so that is that. ’Tis natural Beth and Cecily rail against their new position. In truth, I do not blame them. But they should be careful of what they say while under my father’s protection. We are all fortunate to be under his protection—especially Ned and Dickon. And,” he said, brightening, “think how fortunate you are that Aunt Elizabeth sought you out and took you away from those awful nuns. You would have hated being a nun, Grace, I know you would. You are much too clever—and too pretty.”

He tucked her arm in his and helped her down some of the steeper steps inside the tower until they reached the courtyard. “I have archery practice, but you must go and find your sisters and stand up for yourself, my little…wren.” At that moment, John finally realized that this brown-haired, brown-eyed, unfussy girl reminded him of the smallest, most unprepossessing of English birds.

He grinned. “You and I will be friends, won’t we? Know that you have a brother here whenever you need one.” And without thinking, he tipped up her chin, gave her a quick kiss on the mouth and walked away, leaving her dumbfounded.

He kissed me, she thought rapturously; John kissed me. She touched her lips reverently, watching him walk confidently through the other henchmen waiting by the dog kennels for the captain of archery to supervise their practice that afternoon. With a backslap here, a laugh and a greeting there, Grace could see John was very sure of his position among the other nobles’ sons who were in training for knighthood.

“Tom! Tom Gower, I pray you keep me company,” he called, and a lanky youth with a shock of corn-colored hair ran lightly to John’s side, his bow slung over his shoulder and a lurcher dogging his heels.

Grace drew in a breath, brushed the sandstone dust from her plain kersey gown and, determined to take John’s advice to heart, walked confidently back to the apartments she shared with her half sisters. Would she ever get used to this? A king’s daughter—how could that be? She had trouble remembering her pretty mother, who never recovered from being abandoned by her family and had withered and died at the convent when Grace was five.

Grace grimaced to herself now as she climbed the spiral steps to her chamber on the third floor of the castle. Aye, I am a king’s bastard, but I would rather have been born a commoner and known my father. John is blessed to be close to his father, she thought, which brought her to their present situation and her half sisters’ constant question: How long would King Richard keep them all in the north?

A few minutes later, seated on a stool near the formidable Lady Gower and sorting through her embroidery thread, Grace surprised her siblings by asking the older woman about the danger to them should Henry Tudor invade. “Will we go to the Tower?”

Agnes Gower chuckled and patted Grace’s hand. “King Richard is the gradeliest soldier king we have had since the fifth Henry,” she declared in her broad Yorkshire burr, and the other ladies nodded in agreement. “This Tudor has been threatening to come for nigh on two years, child. No one believes he will really invade, and certes, no one will defeat our Richard in his own country. ’Tis almost laughable. Now stop fretting and ply your needle; ’tis unthinkable for one so young to concern herself with such matters.”

Grace recognized yet again the affection with which these northerners spoke about her uncle, and found it difficult to believe he might have had something to do with the disappearance—or even death—of her half brothers. She was satisfied with Lady Gower’s response and let the matter rest, although she did spend several minutes more on her knees that night begging St. George to be on Uncle Richard’s side should Henry Tudor invade.

 

WHETHER GRACE’S NEWLY found confidence had impressed her sisters, she knew not, but the very next evening, when the light supper of rabbit pie and slices of pheasant had been cleared away and two of the attendant ladies took up a lute and a recorder and began to play, they chose the moment to teach her to dance. Their cousin, Margaret of Salisbury, orphaned daughter of George of Clarence, refused to join them and instead pulled a book from her sleeve and stuck her nose in it.

Tapping her foot lightly to the music, Bess waited for the beat, and then, taking Grace’s hand, she bowed stiffly. “You must curtsy at the same time. Aye, that’s right. I will play the gentleman,” she said in a mock tenor. “You must never look at your partner, Grace, but at the floor. The gentleman will lead you and not allow you to bump into anyone.”

Cecily stood on the other side of Grace and told her to watch the steps carefully. Grace felt herself move to the music of a basse danza, rising and falling on the balls of her feet, and her spirits lifted. Learning the steps seemed to come naturally to her.

“’Tis no wonder you were named Grace,” Cecily cried when the lesson was over. “I think you have found your true calling.”

“She speaks the truth, Grace,” John agreed, surprising the three dancers as he stepped into the room with several other henchmen. One of them was the ten-year-old Edward, earl of Warwick, who immediately ran to his sister Margaret’s side. “Forgive us for intruding, but when we heard the music, we could not deny ourselves,” John explained. He came forward and took Grace’s hand. “And you should all have gentleman partners. Come, lads, let us show these fair ladies how it should be.”

Bess beckoned to young Edward, who looked terrified and hid behind his sister. Shrugging her shoulders, Bess turned and fixed her eye upon Tom Gower, who bowed low over his extended leg and led her to their place behind John and Grace. Cecily pouted. Tom was her domain, her glare told Bess, but with her inbred courtesy she accepted the hand of another young squire and began the intricate steps of a country dance.

“What have you learned, young Grace?” John asked, noting with surprise that her fingers were clammy with perspiration. “Ah, I see your teachers have told you not to look at me. ’Tis the custom, I know, but I find it tedious. How can one have discourse with”—he eyed her tall headdress with contempt—“a hennin?” Grace giggled and raised her eyes to his. “God have mercy, but you are bold, Lady Grace. But I am glad you have heeded our conversation of yesterday. Good girl.”

Grace thought she would faint with pleasure. From the moment she had set eyes on the handsome John of Gloucester at Westminster earlier that year, she had given him her young, impressionable heart. Why could he not see how much she loved him? She noticed that many other young ladies at Sheriff Hutton also favored him, and she had seen him kiss one behind the buttery. Why wasn’t she older, she railed in her daydreams. Why wasn’t she prettier?

“If that is how you like me, cousin, then I shall be bold,” she countered, blushing at her own audacity.

John was serious. “Nay, Grace. I like you just the way you are. You must not change for me, little coz, nor for any man. I only meant you must not allow others to walk on you as though you were a Turkey carpet—especially not your sisters. Having spirit can get a person into trouble. I should know; I am the product of a most spirited lady.”

“Your mother, John?” The music came to an end, as did the conversation.

“Aye, my mother,” he replied as a warm smile suffused his face. “Remind me to tell you about her one day.”

The grinding sound of the portcullis being raised on the other side of the bailey startled the dancers in the large solar. John and Tom climbed the steep steps up into the window embrasure to peer out.

“A dozen horsemen,” John reported, “wearing the crescent argent of Percy, I think. If they come so late, it could be news from Nottingham. Sweet Jesu, can the Tudor have landed?”

John sprang down from his perch and, without an apology to the girls, ran from the room followed by his friends. The door banged shut behind them, leaving the women stunned by the possibility John might be right.

“Quiet, Jason!” Bess snapped at Tom’s dog that was left whining on the wrong side of the door. The lurcher turned sad brown eyes on her and slunk off to lie down.

“Your future husband is coming to claim you, Bess,” Cecily teased, breaking the tension. “I wonder how he is? Short, fat and ugly, I dare say,” and her tinkling laugh put Grace in mind of Dame Elizabeth.

Lady Gower was too preoccupied with discussing the possible invasion with the older ladies to upbraid Cecily, but Grace saw the look of fear that crossed Bess’s beautiful face and sidled close to slip her hand in her sister’s. Bess looked down at the girl and managed a grateful smile.

“Sweet Jesu,” Cecily sighed. “Can you not see I was only jesting? John may have been mistaken about the visitors. ’Tis almost dark, and they may simply be travelers seeking shelter for the night.” Grace felt Bess’s hand relax in hers and heard her murmured acquiescence.

But Cecily persisted with her original thread. “You know well and good that we must all marry where we are told, so why not see the amusing side, sister dear.”

“Bess, Cecily, I beg of you, don’t fight…” Grace’s attempts to interrupt fell on deaf ears and she knew she had been forgotten yet again.

“Do not mock me, sister dear,” Bess snapped, loosing Grace’s hand and taking a step towards Cecily. “Uncle Richard found you a husband whom you abhor.” Cecily tossed her head but did not disagree. “And that’s why you chose to come up here with me, instead of becoming a loving wife to Ralph Scrope,” Bess declared. “It was only because you begged me to ask for your company that our uncle let you come. You were fortunate, too; the contract was arranged during Lent, so you could not be married. But you cannot put it off forever. Your husband may come and claim you any day,” she finished triumphantly. “Therefore, pray cast your stones elsewhere, and not at me.” Enjoying seeing her sister’s mulish pout, she added: “You are too addlepated to see that the only way Henry of Richmond will be my husband is if—I repeat if—he wins the crown, for he is an upstart nobody. And if he does win, it could only mean”—she lowered her dark blue eyes down to the rushes at her feet—“that Uncle Richard was dead.”

Cecily forbore her retort on Bess’s undue fondness for Uncle Richard, a dangerous infatuation Bess had formed in the months before the death of his queen that spring. Her innocent flirting had led his enemies to believe Richard had contemplated marriage with his niece. The scandal had caught Richard off-guard in the midst of grief for his wife, and ultimately his councilors had advised him to make a public denial. A few weeks later, under the pretext of keeping Edward’s children safe, Richard sent Bess and the others to Sheriff Hutton. “Out of sight, out of mind,” those same councilors had advised him.

Lady Gower finally curtailed the tiff: “Enough, ladies!” she commanded. “You are behaving like children.” At that moment there was a knock on the door, and a servant entered to summon Bess and the other royal children to the great hall. Lady Gower led the girls out of the room, and with little Edward traipsing behind, they wound down the spiral stairs, through an archway and into the hall that hugged the west wall of the inner ward. It appeared John had been correct in identifying the visitors, for their oldest cousin and guardian, John de la Pole, earl of Lincoln, was surrounded by Percy men as well as the knights and henchmen of Sheriff Hutton.

The earl bade them welcome. “Henry of Richmond has been sighted off the coast of Wales, cousins. My uncle, the king, has sent for us, and we are to join him in Leicester on the morrow. It cannot be long before Richmond finds safe haven, and I fear we must do battle.” He looked around at his younger cousins, who were gazing at him expectantly. “Until the outcome is known, you are the guardians of the York line and must remain here in the safe north. I am leaving Sir John in command with sufficient fighting men to protect you.”

For the first time, a frisson of fear crept up Grace’s spine. Lincoln then addressed Bess and Cecily directly. “I charge you, cousins, to take especial care of young Edward. As son of our late Uncle George, he is one of the heirs to the crown.” Lincoln paused, reflecting on his own role as Richard’s heir, named such after the king’s only legitimate son had died the year before.

With the summons to join Richard and as governor of the royal household in the north, Lincoln knew he must make safe the royal children—especially young Warwick. He guessed Henry might look upon the boy as a rallying point for Yorkist adherents should, Heaven forbid, disaster overtake both the king and himself.

He looked around at the anxious faces and a slow smile spread over his lean, tanned face: “Bastards and traitors, all of you!” he teased his cousins and was gratified when they all laughed in relief. Then he embraced the girls, paying particular attention to Bess, who clung to him, crying.

“Soft, Bess, we shall return, never fear. We shall kick Tudor’s arse all the way back to Brittany, I swear to you. I have left enough of a garrison to defend you from the Scots should they decide to attack and defile you”—he broke off and laughed again, seeing her dismay. “Ever the jester—pay me no heed, cousin.” He kissed her and repeated his directive more seriously: “You must be the stalwart now and take care of the youngsters. We shall not be long, I promise.”

Unable to contain his excitement, John of Gloucester cheered: “For England!” and unsheathed his short sword, thrusting it into the air. “For Richard, rightful king of England!” The rest of the company took up the cry, setting the rafters ringing with their shouts. Grace’s dark eyes glowed with pride for her family, and for the first time she truly felt a part of it.

 

WITH TOM GOWER’S uncle, Sir John Gower of Stittenham, in charge, life at the castle returned to its daily routine. The girls spent their mornings in the shady garden plying their needles, reading aloud and practicing the lute under the watchful eye of Lady Gower. The nuns had taught Grace to read the scriptures, but now she thrilled to the stories of Master Chaucer and Thomas Malory. Cecily had a flair for drama, and she brought the tales of King Arthur and his knights to lurid life, causing their older attendants to chide the girls for their noisy laughter. After the midday dinner, they put on their wide-brimmed straw hats and wandered through the hamlet outside the castle gate, where villagers touched their foreheads or curtsied as they passed, and into the meadows in front of the woods. The ubiquitous Yorkshire sheep grazed unconcerned while the intruders gathered posies of cow parsley, ox-eyed daisies, heartsease and scentless mayweed.

Tom Gower was often their escort on these meanderings, a task he did not relish; he had felt demeaned enough at being left behind with the younger henchmen while his friend, John, and other squires and knights had ridden off to probable glory against the invading forces of Richmond. Aye, he thought each time, being given the duty of bodyguard to three girls was insulting beyond the pale. It did not help that his comrades teased him mercilessly, or that Cecily flirted incessantly with him. Certes, it was flattering that a Plantagenet princess had singled him out, but unlike John, Tom had not reached the age when a pretty face took precedence over improving his prowess with sword and dagger. He usually spent this tedious time throwing sticks for Jason or practicing his slingshot skills. When the girls begged, he taught them all how to fish, although there was not much to catch in the brook that ran in front of the castle.


One day at the end of August, however, Tom was rewarded for his mundane meadow duty. He was the first to see and hail the riders who emerged from the forest, riding hard for the shelter of the castle. The sisters, hearing his cries, picked up their skirts and ran back across the waving grass in the wake of the horsemen. Grace had immediately recognized John, and she ran as fast as her short legs could carry her to keep up with her sisters.

“A victory!” Bess shouted, her hair coming loose from her hat and streaming in a golden river behind her. “I smell a victory!”

Scattering hens and goats in their path through the village, the soldiers clattered into the castle yard and slithered from their sweat-flecked mounts. The guards housed in the tower next to the gate ran to help them, and grooms sprang to take hold of the horses’ reins. The John who stood swaying with fatigue on the uneven cobblestones was very different from the one who had ridden out to glory ten days earlier. Tom was already there to steady him and, looking at John’s ashen face, he knew the news was not good. A sudden pall settled over the castle as the onlookers waited for the young Captain of Calais to speak.

“What is it, John?” Bess cried, running through the archway under the gatehouse, past the well and to his side. “Is Richmond beaten? Say he is beaten. I command you to say it!” But she knew as soon as she had spoken that it was not so.

“King Richard…” John faltered as he spoke his father’s name and then, seeing the expectant, loyal faces staring at him, rallied to continue with his awful report. “King Richard is slain, the army is routed and Henry Tudor already wears the crown. We are lost…” His voice trailed off as gasps and groans echoed across the bailey. Villagers had crept through the gate, unmanned as it was, and stood stock-still when they heard the pronouncement. Grace overheard one say, “He was a good lord to us, was Richard of Gloucester, God rest his soul.” She crossed herself and muttered the rote response, “Amen to that.” Poor John, Grace thought, how he worshipped his father!

Bess gave a loud cry and fainted on the spot. Several burly men surged forward, and one had the honor of carrying the young woman who might be the next queen of England out of the hot sun and into the great hall. Cecily was distraught and began to wail, jogging John out of his misery enough to slap her face. She froze in horror, and then she was in his arms and he was consoling her.

“Pray forgive me, Cis,” Grace heard him say quietly, “but we must be strong for our people here. We are the leaders now, and Grandmother Cecily would not want any of us to weep at this moment. I know not what has become of your Ralph, but from the disdain you show every time his name is mentioned, I shall assume you could not care less.” Cecily had the grace to fall silent as John put her gently from him. “Come, let us go inside and I will tell the sorry tale.” He passed her to Tom, who escorted her to the hall to join Bess, and then turned to face the castle retainers who stood waiting for their orders.

“Our sovereign lord, King Richard, died valiantly on a field named Redemore Plain near the village of Market Bosworth in Leicestershire,” he cried. “He was foully betrayed at the last by someone he called friend. With him in battle fell one of his most faithful lords, Jack Howard of Norfolk, may God rest his soul.” He turned to Sir John Gower and went forward to take the older man’s hand. “Sad news, sir—your cousin Thomas was also slain fighting for his king. I have no doubt his body will be returned anon to his home in Stittenham. Pray accept my condolences.”

Gower signed himself and shook his head. “’Tis a black day for England, my lord. I will send Tom to break the news to my cousin’s wife. They are newly wed, you know. What of my lord of Lincoln?” he asked tentatively.

“I am not certain. There was a rumor he was slain, but others said he was taken prisoner. I pray Tudor has mercy on him—and Howard’s son, Thomas of Surrey, who also survived. The rest of us will surely be attainted.”

“Attainted? For fighting for one’s king?” Gower spluttered. “Surely you jest, my lord. ’Twas Richmond who was the traitor!”

“I would not discredit that cream-faced craven with any act of cowardice,” John cried, his grimace spoiling his good looks. “He never lifted his lily-livered sword arm to strike a blow at anyone on the field. Father should have killed him!” His voice had risen to a cry of anguish, which left the group silent for a moment before Sir John began to shout orders for the gates to be closed and more guards placed upon the ramparts in case Henry Tudor took it in to his head to find and kill more of the York line than just its leader.


Amid the flurry of men running to obey their orders and fetch weapons from the armory, Grace stood unnoticed, watching John with sad eyes. With all of her passionate young heart, she wanted to take away his pain. His eyes were full of it, and as though he knew he was being observed, he turned them to her concerned young face. At once his expression softened and he unclenched his fists.

“What, no tears, no swooning? You are braver than your sisters, little wren. Come, let us go inside.” He put his hand on her shoulder and steered her towards the hall, and the men broke ranks to let them through. Grace could feel his fingers trembling, and she gently covered them with her own.

“I am so sorry, John. I cannot imagine your sorrow after seeing your father die.” She felt his hand grip hers more tightly and heard the catch in his throat.

“’Tis like being in hell, Grace. And ’twas not my only loss, God help me.”

She made a logical guess. “Lord Lovell?”

“Nay, he escaped, God be praised,” he said, quietly. Then he sighed. “My sweet sister, Katherine, has been taken by the sweating sickness. My father and I learned this the day before we marched out to face Richmond. My mother braved the road from Suffolk to tell us herself. Father was consumed with grief, and ’twas then I fear he lost all reason.” He did not admit that he had cried in his mother’s arms when she broke the news. He shook his head, scarcely believing he had lost his father and his sister within one short month.

Tears pricked Grace’s eyes as she heard his words. She quickly brushed them aside as they mounted the few steps to the great hall’s doorway. A trestle table had been hurriedly set up to receive Bess’s inert form, and she was beginning to revive with the help of an attendant who held a singed feather under her nose.

“I did not know you had a sister, John. Was she younger than you?” Grace asked quickly, not wanting to let him go just yet.

John’s voice was dull as he answered Grace. “Nay, I was the younger—by two years. She was the image of our mother.” Leaving her to digest the information, he strode towards the group around the table just as Bess sat up and looked about her, puzzled.


“Praise be to the Virgin,” exclaimed the gap-toothed attendant with the feather, fussing with her mistress’s coif. “You swooned, my lady, ’tis all.”

“Ho, there!” John called to a servant hovering at the kitchen end of the hall. “Fetch us some ale and food.” The servant bowed and scurried off, and Tom and others set up benches around the table.

“Sit, sit,” John said wearily. “We have ridden hard for two days. I have no doubt that after we have refreshed ourselves, my comrades and I shall take to our beds.”

Grace sat next to Tom and watched John pick at a frayed piece of Lovell’s snarling-dog badge on his tabard. Except for the scraping of the benches on the floor as the group settled, silence reigned, as all eyes were riveted on John’s tired young face. Slumped in his seat, he waited patiently until the servers had finished bringing ale, cold savory pies and wedges of sharp-smelling cheese, and the other retainers had silently filed into the hall.

“What I know of the thick of the battle, I heard from those fleeing it,” John began suddenly, making them all jump. “To my everlasting regret, I was not present, having been forbidden to fight by my father, God rest his soul.” His eyes focused on a knot in the wood on the tabletop. Grace heard Tom draw in a sympathetic breath; she guessed he would probably not have been permitted to fight, either.

“We had the advantage, so I was told,” John went on, still staring at the table. “We outnumbered Richmond’s rabble nearly two to one, and our position was on a hill overlooking a marsh on our left and plain in front, whereon the enemy was marshaled. Beyond the swamp to the south lay my Lord Stanley’s divisions, protecting my father’s left flank, and to the west sat his brother, William, ready to support the right. With my father’s troops directly behind, Howard’s van fanned out upon the hill facing Oxford’s ranks at the bottom of it. We, the squires and the armorers, were camped almost a league away near Sutton Cheney, behind Northumberland’s rear guard.” He sneered as he pronounced Henry Percy’s title and looked up at his audience. “Aye, you notice my disdain? ’Tis not half the disgust and hatred I have for those whoreson Stanley brothers!” he cried, leaning forward and slamming his fist on the table. Bess recoiled at the unexpected show of temper but was reminded so much of John’s father in that moment, she stretched out her hand and touched his arm gently. “Soft, John,” she said, full of pity. “If ’tis too painful for you—” she broke off as John shook his head and continued grimly.

“Richmond himself was nowhere to be seen. My father sent out scouts to report on his position and as they were returning to say that he was cowering far behind his forces, it seemed Oxford broke Howard’s line and Howard himself fell. ’Twas then the Stanleys showed their true colors by not moving a muscle to come to Howard’s aid. And Northumberland sat on his rear at the rear”—he gave a grim smirk at his own choice of words—“and waited.” He shrugged. “I suppose I should give him his due: it could be he was unable to see.”

John paused, looking at the stony faces around him. He knew the hardest part of the story was yet to be told. Aye, ’twas hard, but when he had first heard it he had never been prouder of his father. “I know not what goes through a man’s mind when he is on the verge of madness—or possible death—but what my father did then will only be described as folly by some or extreme bravery by others, who knew him better.” Now the stony faces became animated. “Having been informed as to Henry’s exact whereabouts, the king rose high in his stirrups and cried, ‘We shall find Tudor for ourselves and slay the invader!’ Then he led a mounted charge of his squires and knights down the right side of Ambien Hill, across the plain—and vile Will Stanley’s front—and into the thick of Henry’s guard.”

The open mouths at the table told John he was doing the story justice. He took a deep breath. “It seemed Henry’s men could hardly believe their eyes, for they almost allowed Father to cut his way through to their lord. The banner of the Red Dragon was his goal, where he knew Henry would be lurking. He seemed not to notice he was surrounded by Tudor’s men on all sides. Wielding his battle-ax, ’tis said he hewed a path through them as though they were naught but waving wheat. At one point he was even confronted by a giant of a man—Henry’s champion Sir John Cheyney—and Father felled him in a single stroke, though he was half the man’s size.”

John paused again, watching as some crossed themselves and others whispered to their neighbors. He found that as he described his father’s valiant actions, the blood coursed through his veins and purged away some of the anger and bitterness he had experienced in the wake of the battle, when he had first heard of Richard’s sacrifice. It helped that it was not the first time he had been forced to describe his father’s death; he tried not to think of his beloved mother’s anguish as he had broken the news to her in secret a few hours before he fled from Leicester.

“Go on, John,” Bess whispered. “Although I almost cannot bear to hear it.”

John shook his head in sorrow. “Ah, Bess. If you only knew how close he came to putting an end to the whoreson Tudor. But he was betrayed. Betrayed by those Stanleys, who, perceiving their new lord was in danger, came rushing to his rescue. Father was fighting Henry’s standard-bearer when they bore down on him, knocked him from his horse and closed in with a hedge of spears and swords. His men heard his cry of ‘Treason!’ but there was nothing they could do.” His voice lowered to a whisper, and Grace had to lean in to hear him say, “I did not see his body, but ’tis said it was hardly recognizable, there were so many wounds.”

Grace put her hand over her mouth and stifled a cry.

“Poor Uncle Richard,” Cecily whispered. “How craven of those men. They could have let him die with dignity. He was the king; they should have had respect for God’s anointed.”

“Dignity? Respect?” John shouted, rising and throwing his heavy chair aside. “The Tudor turd does not know the meaning of these words. He had my father stripped naked and slung, tied like a downed stag, over the back of Gloucester Herald’s horse. The loyal herald was then forced to carry his master thus back into Leicester, ahead of the new king and his train. Henry was even wearing Father’s crown, God damn his filthy soul to hell!” Tears were streaming down his face by now, and, ashamed of his emotions, he strode towards the stairs leading to his quarters. Those standing moved aside to let him pass. Bess half rose to follow him, but Tom was there before her, motioning to her to sit and hurrying to catch up with his friend. Stunned, the listeners tried to process the horrifying details of Richard’s last ride—into battle and out of it.

Grace had not known her Uncle Richard very well; he was the king in magnificent robes who had moved about the palace at Westminster surrounded by a retinue of squires and knights and who had more on his mind than making a newly found bastard of his brother’s feel at home. She was a little frightened of this man who had sent two children to the Tower. Why did no one here at court ever speak of them? If Bess and Cecily could be here now, why couldn’t they? The mystery of the boys was a dark secret in this family, and therefore, she admitted with guilty pleasure, fascinating. But once, the central character in this mystery had come into the solar, where she and her sisters were wont to spend a rainy day, and he had spoken most kindly to her, chucking her under the chin and saying she had a look of her father. She remembered slate gray eyes under a worried brow on which sat the simple gold coronet, and thought her uncle looked careworn. She had been awed by his presence, though his great power was sheathed in his kindness to her, and her knees had almost given way.

“Kyrie eleison.” Her small but clear voice nudged the company out of their own memories of the thirty-two-year-old king, taken before his time. The shocking news had sparked in Grace a longing to draw on the only comfort she had known in her religious upbringing: prayer. There were some in the room who had never heard Grace say a word before this, and she felt everyone’s eyes on her. Less steadily, she persisted: “We should pray for King Richard’s departed soul.”

Bess looked at her with new respect and took up Grace’s prayer. “In the midst of life, we are in death. Miserere nobis. My sister is right,” she said, holding out her hands to Grace and Cecily. “We must go up to the chapel and pray that Richard Plantagenet, last son of Grandfather York, may rest in peace. Let us hope he is now in Heaven, walking with his father and his brothers.”

“Amen,” the others murmured, forming a procession behind her.

The castle retainers were left whispering among themselves. How long before Henry Tudor sent soldiers north to find these royal cubs? Would they, as the guardians of the York children, be treated as traitors? Certes, praying for the dead king’s soul was laudable, but the children should be also praying for their own well-being here on earth.
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For three days following his retreat to his chambers, no one saw John except for a page who was assigned to take him food and drink. Sensing he had an ally in Grace, Tom Gower sought her advice about John on two or three occasions.

“He will not see me, in truth,” Tom said on the third day, finding her playing with a spaniel pup near the kennels. “I fear for his reason. ’Tis the way his father behaved when his queen died, Lady Bess told me. Perhaps he will speak to you, Lady Grace.”

Grace felt herself flush and was glad she did not have one of those complexions that turned bright red. “Me? Why do you think John would talk to me? ’Tis my belief he hardly knows I exist,” she answered, allowing the furry brown ball in her arms to cover her face with wet kisses and hide her trepidation. “Certes, Lady Bess knows him better, and is more important than I.” She looked at Tom’s honest, strong face from under her lashes and was touched by the concern in his bright blue eyes. He truly cares about John, she thought, surprised. What little she had seen of men since her departure from the convent had led her to believe they were all brain or brawn and very little heart. Her mentor, Dame Elizabeth, was always disparaging them in front of her daughters, warning the girls to “beware the fickle, false intentions behind those charming smiles.”

“I speak the truth, Lady Grace,” Tom was saying. “John has told me he trusts you more than any of his cousins. In Jesu’s name, please help him. He is in danger, for if Henry comes here to claim his bride, it would not do for King Richard’s beloved son to be among the faces he sees. Knowing John, he would as lief run Henry through than kneel in homage to him. He has his father’s tendency to act rashly.” Tom’s serious expression softened into a sardonic smile at the thought. “What say you, my lady? Will you do it?”

Letting the puppy loose to find its siblings, Grace straightened up and brushed off a few silky hairs it had left on her blue kersey overdress. “If you think I must, Tom, then aye, I will go to him. But wait outside the door, in case he is angered by my intrusion.”

Tom grinned. “Certes, I will be there. You can count on me. Shall we go now?”

Grace nodded and followed him across the courtyard to the northeast tower. As fortune would have it, they encountered the page with a pitcher of ale before he could knock at John’s door. Tom took it from the boy and thrust it into Grace’s trembling fingers. Giving her a smile of encouragement, he tapped quietly on the solid oak. Without waiting for a response, he opened the door wide enough for Grace to slip through, then closed it behind her.

The room was shuttered against the late-afternoon sun, but even so it was stifling, the rushes too old to mask the odors. Grace peered through the gloom to find her bearings. A movement in the chair beside the empty fire grate told her where John was seated and she took a few tentative steps towards him, clutching the pewter jug to her thumping heart.

“John?” she whispered. “’Tis I, Grace. I have come to bring you ale.”

“Put it on the table.” John’s voice was flat, but Grace was happy to notice it contained no anger. Encouraged, she went to the table, poured a cup and carried it to him. He was dressed in a rumpled shirt and green breeches more suited to a peasant than a nobleman. He did not bother to look at her but put out his hand to take the drink.


“Nay, you shall not have it until you have the courtesy to look at me and say my name,” she said. Where did that come from? She panicked. Dear God, what madness made me say that?

John lifted his head and stared at her in disbelief. “What did you say?”

“I said I will give you the ale if you greet me properly,” she repeated, less bravely. She decided she would make a run for the door if he exploded, knowing Tom would be there to rescue her.

Whether because of the gentleness of a female voice or her unthreatening presence, or because John’s grief had simply worn itself out, he suddenly laughed. Not a cruel, harsh laugh of anguish, but a genuine laugh of pleasure. “Grace, my little wren, what brings you in here—and unchaper-oned?” he teased. Grace was so relieved that she almost dropped the cup.

She smiled radiantly. “Ah, John, I am so glad to hear you laugh. And I am happy you are not angry with me. All of us have been worried about you—but none more than Tom and I.” She gave him the cup and ran to open the door. “Tom! He is well again. Come and see for yourself.”

Tom strode into the darkened room and almost tripped over John’s faithful greyhound, which had not left its master’s side for three days. “’Tis right glad I see you hale again, John,” he said, grasping his friend’s arm in salute. Then he wrinkled his nose in disgust. “’Twould seem your dog has not seen the outdoors for some time. The chamber stinks to high Heaven.” He went to the window and propped open the heavy wooden shutter, letting in the light and air. “That’s better.” He snapped his fingers at the dog, which lifted its narrow head inquisitively. “I will take Bran and let him run with Jason. I shall return anon.” At the mention of his name, Bran rose nimbly to his feet, but sought John’s side. In the light, Grace could see that John’s chin was in need of a scrape.

“Stay a moment, Tom,” John said softly, fondling Bran’s ears. “I have to thank you. Grace tells me you have thought me lost these past three days. I, too, thought I was, but I needed to grieve alone and speak to God in my own way. I regret I gave concern, but I assure you, I am mended. Again,” he said more curtly, embarrassed at his outburst, “my thanks.”

Tom inclined his head in acknowledgment, whistled to Bran and left the room. He did not close the door, for he did not want Grace compromised without him standing guard.

“Pull up that stool, Grace. If you have nothing better to do, I have a need to talk to someone about my family. I am not an orphan as you are, but certes, I feel like one.” John slapped a couple of fleas on his calf that had been disturbed by the activity in the room. “Damn fleas!” he said. “I swear I have been eaten alive these past two days.”

Grace smiled, sat down on the stool in front of him and gathered her skirts tightly around her ankles to avoid being similarly attacked. She turned her solemn brown eyes to his face and characteristically cocked her head. She waited, hardly daring to breathe, afraid to spoil the intimacy.

“You did not know my father, did you?” John began and saw her shake her head. “I have had a goodly time to think about him these past few days, in truth, and to try to understand him. He was a great man, but he was quiet and serious and did not allow many to come close to him. I believe it made some people distrust him, and I wonder if ’twas why he was betrayed in the end. He was very different from your father, who was loud, enjoyed the company of others and was not afraid to indulge in the pleasures of life. I suppose one knew where one stood with him, whereas my father…” He shook his head.

“There is nothing wrong with being quiet and serious, John. Look at me,” Grace countered. “I think I have a good heart, but I do not say very much.”

John laughed. “Touché, ma belle,” he replied. “Although you were unafraid to stand up for yourself a moment ago.” He thought for a moment, studying his fingers, and then chose to confide in her. “When my father was with my mother, he was a different person. The last time I saw them together was when I took Mother to his audience chamber at Leicester Castle, two days before the battle. As soon as he saw her all the worry on his face seemed to dissolve, and his smile made him look young again. I knew then I had been born of real love—both me and”—he bowed his head—“my poor sister, Katherine, God rest her soul.”

“Where does your mother live, John?” Grace said, crossing herself and hoping to divert his attention from the loss of his sibling.

“She lives in Suffolk, not far from the coast, in a house on Jack Howard’s estate—he is…was…the duke of Norfolk,” he explained, and Grace nodded. “’Twas exactly like her to disavow Jack Howard’s advice about traveling to Leicester at such a dangerous moment. But she was determined that Father should not hear of Katherine’s sudden death from anyone but her. She told me first, and I know my sorrow was but a drop in the pail compared to his. He loved Katherine greatly—his first child, and his only daughter. I was standing outside the door and heard his suffering upon the news. ’Twas savage.” He gazed at a point in the fireplace as he remembered the scene. Afraid for his mother, he had quietly opened the door a crack and seen her comfort Richard; they had even shared a kiss.

“My mother is not of gentle stock,” he said, bringing his gaze back to Grace’s face. “And yet somehow she befriended Howard’s wife. One day Mother was an invited guest at Tendring Hall and met my father when he was hunting there with Sir John. Father loved hunting—especially with his falcon.” His voice fell back into a monotone.

“What is she like? And what is her name?” Grace asked, again hoping to steer the conversation to the living and away from the dead.

“Mother is stout-hearted!” he said, his face lightening. “And her name is Kate…Katherine Haute, of Snoll’s Hatch in Kent, she used to tell people. Her father, my grandfather Bywood, was a farmer, but I never knew him. ’Twas mother’s forthrightness that often got her into trouble, so they tell me, but it also made people love her. They say I am more like my father, but I have inherited Mother’s love of singing. She has the voice of an angel, and Father told me once that he fell in love with her the first time he heard her sing.”

Grace’s eyes shone. “Sing something to me, John. I would hear your gift.”

Unabashed, John began to sing in a strong tenor:


“Our King went forth to Normandy,

With grace and might of chivalry;

The God for him wrought marv’lously…”



Suddenly his voice became choked with tears, and the next words were almost inaudible.


“Wherefore England may call and cry,

Deo gratias.”



He buried his head in his hands, and tears fell from between his fingers. Grace sat stupefied, every nerve in her body itching to put her arms around him and comfort him, but her reserve got the better of her. A few seconds later she was glad she had refrained from her urge, for he sat up straight, wiped his face on the sleeve of his shirt and grinned sheepishly.

“Forgive me for being addlepated, Grace. I should not have attempted that particular song, in truth. It always reminds me of the time Mother put me in Father’s care when I was six, and I had to say good-bye to everything I knew. She sang it to me the night before we parted. Foolish of me. Am I forgiven?”

“Dearest John,” Grace whispered. “There is nothing to forgive. My mother died when I was so young, I do not remember her. But there is still a pain in my heart for my loss. And I never knew my father.”

John looked at her curiously. “I have often wondered why Dame Grey sent for you, Grace. Do you know? After all, would she not want to forget her husband’s infidelities? You would be a constant reminder.”

“I heard from an attendant that ’twas a promise Dame Grey made to my father upon his deathbed. He knew where I was and had paid the abbey to keep me, so I was told. Dame Grey was keeping a promise, I believe, and I thank God daily for it—even if I do feel a misfit sometimes.”

“Aye, little wren, ’tis ironic how very lonely one can be even in a big family. And now my sister is gone, I am even more alone—” he broke off, sighing.

“But you have me,” Grace whispered.

“Aye, so I do. I am a lucky man,” he said, holding her chin in his fingers. Grace willed him to kiss her, but footsteps along the corridor caught their attention and John rose when Bess and Cecily ran in to greet him. He has forgotten me already, Grace thought miserably, rising from her stool.

“We have been so worried, John,” Bess admonished him, beaming at Grace. “Tom told us that Grace had the magic touch, and I am right glad to see you looking well again. We have news of Lord Lovell to tell. It seems he was able to hide among the returning Howard force into Suffolk and has sought sanctuary at Colchester, as have the Stafford brothers.”

“Praise be to the Virgin,” John said, crossing himself. “I am right glad to hear it. And what of our cousin Lincoln? Is he fled, taken”—he paused for a second before daring to ask—“dead, as was rumored?”

“Nay, he is alive. Henry keeps him close by, so the messenger says,” Bess replied.


“What is that vile smell?” Cecily suddenly interrupted, her face screwing up in disgust.

“Cecily!” exclaimed Bess. “Where are your manners? ’Tis not your place to find fault. You know Mother taught us that.”

Cecily pouted, used a corner of her veil to cover her nose and flounced off to the window. “Aye, but she isn’t here, so where is the harm?” she retorted.

Bess looked shocked but decided to ignore her. Grace was used to Bess’s dutiful demeanor and felt sorry for her. It must be hard to be the eldest of so many children, she decided, and have to be a model for the rest.

“I have not been as fastidious as I might these past three days, ’tis all, Cis,” John answered, grinning. “Forgive me. Come, let us get some fresh air.”

“Aye, before I swoon,” said Cecily, and eyeing a pile of Bran’s excrement in her path, she lifted her skirts well above the rushes and hurried from the room.

 

FOR THREE WEEKS those in the castle tried to settle into their usual routines. September’s sun warmed the reapers as they gathered in the sheaves of wheat, and in other fields ploughmen forged their straight furrows, making them ready to receive the hardy rye seed. Ax and adze felled trees and made logs for the winter fires that would burn from November to spring. Grace wondered how cold it would get here, and she shivered when she thought of how the wind would change direction and come down from the north to chill their bones.

But thoughts of winter were far away as she strolled around the inner bailey one afternoon and watched the turner with his pole lathe making mugs and bowls, the blacksmith raining a blow on a red-hot horseshoe, a laundrywoman carrying a basket of linens on her head and a wheelwright mending a cartwheel. The craftsmen knew her by now and called “Good morrow, Lady Grace” in their strong Yorkshire dialect, and she smiled, acknowledging their salutations. Hearing her title always gave her a start, and she thought she would never get used to her new status. She found she actually missed the work in the garden that used to take up much of her day at the abbey, but here she was not required to lift a finger—except to hem a gown or embroider a kerchief.


She arrived at the kennels to check on her favorite pup and was about to gentle him away from his mother’s tit when a villager ran headlong through the gate, shouting, “The king’s messenger be coming!” He was accosted by a guard and prevented from advancing farther, but by then the watchtower sentinel was also alerting the castle to an unexpected visit. He blew on his shawm, its raucous reedy racket causing Grace to stop up her ears and a dog to howl.

“John!” she mouthed, frightened, “The king must not find him here.” Taking to her heels, she raced into the northwest tower, up the narrow twisting stairs and out onto the rampart. John, Tom and two of Tom’s Gower cousins had gone hunting after dinner at noon and had not yet returned. She scanned the forest but realized all she could see were the tops of the trees. The retinue of Henry’s men must surely have passed through the forest from York through Strensall, so perhaps John had seen them and remained hidden. Odds bodkins, she thought, why have I not yet learned to ride? John had promised to teach her, but until he did, she could only ride pillion behind a groom or, on occasion, Cecily, who was an excellent horsewoman. The huge beasts terrified her. The nuns had owned a large ox that pulled the convent cart into Leicester on market days to give the leftover convent produce to the poor. The beast was placid, and Grace had been put on its back once by Sister Benedict, one of the younger nuns, who had taken the child under her wing. But when the ox swished its tail at some pesky flies and struck the little girl, she lost her balance and fell off. She had been afraid of large animals ever since.

Realizing her mission was futile, she ran helter-skelter down the spiral stairs to her chamber to alert her sisters. “The king is come!” she said breathlessly.

Bess dropped her needlework onto the floor and the lutenist missed half of the strings on a downward chord, creating a discordant twang that lent an ominous note to Grace’s pronouncement.

“The…the k-king?” Bess whispered. “Henry is here?”

“The villager said ‘the king’s messenger,’” Grace explained. “I thought the king would follow behind.”

“You witless girl,” cried Bess’s tiring woman, throwing her arms around Bess and glaring at Grace. “A messenger from the king means the king is not here. You have frightened my poor sweeting half to death.”


Tears sprang to Grace’s brown eyes and she begged Bess’s pardon. Hiding her unhappiness, she walked quickly from the room, noticing Cecily’s smirk at her older sister’s dismay. I hope Cis’s betrothed is a toad, Grace thought uncharitably, even though she had met Ralph Scrope of Upsall at court, and he had done nothing to deserve such an unkind moniker. She paused at the tower entrance to watch the horsemen dismount and the grooms lead the horses away. A stout man with a long drooping mustache was solemnly greeted by Tom’s uncle as “Sir Robert,” and Grace found out later the man’s name was Willoughby and that he was steward of the king’s household. Catching sight of Grace in the doorway, Sir John Gower hurried up to her and requested that she and her sisters ready themselves to meet the king’s messenger.

“I will send for you all anon, my lady, as soon as Sir Robert has slaked his thirst,” he directed her, and stomped off towards the great hall.

Bess’s lovely face was pale with fear when Grace gave her the message, but her ladies gathered round, untying her sleeves at the shoulders, unlacing the tight bodice and slipping her skirts to the floor. They chose a deep crimson damask gown with blue facing and trimmed with miniver to show off her stature and porcelain skin. She had inherited the best of both her handsome parents, and with her wavy golden hair tumbling to her knees, Grace thought she had never seen anyone so beautiful. In no time at all, the ladies coiled the unruly tresses into a knot on the back of Bess’s head and pinned a fashionable short hennin over it, which hid all that glory from the prying eyes of men. A simple wire frame attached to the hat supported the pure white gauze veil that stood out from her face. A collar of gold set with pearls and sapphires completed the portrait of a princess—oldest child of King Edward the Fourth.

As the attendants were busy dressing Bess, Cecily, Grace and Margaret helped one another into more fetching gowns, and a little later, when the sun was dipping below the west wall, all four stepped across the great hall’s threshold.

“I am ready to face the enemy. Wish me well, sisters,” Bess whispered as Sir John Gower came forward to take her hand and lead her to Sir Robert.

“For inspection,” Cecily muttered angrily. “As if she were a horse or a cow.”


Grace shuddered and her heart went out to Bess, standing there so regally, being ogled by the middle-aged Willoughby. Cecily and Margaret took a few steps forward and Grace followed, hoping she was well hidden behind Cecily’s larger girth. Sir John sent Tom to escort them to cushioned stools against the wall and out of the bright light of the massive chandelier dripping wax from a hundred candles. They could not hear what was being said to Bess, so Cecily started to bat her eyelashes at one of Sir Robert’s knights, but Grace folded her hands on her lap, stared at her fingers and retreated inside her comfortable shell.

She thought back to a conversation she had had with Bess one day in the meadow when Cecily had been confined to the castle during her courses. They were making a garland to help cheer their sister, and Grace suddenly noticed Bess was crying.

“What it is, Bess?” she asked, full of concern. “May I help you?”

Grace’s gentle voice and sympathy only caused Bess to sob more, and to avoid Tom Gower noticing and causing Bess embarrassment, Grace left her spot on the grass and knelt in front of her sister, taking the older girl in her arms.

“Come now,” Grace soothed, sounding more like a mother than a girl of twelve. “You can tell me. I swear on the Virgin I shall not breathe a word to anyone. What is it?”

She stroked Bess’s forehead and pushed a wayward golden strand of hair off the girl’s wet face. Then she proffered Bess her kerchief. “Sweet Bess, blow your nose and tell me of your troubles. Like as not I shall not understand, but Sister Benedict always said ’tis good to tell your heartaches to someone.” She paused, knowing that the good nun may have had God in mind as a listener, but she pressed on. “When you share, it becomes someone else’s care.”

Bess did as she was told and blew her nose. Then, her tears spent, she contemplated the young girl in front of her. “You are a curious child, Grace. So green, and yet so wise. In truth, I know not how to treat with you sometimes. You are not so clever as Cecily and yet you are cleverer.” She shook her head. “I am not making sense, I dare swear. But since you ask, I will tell you why I am distressed. I cannot speak of these things to Cis, for she either laughs at me or becomes as watery as the conduit in the Chepe.”


Grace had no idea what Bess was talking about, but she nodded sagely. “I am listening, Bess,” she said. “Is it about King Rich…I mean, Uncle Richard?”

“Nay, it is not!” Bess was emphatic, her brows snapping together. “What do you know of that, pray?”

“Nothing very much,” Grace assured her, as she sadly realized her presence at Westminster must have gone unnoticed during the months before Queen Anne’s death, when the subsequent rumor about Richard and Bess was circulated. She wished she had been more forthright during those times, but she was learning. She had accepted that she was an inconsequential member of this royal brood, and as such had done her best to stay out of everyone’s way at court.

“I regret I made no impression upon you back then, Bess. But I was there; I saw what happened,” she said quietly.

Bess was aghast at her faux pas. “Forgive me, Grace,” she cried. “Certes, you were there. My mind is elsewhere, I have to confess.” She sighed. “I have thought much about my feelings for our uncle since we were all sent here, and I see ’twas naught but a young and foolish fancy I had. Nay, my thoughts were far from the king, in truth.” She hesitated, ashamed of herself for crying in front of the younger girl. “I was remembering a time long ago, when I taught our brother—sweet little Dickon—how to make a daisy chain, like this one. And it reminded me that I may never see him or Edward again.”

Grace nodded. “One of your mother’s ladies told me she thought Uncle Richard had…” she did not dare finish.

“I do not want to believe it, Grace,” Bess answered sadly, “but where have they been all this time? It has been two years since we’ve had word of anyone seeing them at the Tower.”

“Perhaps they were sent away for some reason,” Grace ventured, her curious mind already conjuring up several. There was nothing Grace loved more than a mystery, and finally someone was addressing this one. “You cannot give up hope yet, Bess.”

Grace’s earnest little face made Bess smile. “I suppose you are right. ’Tis possible Uncle Richard sent them to our Aunt Margaret in Burgundy. I did hear such a rumor after we left sanctuary. But why would he not tell us?”


“I know not. But why were you in sanctuary, Bess? No one has ever explained that to me. Anne, Catherine and Bridget did not tell me much except that it was cramped and cold. Were you all there?”

“Aye. Certes, except for Ned; he was in the Tower.” When Bess saw Grace’s puzzled frown, she elaborated: “You see, when Father died so unexpectedly, Mother quickly sent word to her brother, Uncle Anthony—Lord Rivers—at Ludlow, where Ned was under his guardianship, preparing for the day when he would be king. Who would have guessed that day would come so soon?” she mused, shaking her head. “But no mind. ’Tis said Mother wanted to be regent, and so needed to have Ned with her in London to win over the people and Parliament. She asked Anthony to hurry to London with Ned. But, you see, when he was dying, Father named Uncle Richard as Lord Protector, meaning he would rule until Ned reached his majority and Mother would have no power. And so she ‘neglected’ to send a messenger north to Middleham and hoped Rivers and Ned would reach London first. ’Twas a rash decision that led Uncle Richard to believe Mother and Uncle Anthony were acting treasonously.” She paused for Grace to take this all in. “That is the side of my mother I do not understand—or, God forgive me, admire,” she remarked, tearing apart a daisy. “Why would she do such a thing? Uncle Richard was a good man; he would not have treated her unkindly.” She caught Grace’s surprised expression at this confidence and muttered: “Pray forgive me, I am thinking aloud.”

She contemplated a chewed thumbnail and then continued: “Uncle Richard was warned of Mother’s actions—’tis said by Will Hastings—and hurried south. He met up with the Ludlow party on the road at Stony Stratford, and when he saw the large army Uncle Rivers had with him, he understood Mother’s intentions, arrested Rivers and sent him here.” She glanced up at the castle, her blue eyes pensive.

“But sanctuary, Bess. You have not told me why her grace had to go into sanctuary?” Grace’s knees were numb, but she was so eager not to miss a word, she could not move.

“Because she was afraid of what Uncle Richard might do to her,” Bess said. “She was so fearful when she heard what had happened at Stony Stratford, and that Richard was on his way to London with Ned by his side, she knew she had lost. Certes, ’twas her ambition that put us all in danger.” Bess’s mouth was set in a firm line, and she held her head high. “If I do become queen of England, I shall not engage in scheming and politics. I have seen how much it hurts people. I do not believe for one moment Uncle Richard would have harmed any of us, but she must have believed she was trying to protect us all by seeking sanctuary. ’Tis the only reason I have been able to accept, in truth.”

Grace nodded. “Aye, perhaps you are right.” Her mind bounded from one thought to another and she returned to the possible whereabouts of her half brothers. “You say ’tis possible Uncle Richard sent Ned and Dickon to Burgundy—to the Duchess Margaret,” she said, pouncing on the chance to find out more about this relative who was always spoken of with such awe. “What is she like—Aunt Margaret, I mean? Have you met her?”

Bess chuckled. “Aye, when I was fourteen she came back to England for a few months, and we were in awe of her lavish wardrobe. I remember Mother being jealous of all her jewels. But it was her wit and intelligence that were the talk of Father’s court. I heard Jack Howard say that had she been a man, she would have made England a great king. To me she was kind enough”—she shrugged—“and I remember her being tall and handsome—not beautiful like mother, but impressive. She left England to marry Duke Charles, but he was killed in battle nine years later.”

“I think I would have been afraid of her,” Grace said.

Bess patted her knee and leaned forward conspiratorially. “And they say she and my Uncle Anthony were…well…” she stopped when she remembered Grace was only twelve and an innocent. “…um, close.”

Grace’s eyes widened with shock. “Were they not married to each other?” Her strict convent upbringing often made her the butt of sibling teasing, so she often kept her thoughts to herself, but it was hard to imagine these transgressors not being afraid of going to Hell.

Bess shook her head, laughing. “So prim, Grace! Our father was not the only one who…um…let us say, looked elsewhere for love. Certes, Uncle Richard had his leman, and Aunt Margaret had her paramour, too. Poor Uncle Anthony. Certes, but you know now what happened to him.” She saw Grace shake her head. “After he was accused of treason, Uncle Richard imprisoned him”—she pointed dramatically to a window in the guard tower—“in there until he was beheaded at Pontefract.”

Grace turned her curious brown eyes to the window in question and noted the bars on it. “How sad,” she said. “But perhaps he deserved it.” Then Anthony, Lord Rivers, was quickly forgotten as she begged for more information on her brothers.

“We hardly saw Edward at all once Father sent him to Ludlow Castle when he was only three to be groomed as prince of Wales and the next king,” Bess told her, folding and refolding her kerchief on her lap.

“Three!” Grace exclaimed. “’Tis no wonder your mother pined for him. You must have known little Dickon better, to be sure. What was he like?”

“He looks like Father—and I think he will be like Father. He is a prankster and loved to make our lives a misery. His favorite game was playing hide-and-go-seek, and he could crawl into the tiniest of spaces and never make a sound, so we gave up looking for him. Then he would whine to Mother that we were being mean to him. I confess I was so happy when he was taken away from us in sanctuary and sent to join Ned in the Tower. Mother was distraught, but, in truth, even she was relieved he was gone. It was hard enough, all of us living there crammed into those few small rooms, without Dickon creating havoc every day.” Her tears began to fall again. “Now I wish we could have him back, and I pray for his return every night.” She sniffed and wiped her nose unceremoniously on the hem of her dress, making Grace giggle. “He did love to sing, and had a beautiful voice. He also loved me to sing him to sleep. I would only have to hum a few notes of ‘Douway Robin’ or another lullaby and he would close his eyes and drift off in no time at all. He looked so angelic then, with his flaxen hair and great long lashes lying upon his cheek, that ’twas hard to remember he had annoyed me earlier in the day.”

“I am sorry for you, Bess, truly I am,” Grace said, shifting her aching legs gratefully.

“And now I may have to marry this hateful Henry, who I have never laid eyes on,” Bess groaned.

“Perhaps you could ask Henry to find the boys,” Grace said absently, and was startled by Bess’s peal of laughter.

“Oh, Grace. You are such an innocent. Certes, Henry would like nothing more than if the boys are never seen again. ’Tis true, we have all been declared bastards, but still, two male York heirs at large would cause him many sleepless nights.” She sniffled again, then blew her nose. “I do not even understand why he is allowed to be king. He has but a tiny trickle of royal blood in his veins, and that came by a bastard of John of Gaunt. By rights the bastard Beauforts—and Henry is a Beaufort, in case you did not know—were expressly forbidden to ever claim the crown. But, by the sweet Virgin, look at them now!” Her voice rose in anger, her tears forgotten.

Grace listened attentively. So much about her family was incomprehensible to her—not the least of which was how many bastards loomed large in it—but she was learning fast and could not wait to lie in bed and remember it all.

“It seems my mother was conspiring with Henry’s mother, the countess of Richmond and Derby, to arrange this match,” Bess said and then smirked. “Mother has always loathed that woman. She calls her Scraggy Maggie—her name is Margaret Beaufort, and she is tall and thin, you will see.” Seeing Grace nod, Bess was again ruefully reminded that the girl had met the Beaufort woman at court. “Why they brewed such a scheme, I cannot imagine,” she went on. “But Henry is said to have promised to marry me—he promised in front of a bishop in Rennes that first Christmas of Uncle Richard’s reign. Do you think they consulted me? Nay. I was but their pawn, and when Henry’s first attempt to invade back in Eighty-four came to naught, I thought the whole plan would come to naught, too. Damn him for trying again,” she cried, flinging the petals of a daisy into the wind and watching them swirl away.

Tom Gower heard Bess’s raised voice and loped towards them with the awkwardness of a youth who has not yet grown into his long limbs. Grace helped Bess to her feet, and they gathered up the garland.

“We are ready to go back, Tom,” Bess called, her pique subsiding. “You are bored, are you not?” Tom gave her a sheepish grin.

“Down, Jason!” Grace admonished Tom’s lurcher, who bounded towards her. Despite its size, she was unafraid of the tall, lean hunting dog, who did not have far to jump to lick her face as she ruffled its coarse gray coat.

Tom called the dog off. “There is a storm brewing, Lady Bess. I must return you to the safety of the castle or my uncle will give me a thrashing,” he said, pointing to the southwest. By the time they reached the inner bailey, the first raindrops were spitting against the castle walls.

 

THAT NIGHT GRACE had trouble falling asleep. She often did when she had something on her mind to put right. There was the time when Sister Benedict’s rosary had gone missing. The nuns searched high and low, and Benedict became more and more distraught. It had been a family heirloom, and everyone knew one of the stones was a ruby. One of the novices was brought before Mother Hawise, accused by a mean-spirited sister of stealing the beads. The novice was one of Grace’s bedfellows and she had worked alongside her in the garden all that day, so Grace knew the girl could not have been the thief. The accused was locked in one of the cells until the sheriff could spare the time to question her. Grace smuggled food through the tiny grille in the door and tried to console her friend. The next day in the garden, she racked her brain for an obvious solution—first believing it was the mean-spirited nun herself who had stolen it. And then she had seen the bird hopping on the ledge of one of the dormitory windows, where it had built its untidy nest.

“’Tis a jackdaw!” she cried, dropping her basket of peas and running towards the building. Several nuns watched her go, smiling indulgently. Grace was a child, and animals and birds fascinated her. But Grace tugged at Sister Benedict’s habit and bade the nun to follow her. The taller nun was able to reach up and pull the nest through the bars on the window, and sure enough, woven into the hair, twigs and other debris was her precious rosary. Grace had been the toast of the convent that day, and her fascination with puzzles had begun.

And the mystery of the missing boys was exactly the kind of puzzle that she would enjoy gnawing on, like a dog with a bone. As she lay pondering, she thought that solving it would make her family so proud of her that she would never feel left out again. With all the certainty of a twelve-year-old, she knew that if she tried hard enough, any problem could be solved—as simply as finding a rosary in a bird’s nest.

 

“WE ARE TO proceed to London at the end of the week,” Bess told her sisters once they were back in their apartments. “Sir Robert will escort us, and we shall be lodged at Mother’s old residence, at Ormond’s Inn. I know not what is in store for us, in truth, and nothing was said of any marriage between Henry and me,” she said, relieved, allowing Grace to unlace her tight bodice.

“Praise be to God,” Cecily cried, pulling off her headdress and letting her silvery hair loose. “I, for one, will be happy to leave this backwater for London.”


“Backwater?” Grace queried from behind Bess. “This is a magnificent castle, and we have everything we need.”

Cecily tossed her head. “’Tis a backwater, Grace, and full of Yorkshire turds!”

“Cecily!” exclaimed Bess and Grace together.

“Pray curb your tongue,” Bess admonished Cecily and checked to see that the door was well and truly closed. Lady Gower might be in earshot, and she was a proud Yorkshirewoman.

“Pah!” Cecily retorted. “Certes, you feel the same way. You told me so.”

“I told you in confidence, Cis. In our position you cannot go through life saying exactly what you think. That behavior is for peasants. When you take up your duties as Ralph’s wife, you will be allowed to say only what your husband tells you you may,” Bess lectured.

“You may behave that way, Bess, but I shall do and say as I please,” Cecily retorted. “I do not care a fig what my husband will say.” She cocked her snoot at an imaginary husband, causing Bess to roll her eyes and Grace to giggle. “I am weary of you telling me what to do. I am not a child,” she pronounced as she flounced up the two steps to the garderobe carrying a candle to light her way into the small dark recess carved out of the thick wall, where the privy was hidden.

“She has been like this ever since Mary died,” Bess confided in Grace. “You never knew our sister Mary—she was born between Cis and me, and she and Cecily did everything together.” Bess looked grave. “She died from a fever in Eighty-two, and Cis was heartbroken.” She paused. “We all were. Mary was Father’s favorite: full of life and forever laughing. Cecily tried to be like her to gain Father’s favor, but instead she became impertinent and willful.”

Grace absorbed the information and resolved to be more patient with Cecily. For a year now, she had been learning what it was like to be a sister and part of a family, and she could not bear to think of losing any of them. The Benedictines had treated her variously with kindness or indifference, depending on their inclinations, but truth be told she had never felt a part of the order, nor had she heard a calling. Mother Hawise’s constant reminders of Grace’s base-born beginnings became a cross the girl learned to bear bravely, but instead of looking on her keeper gratefully, Grace had hardened her heart against her. She had dreaded the day when she might be forced into taking vows. Over the years, she grew a shell into which she would crawl at night and pray to St. Sibylline of Pavia—who had also been an orphan—for deliverance from the place. When Elizabeth’s messenger had come, she was convinced the saint had heard her plea.

Loud voices interrupted their conversation, and both girls ran to the window, leaving Margaret of Salisbury to peer over her bedclothes in fear.

“What is it?” Cecily called from the garderobe. “Who is shouting so?”

From their chamber on the third floor they could not make out the scene in the dark courtyard below, other than a few torches held aloft by seemingly invisible hands.

“I will go and see what is happening,” Grace said, surprising Bess with her fearlessness. She pulled her shawl from its peg by the doorway, covered her head and slipped out to the stone staircase. The stairs were lit with flambeaux, allowing her to wend her way round and round until she came to a small embrasure that, if she stood on tiptoe, gave her a clear view of the group of men in front of the great hall. She gasped when she recognized John, grim-faced in the center, his dagger drawn and Tom by his side.

“Aye, I am King Richard’s son,” he was saying. “His bastard son. Henry Tudor can have no quarrel with me!”

“Lord John, I beg of you, sheathe your dagger,” Sir John Gower said calmly, coming between John and the guards menacing the young men. “Do not make this more difficult for yourself.” More quietly, he told John, “Albeit you are the late king’s bastard, you are a natural rallying point for all Yorkists, and thus you represent a danger, my lord. Have a care.”

At that moment Robert Willoughby came striding across the courtyard from his quarters, demanding an explanation for the commotion. Gower stood in front of John, facing Willoughby, and attempted to make light of the situation. “’Tis the hunting party come late, Sir Robert,” he stammered, clearly nervous. “The lads meant no harm. The bum-baileys got lost in the forest, ’tis all. I will take them to task, have no fear.” He walked forward, smiling more confidently, as if to accompany the older man back to his apartment, distracting him from John. “Pray get some rest, sir; you have had a tiring day.”

Grace held her breath in her hiding place and sent up a prayer to keep John safe and turn Sir Robert’s footsteps away. But all had reckoned without John’s pride.


“I am able to speak for myself, Sir John, I thank you.” John brushed Gower aside and gave Sir Robert a stiff little bow. “John of Gloucester, sir. I am son of our late and beloved King Richard. May he rest in peace.”

Grace gasped at his audacity. “Oh, John,” she whispered. “How foolish of you. You might have escaped.”

Sir Robert stared at the young man before him and gave him a small bow in return. His orders made no mention of the young Captain of Calais, who was thought to have fled with Lovell into sanctuary, and he was at a loss to know what to do with the boy. Henry had been explicit that only Bess and “the sisters that lodge with her there,” as well as Warwick and his sister, Margaret, be escorted to London, “in their own time. No hurry, Willoughby,” Henry had said. “We do not wish to offend. Be gentle with them.” Young Gloucester was not part of the plan, and Sir Robert needed time to weigh his options.

“Take him to the guard room for the night,” he decided. “Gower, attend to his needs. We will talk more in the morning.” He put up his hand as Sir John tried to say something. “And there is an end to it,” he declared, turning on his heel and hurrying back to bed.

Gower instructed Tom to see to John’s comfort. In the torchlight he saw John’s angry face and put a restraining hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Go quietly, I beg of you. Chances are you will simply accompany your cousins to London. As you say, the king can have no quarrel with you.”

Four guards marched John to the guard tower and out of Grace’s sight. Will they put him in the same cell Anthony Rivers occupied? she wondered, horrified. Would the same fate befall her beloved John? She shivered and realized she was chilled by both John’s circumstances and the October night air. She hurried upstairs to relay her news.

 

THE NEXT DAY Sir Robert sent a messenger to London with the news of John of Gloucester’s capture, and he calculated he would be long gone before a new order could arrive at Sheriff Hutton. “He will be in your charge, Sir John,” Willoughby said, pleased with himself. “’Twill be your first test of loyalty to our new sovereign. The lad will remain where he is until you know the king’s pleasure, is that understood?” Gower nodded assent but swore nothing.

Taking Henry’s edict to heart, Willoughby seemed in no hurry to depart for the south, tarrying instead to hunt in Galtres Forest or fish in the Derwent a few miles east of the village. He was intent on making a good impression on the young woman who would, if Henry kept his long-ago promise, become queen, and so refused to rush her.

“The king’s grace has given me permission to ease your journey in any way I can,” the jovial Willoughby told the lovely young woman who sat at his right hand at dinner on the second day. “I have made arrangements for the finest carriage in York to be fitted out for you and your sisters, my lady. We shall not go until all is packed, and you need not leave anything behind.” His pale rheumy eyes twinkled at her. “I know how long a lady’s wardrobe and accoutrements take to pack—my lady wife tries my patience at times, I must confess. In the meantime, I shall take advantage of the fresh Yorkshire air and expect to provide a buck or two for the table during my brief stay.” He picked up the thighbone of a pheasant and carried it greedily to his mouth, leaving some of the gravy clinging to his mustache. Then he dipped a large hunk of bread into his trencher and sopped up the remaining savory juices noisily, smacking his lips and grunting in pleasure. “Good country fare,” he announced finally, not noticing Bess’s obvious disdain for his table manners, and waved at a ewerer to bring the finger bowl. “Would you care to join me in the hunt one day, my lady?”

Bess surprised him with a dazzling smile. “’Twould please us all, in truth, Sir Robert. Although I think a few hours of fishing would please me the most.”

“Fishing, eh?” Sir Robert slapped his thigh. “Do you use a worm or a fly, Lady Elizabeth?” He doubted that one as refined as Bess would deign to handle a worm.

“Both, Sir Robert,” Bess replied without batting an eye. “One cannot learn how to fish properly without baiting one’s own hook. Tom Gower has taught us all how to fish for trout this summer, and I confess it is a pleasant way to spend an afternoon.”

“Sir John’s young nephew, is it?” And seeing Bess incline her head in agreement, he continued: “Then we shall have Tom Gower show us the best spots in the river, say, two days hence? I have business in York on the morrow.”

“Certes. We shall be happy to go with you, Sir Robert.” She seized the lighthearted moment and, turning her dark blue eyes to his admiring gaze, continued airily: “But I have a boon to beg of you. My sister, Lady Grace, is most distressed by her cousin of Gloucester’s confinement in the guard house.”

At the mention of her name, Grace looked along the table, straining to hear. Her eyes were still red from her sleepless night of worry for John, when she had tried to stifle her frightened tears into her pillow.

“I wonder if you would grant her an interview with Lord John to satisfy her that he is not being mistreated,” Bess said, a little more loudly.

Sir Robert was taken aback. Talking about fishing with Lady Elizabeth was one thing, but talking of state business was quite another. He coughed uncomfortably, trying to cover his inability to think of a reason why he should not grant this request. He was within his rights to refuse, but what harm could there be? Little Grace was but a child, and she did look as though she had been crying. He thought of his future; Elizabeth was certain to be queen and, judging from her beauty, she would have Henry wrapped around her little finger in no time, he deduced. Perhaps she would remember him kindly after she was crowned. Wiping his mouth carefully on his kerchief, he suddenly smiled, showing several gaps in his teeth. “Certes, Lady Grace may see her cousin, my lady,” he said, magnanimously, and then leaned into Bess, chuckling, “as long as she doesn’t help him escape. Ha!”

Bess gave a responding titter, trying not to reel away from his bad breath. “Aye, that would be a dilemma for you, would it not, Sir Robert? I assure you, Lady Grace has no more plan for John’s escape than”—and she pointed to a spaniel worrying a bone—“than that dog there!” And they both laughed.

Sir Robert was entranced by Bess and could deny her nothing at that moment. “I see nothing wrong in allowing all of you to visit the lad whenever you want,” he said, waving his hand to include Bess and Cecily. “There will, of necessity, be a guard outside the door, you do understand?”

Bess clapped her hands delightedly. “You are too kind, Sir Robert.” She called to Grace at the end of the table, “We may see John whenever we like, my dear Lady Grace, thanks to Sir Robert’s generosity.”

Grace’s usually serious face was transformed by a radiant smile, causing Sir Robert to notice her for the first time. By Christ’s nails, she will turn heads in the not-too-distant future, he thought; her mother must have indeed been a beauty—must have been to turn lecher Edward’s head. “Well, then,” he said, satisfied, “and there is an end to it!”

As soon as the meal was over, the benches stacked and trestle tables collapsed, Grace ran to the kennels, picked up her special puppy and presented herself at the guard tower door, where a large yeoman stood sentinel and eyed her suspiciously.

“Eh, lass, why be you here? It be no place for a child,” he growled, working a stringy morsel of meat out from between his teeth with a grubby fingernail and not recognizing her. “You canna come in here.”

“But I can,” Grace asserted, lifting her chin and holding the dog tightly. “Sir Robert Willoughby has given me permission to visit your prisoner.”

The guard’s mouth dropped open. “Did he now?” he said in disbelief. “We’ll see about that. Ho! Dan’l Miller, rouse your arse and come out here. There be a little lady to see us.”

“How dare you,” Grace said, standing her ground. And with the greatest difficulty she pronounced her name, complete with its title, just as Daniel Miller appeared in the doorway. “I am the Lady Grace Plantagenet.”

Daniel gulped, recognizing her at once, and cuffed his friend. “You dolt, Sam Withers. She be right. She be King Edward’s bast—er, daughter.” As Sam touched his forelock and muttered an apology, Daniel addressed Grace: “I be sorry, m’lady. Why’re you here?”

At that moment, Sir Robert’s squire arrived on the scene and corroborated Grace’s statement, chuckling at the girl’s enthusiasm. “Sir Robert gave his permission only a few minutes ago, lads,” he told the guards. “’Tis true, any of the royal ladies may visit John of Gloucester. But there must be a guard outside the door at all times.”

“Aye, sir,” Daniel and Sam said in unison, and straightening his helmet Daniel made way for Grace to precede him through the lower garrison chamber and up the spiral stairs to the second floor. Unhooking a ring of keys from a nail, he selected one and put it in the keyhole. “Visitor, my lord!” he said loudly, peering through the small grille at eye level. “A lady.” And not waiting for a response, he pulled the heavy oak door open and ushered Grace in, slamming the door behind her. The puppy wriggled out of her arms and, happy to be free, ran around in circles, chasing its tail.

Grace was surprised by the size and comfort of the room. She had imagined John in a dank, sunless cell, chained to a wall down which the damp would have created green slime. Instead she saw him standing by a curtained bed, an abandoned book lying on top of the wool blanket. The room also boasted a table on which sat writing materials and a silver flagon and cup, and a high-back cushioned chair placed next to a small fireplace. Sunlight streamed in through the open south window, and the larger east-facing window afforded a view over the outer bailey and village beyond. Certes, she thought, there are bars on the windows, but this is not the prison of my nightmares.

“Grace!” John’s hands were outstretched in greeting, and she ran to take them, squeaking with excitement.

“Are you well, John? Have they tortured you?” she asked anxiously, scanning his face and neck for cuts and bruises.

She was a little hurt when he laughed outright, lifted her up and swung her around, assuring her he had not been harmed. The spaniel yipped at his feet and promptly relieved itself on John’s shoe. John promptly dropped Grace and scolded the pup, pushing its nose in the puddle. “Bad dog,” he admonished it, and tapped it under the chin, making it yelp. “’Tis how you train them, Grace,” he said, seeing her dismay. “He’ll learn in time,” he said kindly. “Now, how did you manage to bribe the guard? I have had only one visitor since they dared to put me in here—Tom was allowed to bring me my things,” he said, indicating a few clothes hanging on a peg. He used his foot to push some of the rushes on the floor over the dog’s puddle.

“Bess asked Sir Robert if we could come, and he said we could on condition we did not plot your escape,” Grace told him. She lowered her voice. “I would be happy to help you escape, if you want, John.”

For a moment, John was tempted. But seeing the diminutive young girl and her innocence laid bare for him, he dismissed the idea out of hand. Instead he bantered with her for half an hour, hiding his anger at being so treated by Henry but understanding the reason. He had spent the night cursing his folly that he had not flown the coop long before Sir Robert had arrived, but although he liked to think himself a man, there was still a boy’s fear not far beneath the surface, and staying with his family had been his first instinct. He had no one but these cousins now that his beloved father and sister were gone, and he could not place his mother in danger by fleeing to her.


“No one is going to harm me, Grace. And no one will harm you, I promise. We are of no consequence in this fight for the crown, you and I. They believe I could rally my father’s supporters if they let me go free, ’tis all. So here I sit.” He rose and paced the room as he had seen his father do many times. “Now if only we knew the whereabouts of your two half brothers, Henry might truly have something to fear. If they are still in the Tower, he is in no hurry to parade them in front of his new subjects. They have no love for him yet, but Ned and Dickon are their beloved King Edward’s sons, and I warrant the people would turn a blind eye to the illegal marriage to Dame Grey…. But what is the use? We know not where they are housed, and that is that. Certes, Henry’s other worry is Edward of Warwick. I wonder what he has in store for Uncle George’s boy, poor child. In truth, because of his father’s attainder, he is not eligible…” He pondered this out loud, almost forgetting Grace was still there. When his glance fell back on her, he changed the subject. “When do you leave for London?”

“On Friday, so we are told. On Thursday Sir Robert is taking all of us fishing on the Derwent,” she said. “I wish you could come.”

John made a face. “Fishing? ’Tis for faint hearts, little wren, although Tom Gower has honed his skill well and makes it mildly amusing. The thrill of the hunt is infinitely more gratifying, Grace,” he said, staring out of the window and onto the Galtres forest. “But ’twill be a change of pace for you girls. Send them a kiss from me.”

Grace sensed her visit was at an end, left the chair and moved to the door, the pup under one arm. “Farewell, John. I shall come tomorrow—and bring the others. We can play cards if that would amuse you,” she said.

“Aye, it would,” John said. “Except Bess always wins. You have brightened my day, little wren.” He tipped up her face and smiled at her. Grace’s heart stood still; would he kiss her on the mouth as he had done a few weeks ago? But instead he dropped a brotherly kiss on her forehead and knocked on the door for the guard.

As she made her way back to the kennels, she suppressed her disappointment by imagining herself in his arms and his mouth on hers. Wait until I am thirteen, she wanted to tell him, then you will see that I am not a child and you will want to kiss me.


 

AFTER BREAKING THEIR fast with cold meat pie, bread and ale, Sir Robert and the small fishing party rode under the gateway, through the outer bailey and the village and onto the road east towards the forested hills that hid the Derwent from view. The bracken along the way was turning brown, and the hedges of hawthorn, holly and field maple were looking threadbare, just as the wildflowers had lost their blooms and the grass its spring. Flocks of sheep grazed on the wolds, and starlings crowded the sky. The day was overcast and cool, but as long as the rain held off, Bess declared, nothing would stop her from enjoying perhaps the last day of her carefree life.

“Certes, but you are gloomy today, Bess,” John had told her the day before as they all sat in his cell and played cards. A cold wind howled outside, signaling the end of the fine autumn weather. “What ails you? You always love this game. Is it because you are losing?” He tried to coax her out of her melancholy, but her usually pleasant expression was marred by a scowl.

“If the wind changes, you will stay that way,” Cecily taunted her, eliciting a snort from John. Cecily was indignant. “Do not mock me, John; Mother told us ’twould be so.” She threw down a queen and crowed triumphantly. “Now best that!”

Bess suddenly squealed with glee and swooped up the card. “Even though she is an ugly queen, I will take her, and I shall win,” she declared, her mood lightening.

John looked admiringly at his lovely cousin and remarked: “When you become Queen of England, Bess, I shall propose they use a likeness of you instead. Elizabeth, the queen of hearts! What think you, Grace?”

Grace jumped. She had been an observer in the cousins’ game, as she had only recently learned to play, and so she shot John a grateful smile for including her. “Bess would indeed be more pleasing,” she said, peering over Bess’s shoulder. “I wonder who this old harridan was.”

“Looks like Scraggy Maggie to me,” Cecily exclaimed, and then regretted reminding Bess of her future mother-in-law, when her sister flung her cards down on the table and announced she was ready to leave.

She seems in much better spirits today, Grace thought as she held tightly to Bess’s waist while riding pillion and tried not to look down at the ground far below. They were abreast of Sir Robert, who kept Bess engaged in a conversation that she had a hard time hearing. Instead, she amused herself by listening for birdsong. She was able to identify the flute of the thrush, the warble of a blackbird, the chirrup of a lark and the harsh caw of a crow along the way.

Cecily was riding her own horse next to Tom, while two grooms brought up the rear. Grace could hear her light laughter and could only imagine her flirtatious remarks. She could not understand why Tom did not take off at a gallop—or at least move up in the procession to talk to Sir Robert’s squire, who rode behind his master. John would not stand for it, she was sure, but then, John is more of a man. Tom must have read her mind, she thought, as he kicked his horse’s flank and trotted ahead of Cecily and up to the squire just as they passed by St. Michael’s Church in the village of Cramburn. Soon they were atop the Howardian Hills, and then the road led down through the oaks, pines and ash that forested the slopes to the wide Derwent below.

Eventually reaching one of the only bridges for many miles, Sir Robert sharply reined in his horse, as did Bess, and Grace clung on for dear life. Tom rode up to Sir Robert and suggested they fish from the other bank.

“’Tis grassier for the ladies if they want to sit, and there are shallower pools where they may fish safely,” Tom advised Willoughby. He pointed over the next hill. “My home is in Westow, not a league from here. By your leave, sir, I would dearly love to ride and bid my family farewell at some point during the day. They do not know I am going to London. I would be happy to have the ladies’ company on the way, if they find the fishing irksome.”

“Why, Tom Gower,” Bess retorted, “do you have such little faith in our ability to catch anything? We shall be perfectly content to stay here with rod and line all day, shan’t we, Grace?”

“Not I,” Cecily muttered behind her. “A visit to Tom’s manor would make a pleasant diversion. What say you, Grace?”

Caught in the middle, Grace resorted to a quick silent Hail Mary to save her from disappointing either sister. But it was Tom, not the Virgin, who came to her rescue: “No matter; we should begin with the task at hand.” And he spurred his horse and led the way over the bridge to a sheltered spot along the lower-lying eastern bank. The grooms untied the fishing gear from one packhorse and baskets of food and utensils from another.


Hooking their cumbersome skirts over their belts, the girls put on thick boots to wade in the water. Even so, the river soaked their petticoats, which clung around their calves and ankles.

“I swear I wish I were a man,” Cecily complained, envying the men their longer boots and their breeches.

“Aye.” Bess laughed, nodding in the direction of a groom relieving himself upon a tree. “’Twould be easier.”

The overcast day proved favorable for fishing, and there were squeals of delight whenever someone caught a fish. Grace watched Tom with admiration as he cast his line far out into the river in a fluid motion. He caught her eye and grinned happily. Aye, this is where he belongs, she thought, smiling back. She did not enjoy baiting her hook in the least, but watching Bess digging through the muddy mound of worms for a juicy one gave her courage to follow suit. An hour later, she was so surprised when she felt a nibble on her line that she jerked the rod out of the water too violently and fell over backwards, landing in a soggy heap in the shallow pool. She squealed when she felt the cold water on her thighs and backside. Tom was there in a flash to pick her up. He could not resist chuckling at her expense, and soon everyone was laughing—even Grace.

“I fear your fishing is over for today, Grace,” he said. “We need to get you some dry clothes.”

Seizing the moment, Cecily cried: “Then ’tis time we visited your mother, Tom. Perhaps she has something to lend Grace.”

Sir Robert nodded his assent and turned to his squire. “Hugh, go along with Tom and the ladies. I shall be content to stay here, for I have found an excellent hole over there that is teeming with fish.”

“I shall remain with you,” Bess declared, “if you will allow me to share your spot.” Sir Robert beamed and offered Bess his arm to help her over the rocks. She looked at Cecily’s pout and said, “Nay, Cis, do not look so sour-faced! I am enjoying every minute here. You go with Grace.”

Grace squeezed some river water from her skirt before one of the grooms lifted her up behind Tom, but she was still wet from her navel to her knees, although the boots had kept her legs and feet relatively dry. The three horses cantered off along the river path and up past Kirkham Abbey to the tiny village of Westow. The Gower manor was hard by Badgers Wood and Grace was not expecting such a large and rambling house. A low wall fronted the stableyard and a few ducks and geese flapped noisily out of the riders’ path as they came to a halt by a well-worn mounting step. Tom slipped easily from his saddle and caught Grace as she slid from her perch, now shivering badly. Hugh had already helped Cecily down, and she was looking around her with interest.

“’Tis much bigger than I imagined, Tom,” she said. “You Gowers must own half of Yorkshire.”

“Aye, we are a large family, in truth,” Tom said. “I think I have upward of three dozen cousins in the region. And most of them are also named Thomas.”

“Sweet Jesu!” Cecily exclaimed, laughing, just as a tall, big-boned woman exited the house and called a welcome.

“Tom, my son! How glad I am to see you,” she said, stretching out her arms and pulling her to him. “Your father and I were much relieved to hear you did not go south to fight. Too young, praise be to God.” She continued to embrace him, pinching his cheeks and giving him kisses.

Tom was clearly embarrassed, and Grace was amused to see him blush and gently disentangle himself. “Mother, I would present to you the ladies Cecily and Grace, King Edward’s daughters,” he said awkwardly, indicating each in turn.

Alice Gower was momentarily nonplussed. She thought she knew the names of all Edward’s children, but could not remember a Grace. However, she affected an untrained curtsy to both young women and resolved to ask Tom about Grace later. “I give you God’s greeting and welcome you to my humble house, my lady,” she said, first addressing the older of the two girls. “I am Alice Gower, an it please you. May I offer condolences for the loss of your uncle, our good King Richard. He will be sorely missed in these parts.” Then she turned to Grace and threw up her hands in horror. “By the Mass, you are soaked through. Oh, you poor child. Come along with me; we shall soon have those wet clothes off, and a hot bath ready for you. Tom, I will leave you to entertain the Lady Cecily and…forgive me, sir.”

“I am Hugh Jones, at your service, madam. Sir Robert Willoughby’s squire,” Hugh answered her, bowing slightly.

Alice had no idea who Sir Robert Willoughby was, but she waved a hand in acknowledgment and hurried Grace inside, bustling about, giving orders to the scullery maid to heat water for a bath and calling to her own maid to fetch Mistress Cat’s chemise and green gown.

“Cat is Tom’s sister,” she explained, shooing her charge up the stairs and holding up Grace’s wet skirts. “She is with George—my husband—in York today. Cat has a head for accounts, and George takes her with him to learn more about the trade—wool, you know. We are hoping we will find a good match for her soon—there is a merchant in the guild who has his eye on her for his son.” She paused only to take a breath. “Tom is the youngest of my brood, and a good boy. We were honored when our cousin of Stittenham agreed to let him train with the other boys at Sheriff Hutton, in truth. Very honored. But, listen to me prattle, my lady.” She laughed, herding Grace into a cheery upstairs solar and pushing her towards the fire. “There, now warm yourself,” she ordered. “Let me untie your wet skirts and rub your poor shivering legs. How you came to be so wet can only have something to do with Tom and fishing, if I know my Tom.” She tut-tutted, but with a good deal of affection. “Certes, ’tis unconscionable for him to take ladies of your noble blood wading in the Derwent.”

Grace had not opened her mouth since dismounting outside, for she did not know how to interrupt this garrulous woman whose mothering instinct oozed from every pore in her kind face, bustling body and hardworking hands. Grace basked in the larger woman’s focus, and her heart was touched by Alice Gower’s protective ministrations. She had been too young to remember a mother’s love; the nuns had been fond of her, but it was a strict order and no favoritism towards the child was allowed. Dame Elizabeth was not unkind, but her maternal instincts were channeled into the betterment of her children’s futures and not for their immediate comfort—and Grace’s future was the lowest of Elizabeth’s priorities.

“’Twas my fault, not Tom’s,” Grace said, smiling shyly. “I had a fish and I did not heed Tom’s advice to reel it in slowly. I pulled on the rod and line so hard I lost my balance, and”—she looked down at her wet petticoats—“I sat down.”

“No harm done, then.” Alice chuckled, dropping the skirt to the floor. “Now off with your bodice and chemise, there’s a good girl.” Before Grace knew it, she was standing naked in the middle of the room. Alice fetched a shawl from its peg and wrapped Grace in it. “Ah, here is the first of the bath water,” she said as a knock came at the door. “Pull the tester curtains and wait on the bed until we are ready for you.” Grace did as she was told, wrapping the sheet around her and climbing onto the high bed, which was covered in a colorful tapestry. From behind the curtains she could hear Alice ordering the servants to ready the bath and smiled to herself as she imagined John’s amusement at her adventure.

In less than an hour she was dressed in Cat’s apple-green gown—albeit two sizes too big—her hair neatly pinned under her velvet bonnet and a fresh-scrubbed flush to her cheeks.

“Here she is, right as rain,” Alice announced, leading the way down the stairs to the hall where Cecily, Tom and Hugh were enjoying hot mulled wine. The two men scrambled to their feet as Alice advanced into the room, and Hugh walked to the fireplace to replenish his cup from the copper pot hanging over the flames. “Now, Tom, ’tis time to return these ladies to the castle. I am glad indeed that you came to bid me farewell, my dear boy, and your father will be disappointed to have missed you. Come, give me a kiss and receive your mother’s blessing. I beg of you, do not forget your humble home and family on the road to London. You will come back to see us, will you not? And, although I know it pains you to pick up a pen, you owe your parents the honor of a letter or two when your duties allow.” Used to his mother’s never-ending conversations, Tom waited a second to see if there were more parental demands, and true to form there was one: “Give your loyalty only where it is deserved, Tom Gower. You come from a proud Yorkshire family, and I pray you never forget it.”

Three pairs of Yorkist eyes glanced quickly at the Lancastrian squire, but he was draining his cup and smacking his lips, and Tom hoped he had not heard. He embraced his mother and thanked her for taking care of Grace. Cecily rose and put on her riding gloves, and Hugh hurried to open the front door for her. She turned and bade Alice thanks and farewell before preceding William out to the courtyard. Grace bobbed a curtsy and began to thank her hostess, but Alice was flustered for the first time.

“Nay, my lady, ’tis I who should be thanking you, for gracing my home…” She was cut off by a grin from Tom and a giggle from Grace. Looking from one to the other, the light dawned and she clapped her hands in delight. “Ah, I see, gracing was the right word, was it not? Nevertheless, my dear child, ’tis I who should do you reverence.” And she sank into another awkward curtsy. “I wish you God speed on your road to London.”


“Mistress Gower, I am a person of no account, I can assure you,” Grace said, taking the older woman’s hands and raising her up. “Tom and I are good friends, and I would wish you to look upon me as simply Grace. You have been very kind to me today, kinder than anyone has ever been in my life, in truth. I am only too sorry I cannot thank Cat personally for the loan of her dress. It shall be returned on the morrow, pray tell her. But I can thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking in a stranger thus. I must also thank my special saint, Sibylline, that I met you, and I promise to make sure Tom stays out of trouble when we are in London.”

Tom stared at Grace in amazement. It was the longest speech he had ever heard from her, and judging from his mother’s expression, it had left her astonished as well. Alice stammered a few words of acknowledgment, squeezed Grace’s hands and then, regaining her composure, began to propel the pair out of the house, thrusting the bundle of wet clothes into Tom’s hands. “You must be on your way before it gets dark, children,” she said, wrapping her shawl around her in the sharp wind. “God bless you, Tom. I shall pray for you.”

“I think your mother is the nicest person I have ever met,” Grace announced once she had settled behind Tom on the horse, his warm cloak around her. “I am only sorry I shall probably never see her again.”

“Never say never,” Tom called over his shoulder, “as Mother would say!”
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London

AUTUMN AND WINTER 1485–86




The York family party spent nine days traveling to London. They left the north in pleasant autumn sunshine, but cold rain began to fall the farther south they traveled, and the dreary mist mirrored the feelings of dread they had for their uncertain future. Grace lost count of how many times they stopped to wrestle the carriage out of the ruts that seemed like innocuous puddles until a wheel discovered their deceptive depth. Sir Robert had kept his promise, however; the wainwright had fitted out the chariot with ample cushioning and heavy canvas sides that kept most of the weather out.

Young Edward of Warwick alleviated the boredom by changing his mode of transport every few hours. He alternately clambered into the girls’ crowded carriage and used a peashooter to drill dried peas through the small air slots at the escorts’ backs, sat atop a cart laden with household belongings and “helped” the driver with the reins or rode with Tom, safely tied to the front of Tom’s saddle. Dame Elizabeth had explained to Grace that the boy was simple—touched in the head, she said. Certes, he did not have the understanding of a child of ten, Grace decided, looking at him now, but it seemed to her he preferred to see life in his own way and was the happier for it. Indeed, for the most part, she would describe Edward’s personality as sunny. In contrast, his sister Margaret’s expression appeared to announce that there was a bad smell permanently under her tiny, retroussé nose.

“In truth, ever since the queen—Aunt Anne—took them into her household when they were orphaned, Margaret has thought she was too good for us—especially now that we have been proclaimed, well, you know what,” Cecily whispered to Grace one evening at Vespers in the castle chapel. This earned her a frown from Lady Gower, and Cecily assumed a look of such piety that Grace choked back a laugh. She smiled now, remembering the scene, and was glad Margaret had chosen this day to ride with Lady Gower in the carriage behind.

Grace had been intrigued by Lady Gower’s litter: it was the size of a trestle table, with a canopied top and sides and long handles at each corner that were strapped to either side of a horse in front and a horse behind. Grace had ridden in it for an hour or so on the second day, but the swaying contraption caused her to relinquish her breakfast in a hedge. Cecily had laughed, but Bess had fussed over her and walked with her for a spell until Grace’s stomach had calmed down.

Her thoughts turned often to John. Just as Willoughby had hoped, no word had reached Sheriff Hutton from the king in response to the news of John’s taking, and he was relieved to leave all in Gower’s hands. There had been a tearful farewell on the morning of their departure, and John had been allowed to join them in the chapel for Mass.

“I shall escape from here—never fear, little wren,” he had whispered to Grace as he embraced her that final time. “Look for me in London ere long.” Grace had not breathed a word to anyone of the exchange, and her faith in him never wavered.

As the small cavalcade rode through the towns en route to the capital—Doncaster, Bawtry, Newark and Leicester—townsfolk stopped what they were doing to run and see who was approaching. Bess had the escort roll up the sides of the chariot so the people could see them.

In Leicester, when they recognized the king’s banners, people stood and cheered—some less enthusiastically than others. The citizens of that city had not long finished the macabre business of burying the dead from Bosworth Field, and their recent memories of royalty were of Henry’s return to the city after the battle and his ignominious treatment of the slain King Richard that had not endeared him to his new subjects. But then the word was whispered that King Edward’s daughters were in the large carriage and they roared their approval. The cry “’Tis young Elizabeth!” was heard above the din, and people surged forward to get a better look at the gracious young woman whom they hoped would be their queen. Bess smiled and waved at their welcome, while Grace cringed behind the corner support, afraid the carriage would be toppled. Cecily was enjoying the limelight and laughed and threw farthings to some children staring openmouthed at the richly clad occupants of the vehicle. The fresh young faces in the brightly colored carriage with their sunny smiles and kind gestures were a diversion on the dreary day.

“Smile! Wave!” Cecily advised Grace. “Have no fear, they don’t know who you are—and they would not care. Father always told us not to be shy in front of our subjects. ‘They want to love us, so give them your best smiles,’ he would say.”

Grace peeked out timidly and fluttered her hand. “Is this not the place where Uncle Richard was laid out after the battle?” she asked as they passed by the Grey Friars church. A few monks were standing by the gate, silently gazing at the Yorkist princesses from under their hoods.

Bess crossed herself and her smile faded. “Stop the carriage!” she commanded suddenly, and Grace was surprised by her tone of authority. “Stop, I say!” Tom heard her cry and turned his horse to see what the trouble was. “I wish to pay my respects to my uncle, if he…his body…is still here,” she told him. “John told us he was taken by the Grey Friars for burial. I pray you ask the good brothers yonder if I may enter the church.”

Tom nodded and rode over to the monks. One ran inside to fetch the abbot while the other two bowed a welcome to the royal visitor. Bess strapped on her pattens over her soft leather shoes and, with Sir Robert as her escort, walked on her high wooden soles through the muck in the street towards the church. “Are you coming with me, Cecily? Grace? And you, Margaret and Ned? Uncle Richard should know he is not forgotten,” she said.


Tom took Cecily’s arm and the others quickly followed. Sir Robert stood discreetly under the doorway and did not follow them in. Soon the little group was huddled, hoods up against the drizzle, in front of a newly dug grave in a small garden behind the church. A simple stone marked its head and a withered spray of white roses lay atop the mound.

The abbot hurried forward from the chapter house as fast as his stubby legs and rotund belly would allow and bowed low to Bess. “My lady, I am honored by your visit,” he said humbly. “As you see, we have given his late grace, King Richard, a Christian place to lie in for his eternity. We do not have funds for a monument. But our brotherhood will care for his last resting place as long as we are in residence here. He was a noble prince, and it did pain us to see his corpse so ignobly treated upon his return from Redemore Plain.” He crossed himself. “Requiescat in pace. Domine, fiat volutas tua. Thy will be done.”

“Amen,” the group answered, crossing themselves as they contemplated the mound of earth, each with his or her own memories of their uncle.

Bess fell to her knees in the muddy grass, tears pouring down her cheeks. Her repeated “Requiescat in pace” sounded more like “Richard, my true passion” to Grace, and judging by Cecily’s sharp glance at her sister, she knew she had heard right. The kindly abbot put his hand on Bess’s head and blessed her. Grace had hardly known the dead man, but her half sister’s distress brought tears to her eyes, and she wiped her nose on her sleeve.

The quiet mood was broken by a sudden wail from Margaret. “Dear God, what will become of us? He and Queen Anne were so kind to Ned and me,” she blubbered. “How I hate this Henry Tudor. I hope he dies like King Richard, with lots of stab wounds all over his miserable body.”

Everyone was shocked by this outburst, and the abbot was at a loss for words. But Grace was intensely moved by the anguish in Margaret’s voice and immediately put her arm around her. Instead of rejecting the sympathy, Margaret turned into Grace’s arms and sobbed on her shoulder. “Come, Margaret,” Grace whispered. “Let us find a seat in the church, where we can pray together for Uncle Richard. I am sure he would like that.”

Margaret allowed herself to be led back inside the candlelit church, with little Edward traipsing along behind, and Grace chose an exquisite statue of the Virgin holding the baby Jesus in her arms to whom to make their supplication.


Margaret and Grace never became fast friends, but from that moment on, Margaret accepted Grace as a member of the family.

 

NOT FAR OUT of Northampton, Grace pointed out the road that led to the convent where she had grown up.

“Let us make a pilgrimage to Grace’s old home,” Cecily said with a perfectly straight face. Her high laugh startled Grace, who thought she was being serious. “Certes, Grace,” she said, pulling a face. “Who wants to spend time with some boring old nuns?”

Grace smiled guiltily. “Aye, Cis, many are boring. But Sister Benedict…”

“Oh, sainted Sister Benedict! She who can do no wrong. I’ll warrant she has committed several of the venial sins already, and she is only twenty,” Cecily taunted.

Bess was truly shocked. “If I become queen, Cecily, I shall forbid you to appear in public with me, if you prattle on with your blasphemy. I am sure the good sisters lead a chaste and pure life. They certainly sent Grace to us thus. And now look what you have done,” she said, glaring at Grace, who was trying to cover her laughter. “Grace, Cecily is not a good example for you. Certes, one impertinent clack-dish in the family is sufficient.”

“Aye, your grace.” Cecily mimicked the primness. “I pity poor Henry. He is getting a shrew, in truth.” She knew raising Henry’s name would send Bess down into the dumps, and she was right. Bess went silent. They know how to hurt each other, Grace thought, watching the two, and she wondered why they persisted, realizing she had much to learn about sibling rivalry. She listened to the familiar sound of the Northampton bells announcing the Terce—the same chimes that had accompanied her daily tasks for her first ten years of life. She wrapped her cloak more tightly around her and once again sent up a prayer of thanks to St. Sibylline for delivering her from a cloistered life.

“I hope Mother is expecting us,” Bess said a few miles from Grafton. “She will not be pleased if we surprise her. The manor house will be full to bursting, although ’tis for only one night.”

Cecily chuckled. “Aye, Mother hates surprises. But Sir Robert told me he sent a messenger ahead two days since. I wonder how she will take the summons to court from the king? Surely she must rejoice at this turn of fortune, and I imagine there is much tearing of hair and gnashing of teeth at the manor while Mother’s ladies ready her for the journey.”

“’Tis true, Dame Elizabeth can sometimes be demanding of her ladies,” Grace piped up. “The girls and I learned to keep out of the way on those days. But,” she added, not wishing to criticize her mentor, “she was kind to them, too.”

“I am happy for her that she is to be at court with us,” Bess said. “And I shall have need of her,” she murmured to herself. She had learned much about being a wife and queen from Elizabeth. Unlike Cecily, who chafed at Elizabeth’s demands, Bess respected her mother, even if they sometimes disagreed. She had been old enough to understand what a profligate her father was, and she prayed nightly that whomever God—or Edward—chose as husband for her, she would not have to endure such infidelity. She found herself staring at Grace, a product of that sinning, and, again, she felt awe at her mother’s ability to accept the living proof of it under her own roof. Aye, there was a kindness to the beautiful queen whom others had often derided as ambitious and greedy. Elizabeth Woodville had more than held her own with Edward Plantagenet, for all she was not royally born. There were some who said she was the most beautiful jewel in the land, and Bess did not doubt it. But there was nothing soft about that beauty, and when the news had come that Edward had been pre-contracted to another before their own marriage, Bess had shivered at the diamond-hard expression on that lovely face.

Grace caught Bess gazing at her and cocked her head, a question in her dark eyes.

“I was thinking about Mother,” Bess admitted. “She has endured much these past two and a half years. More than most women have to bear. First her husband dies unexpectedly in the flower of life, leaving her in the care of councilors and bishops who have no wish to see a boy king upon the throne. And Father names Uncle Richard—far away in the north—Protector, and not Mother. Then Uncle Richard arrives, convinced Mother and her family are plotting to overthrow him, arrests Mother’s dearest brother, Anthony Rivers, and executes him. And finally her two little sons are taken from her and then, by all accounts, disappear. Aye, ’tis enough turmoil for anyone to bear in a lifetime, let alone in a few short months.” The young women went silent then, contemplating this truth.


“We are at Grafton, ladies,” Tom’s voice came through the canvas walls after another mile or two. The carriage rumbled slowly over the cobble-stoned courtyard and came to a stop. “The rain is tapering off, so you should not get too wet. But I advise pattens. Sir Robert is already inside, greeting your lady mother.”

Gowns were smoothed, veils were hurriedly affixed to heads and pattens were strapped to feet. Two guards began rolling up the wall nearest the steps into the great hall, and when the two older girls were helped down from the cumbersome vehicle, they ran in out of the rain and straight into their mother’s arms. Grace and Margaret followed at a discreet distance, and soon little Edward, Lady Gower and the other attendants were crowding into the brightly painted hall. The younger girls squealed when they saw Grace and ran to hug her, bringing tears of happiness to her eyes. She truly was part of the family, she realized, and she smiled and laughed as the children chattered gaily about their exploits and pulled her towards the welcoming warmth of the fire. Elizabeth turned towards the noise with a frown, but when she saw Grace her face softened and she called out: “God’s greeting to you, Grace. Come, let me look at you.” She stretched out her hand.

Grace dropped a curtsy before kissing Elizabeth’s hand.

“Nay, we shall have none of that, sweeting,” Elizabeth said, putting her arms around the girl. “You are as welcome as my own daughters. Is she not, Bess? Cecily?”

The older girls nodded and smiled, and Grace felt as though her heart would burst not only through her skin, but through her tightly laced bodice as well.

“I thank you,” she said, beaming. “I thank you with all of my heart.”

 

AT LAST THE spires of London were sighted through the October mist, after the cavalcade, increased in size by Dame Elizabeth’s household, passed by St. Albans and Barnet, sites of some of the bloodiest battles ever fought on English soil. Tom had never seen London before, and he reined in his palfrey upon Highgate Hill to gaze on the scene in front of him, marveling at the city’s size. As they rode closer he could see the walls clearly, rising out of the great ditches that surrounded the city, and the sheer numbers of carts, horses and pedestrians joining them on the road told him he was no longer in York. His horse shied away from a beggar, running with sores, who virtually threw himself in Tom’s path whining for alms. One of Sir Robert’s men used his horsewhip to make the man move, and Tom flinched. They crossed Smithfield marketplace, where three blackened corpses, much of their flesh eaten away by carrion crows, swung from a gibbet.

He turned to look at the young women in the carriage and saw that they were averting their eyes and covering their noses and mouths with kerchiefs. Street vendors shouted their wares from behind colorful barrows; a pie man made his way carefully through the throngs with a square board balanced on his head, upon which sat a stack of freshly baked pies; and several children amused themselves by launching rotten vegetables at a sad old man pinned in the stocks. A peddler juggling and jangling the knickknacks that were strung all over his body ran up to the carriage and tried to tempt Cecily with ribbons, gloves and furs. She was happy for the diversion from the gruesome gibbet and gladly parted with a halfpenny for a length of blue ribbon and a colorful wooden comb. Slowly the procession of escorts, carriages, carts and packhorses wended its way to Elizabeth’s townhouse, Ormond’s Inn, a stone’s throw from the city wall and hard by the Holy Sepulchre. A granted property from her husband’s parliament, she had spent many pleasant years under its roof when she was queen.

The three-storied house appeared small from the outside, but once through the gatehouse, Grace could see there were two extensive wings and a garden beyond the courtyard. The steward greeted Elizabeth reverently. “Welcome home, your grace,” he said and, ignoring the frown from Sir Robert, bowed Elizabeth and her brood into the hall. The pantler was sent running to fetch refreshments from the kitchen, and jugs of cider were set out on the great hall tables; in this house, Elizabeth would be treated like the queen she had been, the steward had informed the staff, and he eyed King Henry’s man with disdain.

Soon an array of pies and sweetmeats were laid out for the group, and the freshly brewed cider was quickly downed. Sir Robert conversed politely with Bess and her mother but soon made a move to leave. He bent to murmur something in Elizabeth’s ear, and her head snapped up in surprise. “The king commanded this?” she asked, glancing in the direction of little Ned who was happily playing with a top. “’Tis ridiculous, sir. He is only ten and…” She touched her finger to her head meaningfully. “He needs to be with his family. I hardly think ’tis necessary to put the boy in the Tower, do you, Sir Robert?” she finished indignantly.

“’Tis for his own safety, madam,” Sir Robert blustered, taken aback by Dame Grey’s flouting of his orders. “’Tis the king’s wish. And there is an end to it!”

The room went silent. All were thinking about two other boys who were taken to the Tower for safekeeping. They waited breathlessly for Elizabeth’s answer.

“Aye, for safety’s sake!” she cried, and she threw back her head and laughed. Grace was frightened by it: it was not Dame Elizabeth’s usual silvery laughter—the laugh Cecily had inherited—but a cruel, harsh laugh full of hatred and hurt. Sir Robert was unnerved and, much to Grace’s astonishment, for she had not thought it could happen to a man, he flushed red in a mix of embarrassment and anger. Bess recognized that her mother was in a fighting mood and quickly rounded up her younger sisters and shooed them from the room. Ned would have gone with them, but he saw that Margaret was still standing with Grace and ran to her side.

“Why is Aunt Elizabeth laughing like that?” he asked his sister. “I don’t like it.”

“Soft, Ned,” Margaret shushed him. “’Tis important. Listen.”

Sir Robert was flustered, but he knew this Woodville woman could not gainsay him. She was at the king’s mercy, and she must know it. He must put her in her place, he decided. “The earl of Warwick is next in line to the throne, Dame Grey,” he said with icy politeness. “The king’s grace is anxious nothing shall befall him. I can assure you he will be well cared for, and he will have his own servants. And there is an end to it.”

Margaret suddenly ran out in front of him. “And what about me?” she cried. “I am his sister. I refuse to be parted from him. He is the only family I have left.” Sobbing bitterly, she fell to her knees. Ned darted to her side and glared at the outraged Sir Robert, whose patience was fast running out. “I will not go with you, sir!” Ned declared, his fists balled and his feet wide as his boyish voice rang around the hall. “I shall stay with my sister and”—he took a beat—“there is an end to it.”

Grace hid a smile behind her hand. He is perhaps not as simpleminded as you thought, Dame Elizabeth, she exulted. Good for you, Ned, she wanted to call. Ned’s outburst made Elizabeth laugh until she cried, but Bess could see they were tears of pain, not of humor.

“Enough!” Sir Robert bellowed, his arms akimbo and his large belly heaving beneath his short gown, Elizabeth’s laughter still hanging in the air. “I have done my duty by all of you this past fortnight, caving to your every whim, protecting you the length of the realm, seeing to your comfort and taking more time than I needed to gentle your journey, and I am rewarded by”—and he bent down and poked his finger into Ned’s chest—“impertinence from a child and”—he straightened up—“by mockery from a fallen woman of no further import.”

A gasp went up from the stunned assembly, and Willoughby, aware he had overstepped his bounds, seized the moment. He picked Ned up as if the boy were a feather and strode across the hall, the long toes of his boots slapping against the tiles.

Elizabeth’s laughter vanished into a snarl. “You shall rue this day, Sir Robert.” She pointed an accusing finger at his retreating form. And to Ned she called, “Tell my boys, if you should see them, they are not forgotten. And neither shall you be, Ned, I swear on your sweet mother’s grave.”

“His grace shall hear of this,” Willoughby spat over his shoulder as Ned wriggled and flailed his fists at his captor. “I am doing naught but my duty by him. And there is an end to it.”

This time no one laughed, or even smiled. Elizabeth fell crying into Bess’s warm arms, and Grace crept forward to comfort Margaret, whose pinched, white face stared fearfully in the direction of her brother’s screams, now fading away. “Shall I see him again, Grace?” she whispered. “Certes, God could not be so unkind, could he?”

“Nay, Margaret. You shall see him again, I swear,” Grace said vehemently. “Even if we have to climb the Tower walls ourselves!”

 

HENRY IGNORED THE occupants of Ormond’s Inn while he planned his coronation. He had provided a small retinue of servants for the women, and the girls were sad to see Tom Gower leave to escort his aunt back to Sheriff Hutton. He left with a letter from Grace to John in his pouch.

“Pray tell him we have not forgotten him,” she had begged. “And may God go with you on your journey, Tom. Only He knows when we shall meet again.” Then she gave him two kerchiefs upon which she had embroidered her initials and a violet and yellow heartsease. “One for you and one for John,” she said shyly. She pointed to the flower. “I have decided ’tis to be my special emblem. Did you know it is called a pensée in French, which means ‘a thought.’ I hope you might give me a thought when we leave. See how it looks like a tiny animal’s face?” she rambled on, wishing she could stop. She took a deep breath. “You and John were kind to me this summer, and I shall never forget it.”

It was a brave statement from a retiring person, and Tom had grinned and awkwardly taken the gifts, stuffing them with the letter into the leather bag at his waist.

 

ELIZABETH SEETHED AS day after day went by without a visit from the king. “Why did he send for you if it was to leave you dangling?” she asked Bess for the hundredth time. Bess shrugged and got on with her needle-point. Grace glanced up at Elizabeth from her mending and again marveled at the woman’s beauty. So pale was her hair, it was hard to distinguish whether it was still the silvery mane that had entranced a whole generation of young men or if it had simply turned white. She wore it pulled so tight under her turbaned headdress that it lifted the creases from her brow and around her eyes, but it made her look younger than her forty-three years. Grace wondered if it was as painful as it looked. She well remembered the first week she had spent with her older sisters at Westminster almost a year ago, when they had held her down to pluck the offending two inches of hair from her hairline and reduced her eyebrows to faint lines. Uncontrolled tears had coursed down her cheeks as they used ivory pincers to remove each hair. “’Tis hard the first time, Grace,” Bess had said kindly, “but ’tis better than shaving it. Then it grows back faster, and you have to shave again.”

“But why do it at all?” Grace had dared to ask and had cringed at Cecily’s contemptuous snort; vanity was not a vice Grace had been allowed to contemplate at the convent. After her ordeal, she was so certain the Devil would be hiding under the tester bed ready to reach out and pinch her during her nightly devotions that she disappeared into the alcove that held the prie-dieu and prayed for forgiveness as soon as her sisters turned their attention from her. There she noticed the exquisite painting of the Virgin that formed one of the panels on the triptych depicted Mary with exactly the same hair fashion, and she stared at it in disbelief. She had gingerly touched her bald forehead and shed a few more tears for her lost tresses.

Now, she ventured to admit, she was relieved to look like everyone else. Anything was better than being stared at, she told herself. As it was she was the only sister with dark hair, and on more than one occasion some well-meaning soul had remarked how she must take after her grandfather York, who had passed on his dark looks to his son, King Richard. She didn’t like to tell them that in fact she looked just like her mother, or so the nuns had informed her. Only Elizabeth had refrained from mentioning her parentage, and Grace was astute enough not to mention it, either. She longed to ask her mentor or her sisters about her father but, other than the few times she heard Elizabeth curse her dead husband, she never dared bring the subject up herself. She cherished the description of her little brother, Dickon, that Bess had given her the afternoon in the Yorkshire meadow, and before she fell asleep she would busy her active young mind with the puzzle surrounding his and Edward’s whereabouts. But then often those waking dreams were crowded out by thoughts of John in his prison. She prayed for him nightly.

“Mother, may we go and watch the coronation procession?” Cecily asked airily, breaking Grace’s reverie.
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