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Dramatis Personae

*Historical Persons

IN KENT

John Bywood, farmer

Martha Bywood, John’s first wife

Kate Bywood



	Johnny
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	their children




	Geoffrey




	Matty





Joanna, John’s second wife

Joan, John’s niece

Margery, Johnny’s wife

Jane, Geoffrey’s wife

*Richard Haute, Esquire, owner of Ightham Mote, carver to Princess Elizabeth

Elinor Haute, Richard’s first wife

*Anne Haute, Richard’s daughter

*John Gaynesford, Anne’s husband

*Lady Elizabeth Darcy, Richard’s second wife

Brother Francis, Ightham Mote chaplain

Edgar, Ightham Mote steward

Ralph, groom

Thomas Draper, merchant of Tunbridge

Molly Miller, Kate’s servant

IN SUFFOLK

*Martin Haute, kinsman to Richard Haute, owner of Haute Manor, usher to the queen

Philippa Haute, Martin’s wife

Young Martin, their oldest son

George, their second son

Robert and Maud, their other children

*Katherine Plantagenet, Kate’s daughter with Richard of Gloucester, wife of William Herbert, earl of Huntingdon

*John Plantagenet (also known as John of Gloucester or John of Pontefract), Kate’s son with Richard of Gloucester

*Richard Plantagenet, (also known as Richard of Eastwell), Kate’s second son with Richard of Gloucester

Magdalena, Young Martin’s wife

Amelia and Adam Jacob, Philippa’s parents in Lavenham

Simon and Gareth, servants of Haute Manor

*Sir John Howard, owner of Tendring Hall, Stoke-by-Nayland, later duke of Norfolk

*Margaret Chedworth, John Howard’s second wife

*Thomas Howard, earl of Surrey, elder son of John Howard and first wife, Catherine

*Catherine (Cat) Howard, daughter of John Howard and Margaret Chedworth

*Edith, Agnes and Rose, gentlewomen in Margaret Howard’s household

*John Braham and John Bliant, stewards to John Howard

*Thomas Moleyns, squire to John Howard

*Wat (Smith), groom in the service of John Howard

*The children of John Howard and the late Catherine Moleyns, and their husbands

*The children of Margaret Howard by her two previous husbands, and their husbands

AT COURT

*Richard, duke of Gloucester, later king of England

*Edward IV, earl of March, later king of England

*Elizabeth Woodville, Edward’s queen

*Sir Robert Percy (Rob), close friend of Richard III

*Viscount, Lord Francis Lovell, close friend and Richard III’s Lord Chamberlain

*Henry Stafford, duke of Buckingham

MISCELLANEOUS

Walter and Alice Cheney, kin of Elinor Haute in London

Janet, Kate’s cook at Dog Kennel House

*Roger Wygston, wealthy wool merchant of Leicester



Places Referenced in A Rose for the Crown


[image: images]


[image: images]

Prologue

London, 1491

Traitors!” shrieked an old crone from the midst of a large crowd swarming around the base of the crude platform in the Smithfield marketplace. Her voice joined the cacophony of cries of those selling pies, ale and trinkets; of neighbors hailing neighbors; and here and there coarse, lewd laughter. Every now and again, an agonized scream emanated from the scaffold, followed by wild cheers from hundreds of leering faces. Acrid smoke hung like a stifling mantle over the square.

Half hidden on a stone ledge behind an abutment, a widow shielded her eyes from the scene.

“Is it finished, my son?” she whispered to the young man next to her. The stench overpowered her—a sickening mix of burnt flesh, spilled blood, singed hair and hundreds of sweaty, unwashed bodies. It was like nothing she had ever smelled, and her stomach heaved.

Her son, who was less squeamish, stood on tiptoe and stared in fascinated horror at the grisly spectacle. “Nay, Mother. There is one more nearing the scaffold.” He turned his head to look at her, his chestnut hair a mirror of what hers once had been, and saw her pain. “I should take you from this place,” he said with concern. “ ’Tis not seemly that you bear witness to such cruelty. Why are we here?”

“How is the last one, Dickon? Is he young? Do they call his name?” He did not have a chance to answer.

“Death to the traitor! Death to the traitorous bastard!” shouted a man at the front of the crowd.

“Why, ’tis Richard’s bastard. ’Tis John of Gloucester. Why were we not told?” a large man called to the captain in charge of the prisoners. The soldier shrugged and turned away. “A king’s son should have a private execution. ’Tis customary,” the man grumbled.

A moment of silence followed as the surprising information was passed back. Many in the crowd were puzzled. They had no quarrel with John. They had come to witness the death of three men accused of treason. King Henry seemed bent on purging his kingdom of anyone he believed a threat to him.

“What treason has John committed?” asked another man. “And who saw the trial?”

Silence.

“Too close to Richard for comfort,” yelled a woman near the widow, and many laughed, relieved to have the tension broken.

But the onlookers were no longer concerned with past transgressions, only with present consequences. They had come to see three men dispatched by the most grisly method of execution: hanged until almost dead, taken down, their entrails ripped from them and burned, and finally hacked into quarters. The heads would be set upon London gate, a warning to all prospective traitors. That one of these condemned turned out to be royal—albeit a bastard—was all the more titillating. Out for blood, the crowd’s hush gave way to howls of derision for the third prisoner. Surging forward, it met a wall of soldiers, who kept them from tearing the calm, dark-haired man to pieces before the hangman and disemboweler could do their work.

The son of dead King Richard was given the last rites at the base of the scaffold, a few paces from the drawn and quartered remains of another so-called traitor to Henry, the new king. He mounted the stairs and was led forward on the platform to the last noose. The crowd pelted him with clods of earth, rotten vegetables and the occasional stone until the hangman held up his hand for it all to stop. John looked out on the expectant faces in front of him and acknowledged the hate in them. A mere eight years earlier, these same faces were smiling and cheering at him and the brightly colored cavalcade on its way to his father’s coronation. Now they stared at him, anticipating a cry for mercy or an admission of treachery. He was searching the crowd in vain for one friendly face when something made him look at a woman standing on a low ledge, her hand tightly entwined with that of a young man with chestnut hair. Her hood had fallen back, revealing a sad face with tired eyes.

The ugly masses melted into memories of long ago: a fire-lit solar where a voice like an angel lulled him with a song about knights, ladies and love; tawny eyes anxiously watching him sweat out a childish fever in her luxurious tester bed; warm arms holding his six-year-old body close on a summer day when the air was filled with farewells; and more recently, a touch of her hand briefly through the prison grille when she had come for the last time.

“Mother!” The single word came as a groan, and shameless tears welled.

The woman heard his cry and reached out her hand to him, not heeding the danger. He averted his eyes, afraid of implicating her.

“He cries for his mother, the baby!” shouted one of King Henry’s plants in the throng, eliciting more cruel guffaws from those near him. A few in the crowd turned to stare curiously at the woman in the black cloak. She instantly let her arm drop. It was as though she had heard a silent plea from the prisoner, and before the crowd’s interest became a threat, she got down from her ledge and, still clutching the young man’s hand, ran down an alley away from the smell, the jeers and those haunting gray-blue eyes.

When she was away from the sight and sound of the scene, she stopped to take a breath, tears streaming down her face. Dickon stared at her. The errant wisps of hair around her widow’s wimple were white, and her forty-year-old face was lined with suffering. She who had looked after him now needed his care. His mother was growing old.

“Mother, why are you so distressed? Why did we have to attend?” he asked again, taking her shoulders and giving them a gentle shake.

She looked full into his eyes. “Because he is my son.”

Dickon’s jaw went slack. “Your son? But . . . I do not understand. I am your son!” His strong chin jutted forward, reminding her so much of his father that she choked. He took her arm. “The air has addled your wits. Come, sit down, and I will find you refreshment.”

Dickon led her to a stone bench in deserted Cheapside. With no one to stop them, dogs roamed in and out of open doors, mangy cats ranged rubbish heaps looking for scraps, and a rat scuttled across the street. The sun glinted off the puddles of sewage all along the wide thoroughfare.

There can be no greater grief than a mother’s, the woman thought, her head in her hands, remembering, too, the death of her daughter from the sweating sickness not six years since. And such a death as this . . . Her sobs came harder.

“Dear God, I pray you took him quickly!” she called to the heavens, as Dickon stood by, perplexed. She looked down at the whitened skin at the base of one of her fingers and prayed that the missing ring had bought John death by strangulation from the hangman before the disemboweler did his work. Ah, Richard! I hope with all my heart your precious gift has helped our son heavenward with little pain. Of all its uses, this must be the crown.

After a while, the woman allowed herself to be led, as if in a trance, the short distance to where the Cheap Cross marked the entrance to the Mermaid Inn. Once through the courtyard and in the safety of their chamber, Dickon washed her face and hands and made her lie on the bed to rest.

“Please try and sleep, Mother. I will be out in the courtyard if you need me.”

“Nay, Dickon. I pray you, do not leave me!” Her tone was urgent and her eyes implored him to stay. “There is much I must tell you, and now is a good time. I cannot bear to be alone. Come and sit by me, my son.” She patted the bed and took his hand, already calloused from stoneworking. She held it to her cheek.

“John of Gloucester is . . . was my son.” She saw the disbelief in his look. “Aye, he was your brother. Bear with me, Dickon, and I will tell you all.”

She tore her eyes from his troubled face and looked towards the window, not knowing where to start, her thoughts still with the scene at Smithfield. She knew she owed him the truth after all this time.

Dickon stroked her hair, hating to see the tears that flowed unheeded down her cheeks. Why was he surprised? His mother had suddenly come to claim him when he was thirteen, a little time after the new King Henry had taken the throne. Until then he had believed she was his aunt. She had never given him a satisfactory explanation for all their years apart, and it had taken him a long time to love and accept her as his mother. But now the mystery was deepening, and he was almost afraid to know more.

Thus they sat, mother and son, both lost in their own thoughts, as a bird’s fluting warble began in a tree in the central courtyard.

The birdsong awoke something in her. He saw her eyes soften, her mouth curve into a smile as she whispered, “Listen, Dickon! I can hear a blackbird.”



PART ONE
Confort et Liesse


(Comfort and Joy)

—MOTTO OF KING EDWARD IV
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1
Kent, Spring 1459


Kate squinted up at the sky. Her nine-year-old imagination raced as fast as the woolly clouds that floated above her. A lamb, a dragon—and that big one, surely that was a giant with a horrid hooked nose. She inhaled deeply and savored the experience of the early summer day: the rich, warm earth in the fields, fern fronds unfurling in the sun, and the heady scent of bluebells. She luxuriated in the bright green grass that cushioned her, wriggled her bare toes and felt the sun’s rays warming her young body through her homespun gown. In the woods, a blackbird sent forth its sweet song, as if to give voice to her feelings.

“Aye, Sir Blackbird, ’tis a glorious day,” she called, with a child’s belief the bird would understand her. “Sing away!”

Bored with the cloud game, she rolled over onto her stomach to study nature closer at hand. An ant was busy moving a particle of leaf six inches from her nose.

“It be hard work, bain’t it, Master Ant?” The ant took no notice and went on with his task. A few yards away, a bumblebee was worrying a clover flower, too busy to pay Kate any attention. Then, just as she was thinking of making a daisy chain, she heard her name echoing through the woods.

“Kate, Kate! Where are you, Kate Bywood, you lazy girl?” It was her mother.

Suddenly aware that she had been gone a long time, Kate jumped to her feet, strapped on her pattens and raced through the bluebells back to the farmhouse.

The Bywood farm stood a few miles from the Kentish market town of Tunbridge close to where the River Medway flows under the old Twyford Bridge. It boasted a dozen acres of fields, an orchard, two healthy cows, a small flock of sheep and some poultry. John and Martha Bywood lived a comfortable existence in the thatched farmhouse. The one room downstairs served as both kitchen and living area, and recently John had constructed a rough wooden floor over the packed dirt previously underfoot. The cheery room was constantly filled with the sounds of children’s squeals and laughter, while Martha cleaned, spun, mended clothes or prepared the daily meal. A ladder on the east wall led to the loft above, where a heavy curtain separated the big bed that John and Martha used from the three children’s pallet of straw.

When Kate returned from the field, Martha was pulling up the wooden pail from the well. “Kate! Where have you been, you naughty girl? Lying on the grass, daydreaming again, I have no doubt, judging by those grass stains on your kirtle. And your hair! You look as if you have been pulled through a bush backwards!”

Kate had the grace to look shamefaced but not for long. She knew her mother’s admonishments were half-hearted. The two of them shared too great a bond for Martha to be cross for more than a moment.

“I be sorry, Mother,” she murmured, brushing the grass off her gown and wiping more dirt onto her nose than off with the back of her hand.

“Run and comb your hair and then help me with the supper, daughter. We have guests this evening, so tidy yourself and be you quick about it.”

Kate stared in wonder. “Who is coming?”

Guests were rare at the farm, unless one counted the village field hands or the occasional peddler wandering up the lane that led to the farmyard. Before Martha could reply, shrieks emanated from the house.

“’Tis mine, give it to me!” cried one young voice.

“No, ’tis mine—I found it first,” countered a second.

“’Tis mine, I tell you!” bellowed the first. The sounds of a scuffle were joined by excited barking.

Kate sighed. “Don’t fret, Mother, I will deal with them.”

“Thank you, sweeting. And clean them up for our guests. Richard and his lady wife will be here all too soon.”

Kate ran into the house to pull apart her two younger brothers while pondering her mother’s words. Richard? Who could that be?

After she had chided Johnny and Geoffrey and restored order, she sent them to the well to wash their dirty faces and hands. She watched them reluctantly clump across the room to obey her.

Johnny resembled his father, who was of middling height and stocky, though the boy had his mother’s eyes and light brown hair. He was strong for his age and quiet like his father; it was hard to discern how deeply he felt things because he never cried and did not laugh much. He adored his father and dogged him in the fields and orchard as often as he was allowed, already learning to live off the land at the age of seven.

Kate loved Johnny as a sister should but not nearly to the degree she adored her baby brother, auburn-haired Geoffrey. The bond between the two had been obvious from an early age, when Geoff preferred Kate’s arms to those of his mother. He was quick to cry, quicker to smile and was always in one scrape or another. Kate had no qualms about blaming the five-year-old for the squabble she had interrupted and stopped.

“Mischief makers,” she muttered to herself as she climbed the open staircase to the low-ceilinged loft. She plopped down on the big pallet she shared with her brothers, sending clouds of straw dust into the air and disturbing several fleas. She watched them absentmindedly, killing a few as she tidied herself. Then she stood on tiptoe and stared dispassionately at her reflection in the small piece of highly polished copper her father had tacked up. She grimaced, not realizing the potential beauty in her oval face, tawny eyes and chestnut hair. All she saw were the hundreds of freckles that seemed to have multiplied every time she looked.

There would soon be another babe to care for, Kate thought, as she combed her hair, quickly braided it and brushed the grass off her dress. This one she was looking forward to, now that she was almost grown up and could help care for it. She hoped it would be a girl. A sister would be pleasant after minding two brothers.

A few minutes later, Kate was back in the woods, picking armfuls of bluebells for the pitchers her mother had set out on the table. She knew enough not to pull the flower out by the root, which Martha had told her would cause the plant never to blossom again. As she reentered the house, Fenris, the family dog, bounded around her, almost knocking her down. “Down, Fenris!” she scolded. The animal sat down clumsily to scratch himself in an awkward spot behind his head. The contortion pulled the side of his mouth back into a lopsided grin, and Kate laughed.

“Who be Richard?” she finally remembered to ask her mother, who was busy chopping herbs for a stuffing. “Why should he come here? And what does ‘lady wife’ mean?” She arranged the bluebells as she spoke.

Martha knew she should reprimand the child for her forwardness. As she recognized herself in Kate’s curiosity, she had perhaps allowed her daughter too much freedom. John occasionally chided Martha for her leniency with Kate, but for the most part, both parents saw no harm in her childish need to ask questions.

Martha let Kate’s impertinence pass yet again and answered, “He be kin of mine, and we used to play together as children. But he is rich and now lives at Ightham Mote over by Ivy Hatch. I thought he had forgot me. But—heaven knows why—he sent me word that he and Elinor—‘lady wife’ be the name you give to the wife of a man of Richard’s rank—would sup with us on their way home from some errand at the coast. I have not seen him since I married your father, and I have not met his lady.”

“Is he very grand? Shall I have to curtsy? Will Lady Elinor have many jewels?”

“Kate, you must not ask so many questions! ’Tis time you grew up and became more circumspect,” Martha admonished her, as she pushed the last of the coarse bread stuffing into the cavity of one of the precious capons she had sacrificed for the occasion. But seeing Kate’s downturned mouth, she relented. “No, he be not grand. He be kind and jolly,” she said, spearing the chicken on the turnspit. “Yes, for sure, you must curtsy, just as I taught you to do for Father Godfrey. And no, I do not think Dame Elinor would wear her jewels while riding over these dangerous roads.” She shivered. “I do pray she left them at home.”

A few months back, when Martha had ridden with John into Tunbridge to help on market day, two thieves had set upon them in broad daylight. They had made off only with a bushel of apples and a few coins but had left Martha gray with fear and John pink with anger. Now John never traveled without a stout stick and one of his field hands.

As Martha busily basted the chicken, made a rabbit pie and kept the children occupied with chores, she told Kate of her exploits as a child. She and Richard were about the same age and had grown up only a few miles from each other near Bishopsbourne, on the old Roman road from Canterbury to Dover. Richard’s father, William, had inherited the local manor as well as the Mote at Ightham from his father. Martha’s family was given a cottage on the estate because of their kinship with the Hautes, and she and her brothers were encouraged to play with their higher-born cousins. Richard’s other brothers had not been as tolerant of their young girl cousin, but Richard and Martha climbed trees, chased squirrels, fished in the stream and talked about their futures. Richard dreamed of knighthood and fighting in wars in foreign lands. Martha dreamed of her own knight, a manor like Bishopsbourne and a nursery filled with children. Richard, she always knew, was destined for a grand future—perhaps at the king’s court.

Martha had married John, a friend of her father’s from his service with the king in France. Her father had breathed a sigh of relief to see her settled at the ripe age of nineteen. He had despaired of any man taking his headstrong daughter off his hands. John’s farm, here on the western borders of the county, was his by the ancient Kentish right of gavelkind, a system through which a son could automatically inherit land from his father. Her connection to the Haute family had provided a small dowry, and John had used it to improve the farm.

Privately, Martha had thought John, at forty, was old, his plain looks and stocky build a far cry from her dream of the young knight. John had been good to her, but she often thought how different life might have been had her white knight swept her off her feet. As usual after one of these fantasies, she sighed.

“Mother, are you listening to me?” Kate’s voice interrupted her. “I have asked you three times where I should put these bluebells! ’Twas not a moment ago you chided me for daydreaming,” she teased. “What were you thinking about, dear Mother? Do tell.”

Martha grinned sheepishly. “There you go again, asking questions! Perhaps if I had been as pretty as you, Kate, I might have been carried off by a handsome young knight,” she said. “That was the dream I had when Cousin Richard and I used to share our secrets many years ago. But if I had not wed your father, then I would not know the delight of having you as a daughter, would I?”

Uncharacteristically, Kate blushed.

“Now, stop chattering and put that pitcher down there on the table.”

THE KITCHEN WAS FILLED with mouth-watering smells from the roasted chicken and pies and bread, bringing the boys racing in to ask for handouts. Martha smacked Johnny’s hand when he dug a finger into the bowl of cream on the table. He let out a howl of protest and retreated to the doorway to wait for the guests. Kate was combing Geoffrey’s unruly curls when Fenris raised his head, cocked it to one side and gave a warning growl.

“They be here, they be here!” cried Geoffrey, jigging up and down on the doorstep. “Look, Johnny, they be coming.” He grabbed his brother excitedly.

Johnny called back to his parents, “Mam, Father, they be here!”

“I would never have guessed,” quipped Martha, winking at Kate and jumping as Fenris let loose with a fanfare of barking.

John came down from the bedchamber and strode to the front door. Kate gaped at her father in his dark green tunic trimmed at the hem with rabbit fur. The hood in a lighter shade of green that was draped over his shoulders had been pushed back from his head to show his neatly combed but thinning hair. She thought how handsome he looked. Martha wiped her hands on a cloth, moved the pipkin of vegetables to a cooler spot in the embers and joined him at the door. Her hand characteristically straightened her cap and pushed a stray strand of hair under the coarse linen. Kate ran to the window to watch the arrival.

“How now, boys, and how do they look?” John asked his sons, taking the younger by the hand and walking towards the small group on horseback making its way up the path.

“Grand,” said Johnny, staring at the rich cloak and tall hat of the leading rider.

“Greetings, John, I trust you are expecting us,” Richard Haute called.

“Expecting you?” John replied, taking Elinor’s bridle and helping her down. “Martha has prepared a banquet for an army!”

The Hautes, their maidservant and Richard’s groom dismounted and made their way into the kitchen. The Bywood family ushered them in as if they were royalty.

“Welcome, my dear Richard.” Martha beamed at her childhood playmate, who took her hand and then bent to give her a smacking kiss on her lips. “How glad I am to meet you, Dame Elinor,” she said, turning to the petite woman by Richard’s side.

Elinor’s sweeping gaze took in Martha’s plain dress, reddened hands, and white-capped head. “Delighted, to be sure,” she replied, pushing past Martha and surveying the scene with contempt. Martha fluttered behind her, dismayed by the haughtiness and unfriendly greeting.

“Why, I pictured you much younger, my dear,” was all Elinor said before turning her black, birdlike eyes on the three children standing awestruck at the end of the table.

“Pretty child.” She acknowledged Kate but ignored the boys completely. “She’s bound to be trouble when she is older, I warrant. Sweet heaven, is this where we are going to dine—in the kitchen?” she asked nobody in particular, eyeing with disdain the trenchers, crude horn cups and Martha’s pride and joy, a pewter saltcellar.

Kate’s dander was up. Though she was too young to understand the slight Elinor Haute had given her mother, she certainly did not like the way the woman looked as though there was a bad smell under her nose. What was wrong with eating in the kitchen? She knew nothing else and was proud of the stout, immaculately scrubbed table now covered by a spotless linen cloth, the earthenware pots that hung from a beam, the cheery fireplace and fresh rushes on the floor. Martha’s dried herbs were hanging in neat rows from another beam, and John’s pike stood in a corner, a reminder of his service to the king. The bluebells she had arranged in pots gave splashes of color to the table, mantel and chest. And she knew her mother’s food was the best in the world.

“Where do you eat?” she asked Elinor, drawing a frown of warning from her mother and a “Hush, Kate” from her father. The woman was surprised but not offended by the girl’s question.

“Why, child, we have a banqueting hall at Ightham,” she purred with satisfaction. She turned to Martha. “Do you always allow your child to speak before being spoken to, goodwife?”

Martha bit her lip and neatly averted any more questions from her outspoken daughter by ignoring Elinor and inviting the group to sit down. John poured the wine he had been saving for a special occasion, and the three children took their plates and sat on a bench in a corner of the room with the trenchers in their laps.

Kate whispered to her brothers, “What a horrible woman. I wonder why Cousin Richard ever married her.”

Johnny and Geoff were much too intent on tackling the feast in front of them to bother responding. Kate could not help watching the adults surreptitiously. She noticed Master Haute appeared quite at home in his cousin’s kitchen, spearing slices of rabbit pie with his knife and smacking his lips at every bite.

“What can you tell us of the king and his court, Richard?” her father was saying. “We hear so little of politics here in Snoll’s Hatch.”

Richard Haute hesitated. He had hoped serious conversation could be avoided in the congenial atmosphere in which he now found himself. But he respected his cousin’s down-to-earth husband and knew him for a good man, albeit misguided in his loyalty to King Henry and his queen, Margaret of Anjou. Haute was secretly loyal to the duke of York, the head of the royal house that was rival to the king’s house, Lancaster. He was a renegade in his Lancastrian family. He had been at court during the duke of York’s protectorate and had been impressed by that lord’s governance. Looking now at John’s innocent expression, Richard Haute weighed his words carefully.

“The king, they say, has fits of madness,” he began. “His grandfather, Charles of France, was a madman, that is well known. It is unlikely this sixth Henry will ever rule us in the manner of his noble father. The queen, on the other hand, has far too much cleverness to mean the country good. I warrant she fears the overthrow not only of her husband but also of her son, and she is therefore showing the claws of a protective lioness. You’d not lay blame upon the lady, in truth, but I fear her strength of purpose will mean more conflict.”

“But if she be so clever, Richard, why do you not think she would make a goodly regent and guard the throne for her husband and son?” John asked, still innocently. Disloyalty to an anointed king was not only treasonable but also a sin in the eyes of the church. In some quarters, Henry’s madness was equated with saintliness; it was believed that God touched those deemed simple-minded. To those God-fearing people, Henry was therefore doubly untouchable.

Richard took another mouthful of chicken and was trying to think of something diplomatic to say about the witch of Anjou when Martha inadvertently knocked over a cup of ale. A stream of the amber liquid slid across the table and sent a waterfall straight into Elinor’s lap. Everyone jumped up, dabbing at the spill with napkins and kerchiefs, while Martha ran around the table to help Elinor, who was on her feet, holding up the offending stain for all to see.

“You stupid woman! I fear my gown is ruined,” Elinor snapped, ignoring Martha’s ministrations.

Martha’s patience was at an end. “’Twas an accident, madam, as you well know, and you have no right to call me stupid!” she retorted.

Kate stared at her mother with new admiration. She had been the recipient of Martha’s sharp admonishments many times, but her mother had never raised her voice to John or any other adult before. Even the boys paused in their eating to turn around, and Kate saw her father smirk before lifting his napkin to his lips to cover his amusement.

“How dare you speak to me that way,” Elinor hissed. “Richard, tell her!” She glared at him, waiting for Martha to be taken to task. Kate held her breath.

“Enough, Elinor!” Richard barked, making Martha jump. “As Martha said, ’twas but an accident. Stand by the fire a piece, and your gown will dry soon enough.”

Elinor’s mouth dropped open, but then she closed it and acquiesced sulkily.

He thought it wise to change the subject. “Fine-looking boys, John. And from the looks of Martha, you’re expecting another.”

Martha shot Richard a grateful look, and he winked at her.

“Yes, we be fortunate to have three healthy young ’uns, and, God willing, the fourth will be as healthy,” John replied.

Richard beckoned to Kate, who was trying her best to remain unnoticed. “Come here, sweeting,” he called. She rose and went to his side. He put his arm around her waist, pulling her to him.

“What is your name, child?”

“Kate . . . Katherine,” she replied. His breath smelled of ale, like her father’s, but she could also detect a sweet perfume on his clothes. She raised her brown eyes shyly to his twinkling blue ones and asked what the smell was. Richard was amused.

“Why, it is perfume from across the sea—from Arabia,” he said, turning to his groom, who, at Martha’s insistence was sitting on a stool by the fire rather than alone in the stable. “Ralph, go fetch me the bottle from my bag. I will sprinkle a little on you, my fair Kate. Mother of God, I fear you will break many hearts when you are grown. John, you had best lock this one up!”

Kate was enjoying the attention. Mary, Elinor’s maid, smiled at her from the end of the table, and her father winked at her. Having witnessed Martha’s recent triumph, she was emboldened to say, “If my father locks me up, sir, how will I get me a husband? And as I am going to be a great lady, I will need a grand husband.”

Richard roared; her father frowned; her mother sighed.

“You will not get a husband with a speech like that, my girl,” said her exasperated father, waving a half-eaten chicken leg at her.

“Leave her be, John. I like her spirit. It reminds me of her mother,” Richard said mischievously. “You are quite right, sweetheart. Locking you up would deprive some poor devil of the pleasure of your company. I could wish my own Anne had more of your courage. She is a dear girl and the apple of my eye, but she is a mouse, in truth.”

Elinor swung round to face him, her brows snapping together, her thin lips pinching in parallel.

“Anne is an obedient and dutiful daughter, Richard. And I have worked hard to make her so for your sake. Now you complain of her quietness. Am I to be again chastised about the rearing of our child?”

“Hush, Elinor. Not here, my dear,” Richard insisted and turned to John. “She is tired from our long journey today. We left at first light and stopped only once to break our fast.”

Elinor brushed down her skirts and sat down at the table. She glared at her husband but knew she should push him no further.

“You had business in Dover, Richard?” asked John, trying to smooth the waters. He caught Kate’s eye and jerked his head in the direction of the boys. She extricated herself from Richard’s hold and skipped back to her place, pulling a face at her brothers. They both stuck their tongue out at her.

“Aye, John, a shipment of tapestry I was expecting—for the great hall. Elinor traveled with me to be sure it is as she desires.”

Richard’s reply was delivered with a nonchalance that concealed his rapid pulse and heightened anxiety. He had, in fact, been meeting secretly with a messenger from the earl of Warwick, who was Captain of Calais and aligned with the Yorkists. There were messages flying back and forth between this powerful warlord and Yorkist supporters in England, and Richard knew it would not be long before the duke of York asserted his influence on the country once again.

John accepted his explanation without question, and the conversation turned to more mundane topics. Ralph came back with the bottle of perfume, and Richard was able to deliver on his promise to Kate by sprinkling the pungent potion on her bodice and sleeves. The boys wrinkled their noses in disgust, but Kate breathed in deeply and savored the exotic smell that made her feel so grown up. She had never been singled out before and certainly not by one of Richard’s rank. She smiled happily at him.

The visitors did not stay long but took their leave to catch the last of the daylight and reach the inn a little more than a mile from the farm.

“I thank you for a fine supper, dear Martha,” Richard said, embracing her. “It is right good to see you again. And someday maybe young Kate can come to Ightham and get acquainted with her cousin.” He turned to Kate, who was holding her scented sleeve to her nostrils and savoring the spicy smell. “Would you like that, sweetheart?”

“Aye, sir. I thank you kindly.”

“We shall arrange it, we shall arrange it, never fear,” he said, cupping her chin in his hand and giving her a kiss on the forehead. “Come, Elinor, ’tis time for us to leave.”

Elinor gave a polite nod of thanks to her hosts, took her husband’s arm and swept out of the house, followed by the two servants, the exuberant boys and the gamboling hound. The room seemed suddenly dull, robbed of the wealthy visitors’ bright colors and Richard’s cheery voice. John put his arm around his wife and complimented her on the success of the meal.

“And what of her ladyship?” Martha looked at him enquiringly. “She be comely enough, but her nature be sour, in truth. I be sorry if I spoke out of turn, husband, but she did provoke me as a stick stirring a wasp’s nest.”

“I think she be hateful,” pronounced Kate. The adults exchanged a look that expressed their agreement. “I pray I never set eyes on her again. Except . . .”

“Except what, Kate?” asked her mother.

“Except I do truly want to see the great hall at Ightham!” she cried.
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2
Kent, September 1460


It was Matty’s first birthday, but only Kate bothered to spoil her baby sister on what seemed to her to be an important occasion. The boys were agreeable to an outdoor feast near the river, especially as they had watched Kate raid the larder for anything she thought her mother would not miss.

Martha was preparing some herbs for drying in the kitchen and had told Kate to watch her siblings until suppertime. And yes, she could take them for a walk in the woods, but no, not down by the river. The river was no more than a stream, a gentle stretch of the Medway that flowed through the adjacent farmland to the Bywood property and on to Maidstone. But to the children, who had never ventured farther than a few miles from the farm, it was a mighty river. And it was Kate’s goal to reach it that crisp September day—with or without permission.

Carrying Matty in her arms, she marched confidently through the woods in her wooden pattens, followed by Johnny, proudly holding the basket of food. Martha had insisted that Matty should be swaddled for the walk, and in truth it made her easier to carry, though Kate hated to see the baby so confined all day. Martha explained that in a busy household babies are safer lying swaddled in their cradle. When Kate had permission to play with the baby before bedtime, she would free Matty and watch with delight as the infant kicked and squirmed on the floor or tried to flex her strengthening legs as she was held on Kate’s knees, struggling to stand. It was Kate who noticed all the changes in Matty as she grew from infant to toddler, her motherly instincts already in place at the age of ten.

Geoff trailed along behind, his face already grimy from wrestling in the garden with Fenris earlier that day, droning, “How-long-’til-we-be-there?” incessantly as he walked.

“Geoff, in truth you be a nuisance,” Kate called over her shoulder. “Do you want a piece of that rabbit pie or not?” Her brother grunted his assent and plodded on, the faithful Fenris frolicking around him, sniffing at the weeds. Kate began naming plants and trees along the path to her siblings, lovingly touching the gnarled trunk of her favorite oak, the smooth, silky bark of a birch, and hushed the children to listen to a thrush, a wood pigeon or a finch. She knew all their songs and where they nested every spring. Geoff got bored with the nature lecture, picked up a long stick and poked Johnny in the rump, causing Johnny to bellow in protest and almost to drop the basket. Kate’s patience came to an abrupt halt. She put the baby down and moved threateningly in Geoff’s direction. He did not wait for the cuff to the ear he knew he was about to receive but took off at a run into the field above the river. Fenris raced at his heels, barking joyfully, enjoying the excuse to stretch his long legs.

Kate was in a quandary and she had to think fast. If she ran after Geoff and punished him by taking him home, their feast by the river would be spoiled. It would also mean abandoning Matty in Johnny’s unreliable hands, and she did not trust him alone with all that food. She could see Geoff’s head emerging from the overripe wheat from time to time. She gasped as she realized he would soon reach the riverbank—and danger. And so she went into action.

“Johnny, you be a good boy and watch your sister. And if there be one thing missing from the basket when I return, you will rue the day, I promise you.” She wagged her finger at the boy. “I fear Geoff has not the sense to mind the river. Now, sit here with Matty until I give you a sign.”

Johnny felt a thrill of fear run through him. His sister looked scared, and if the truth were told, he was, too. He was more scared of his father’s wrath if they were discovered than of his brother falling into the river, but he did as he was told and sat next to Matty with the basket between his knees.

“I promise,” he called after Kate, who was already running through the spiky wheat in pursuit of Geoff.

“Stop, Geoff, stop!” she cried, lifting her cumbersome skirts up to her waist to move faster. She could no longer see her brother, though where he had ploughed through the field was perfectly obvious. The field ended at a steep bank on the other side of which was the river. She had made so much noise in the wheat that she could not have heard a splash. Her heart was beating faster and faster as she topped the riverbank and expected to see the worst. Fenris had waded through the reeds and was up to his underside in the muddy stream, lapping the water with his oversized tongue. There was no sign of Geoff. Kate panicked.

“Geoff, Geoff! Say you be safe,” she screamed, running along the bank. “Blessed Jesu, please say he be safe!”

She did not get far before a half-buried tree branch tripped her, and she tumbled headlong down the bank and landed facedown in the reeds and murky water.

“Ha, ha, ha!” laughed Geoff, as he stepped out of his hiding place in the reeds. His face was a picture of glee as he watched his sister pick herself up and attempt to effect a dignified retreat from the sucking mud. Kate forgot all prudence, all ladylike behavior and rushed at her brother, pushing him backwards into the stream. The glee was instantly wiped off his face, much to her satisfaction until she realized the implication of her act. Now both of them were wet and filthy, and she had lost one of her pattens in the mud.

“Blessed Jesu,” she said, using the adult expression for the second time in three minutes. “I fear we be undone.”

She helped Geoff out of the water, and they both clambered up the bank and began wringing the water and slime out of their clothes. Fenris bounded up the bank, carrying Kate’s missing shoe, and proceeded to shower them with a shake from head to tail. Kate was glad to have her shoe back and hugged the dog gratefully.

“I be sorry, Kate,” whimpered Geoff, beginning to shiver half with cold, half with fear. “I just thought to hide from you. ’Tis the truth, and I will not do it again.”

Kate’s sunny nature could not be dampened by a dip in the stream, and her frown soon turned into a smile and then a laugh at the sight of them both. She put her arm around her brother.

“’Twill teach us both a lesson, Geoff,” she said. “We must stop being deceitful. Acting in secret can bring naught but trouble. And you must not feign drowning again—for you see the consequences. Now we must tell our mother why we are wet, and I fear she will not trust me to take care of you again.”

“Can we still have our feast?” ventured Geoff, not having listened too closely to this philosophizing. “Look, the sun be coming out again, and I warrant we shall soon dry. Maybe mother’ll not notice our clothes if they be dry.”

“Halloooo!” echoed over the field to the two bedraggled children on the bank.

“Johnny! Matty! I quite forgot them.” Kate jumped to her feet and ran down into the field, waving and shouting. “We be here. Wait there for me.”

Johnny giggled when he saw his sister soaking wet, with mud and wheat stuck to her skirt and hair. Kate glared at him and then explained what had happened. “But don’t you dare tell on us,” she warned. “I will think of something.” She wrapped cheerful Matty up in the food cloth, to protect her from the wet gown, and the three of them made their way through the wheat to where Geoff and Fenris sat sunning themselves against the bank. There was not much joy for Kate in their clandestine feast as she pondered a plausible story to tell Martha. The boys squabbled over the food, and Matty, whose special day they all had been bent on celebrating, fell fast asleep.

KATE SUFFERED THE WORST PUNISHMENT. The responsibility she had been given for the safety of her siblings was rescinded, at least for the time being, and wise Martha, knowing that being nursemaid to Matty was one of the joys in Kate’s life, took away that privilege for a week, even though it would put an extra burden on her own shoulders. Instead, Kate was to help pick the apples that were being harvested, and, until the light was gone, she was to mend the family’s clothes without Martha’s help.

Ugh! thought Kate, to whom sewing was tantamount to purgatory. “Yes, Mother,” was all she said aloud.

The two boys were chastised but not punished. Kate had fabricated an elaborate tale about Fenris being caught in an otter trap in the stream and his yowls forcing her to disobey her mother and go to the river with Geoff to help the dog. Unfortunately, instead of trusting her luck and stopping there, Kate blithely continued in her lie, inventing Geoff’s heroism in the incident as the reason for his wet clothes. “If it hadn’t been for him, Fenris might have drowned. . . .”

John’s fist crashed down on the table. “Enough!” he shouted at her. The whole family jumped. “Enough of your lies, girl! Go to bed immediately!”

Kate fled up the stairs in tears. She got under the blanket fully clothed and listened as her parents spoke sternly to the boys before they, too, clambered into bed beside her. They whispered their prayers in unison, and soon Kate could hear them lightly snoring. She thought guiltily of the ease with which she had told the lie and offered an extra prayer to the infant Jesus to forgive her. She finally fell asleep and dreamed of sitting beside a stream, surrounded by mounds of clothes, her finger bleeding so profusely from carelessly plying the needle and her tears of frustration so free-flowing that her gown was soaked through.

The next day, as Kate churned the butter alone in the corner of the kitchen, she was dismayed to see her father at the door. He would usually be out in the field at this time of day. He pulled up a stool and told her to stop what she was doing. She held her breath.

“Why did you lie to your mother?” John asked sternly. “Have we not taught you right from wrong? Good from bad? Lying is wrong, Kate, and you shamed us with it last night.”

Kate reddened and hung her head. “Aye, Father, I know.”

“Lying begets more lying until a body cannot even remember the truth. God teaches us not to bear false witness, my child, and you must learn to obey His laws.”

“I be sorry, Father.”

“That be what I wanted to hear, child. Now go and apologize to your mam. When you have said your piece, come to the orchard.”

Kate bowed her head, wiped her hands on her apron and went to find her mother.

WHEN THE SUN WAS SETTING, Kate found her father enjoying a quiet moment at the foot of a gnarled apple tree after toiling all day. She sat down beside him. His face was impassive, but when she curled her hand into his, she was rewarded with a smile.

“Do you hate me, Father?”

“Don’t be daft, child. Of course, I don’t. I know you for a good girl, but you needed to learn a lesson.” He paused. “Are you ready to learn another?”

“Aye, Father,” Kate said, with some trepidation.

“This one be not as simple, but I think I can make you understand. I believe your lie was confused with loyalty.”

“Loyalty? What be loyalty?” Kate asked eagerly, relieved that she was not to be punished again.

“’Tis when you stand by someone you love or honor and do not desert him even in the bad times. You lied for Geoff, didn’t you? I be certain ’twas that young rascal got into trouble and you rescued him with a lie so he would not take any blame. You believed you were being loyal, because you love him so dear, but lying is not the way, Kate.”

“I don’t think I understand, Father.” John noted Kate did not deny his excellent deduction. “How could I be loyal without lying?” she asked.

“By owning up that the whole adventure was your idea, that you disobeyed your mam and that Geoff be too young to know better. Instead, you blamed poor Fenris, who be too clever to fall into an otter trap, in truth. I saw through your lie like through crystal.”

Huge tears of remorse rolled down Kate’s cheeks. John was so sorry for her that he pulled her onto his knee and comforted her.

“Mayhap explaining what not being loyal is the way. Peter denied Our Lord three times, remember?” Kate nodded. John went on, “Three times he said he did not know Jesus, because he was afraid. ’Twas a lie. ’Twas also disloyal to a man he had sworn to follow. Do you see?”

“I think so, Father.”

Then John took something out of the lining of his jerkin. “I think this may help.”

She had not seen the coin before and looked puzzled as she turned it over in her hand.

“It be an écu—French,” he said. “I carry it with me always, for it reminds me of a comrade who admitted to our commander that he had stolen it from a dead French man-at-arms.”

“Why would he do that? Why did he not just keep it?” She held the coin up and squinted through the hole.

“It was expressly forbidden to steal from the dead on the battlefield, though many a man did. He hid it inside his glove. The next day, I picked up his glove by mistake, and the coin fell out in front of the company. I stood staring at the coin, knowing I could be hanged from the nearest tree.”

Kate lowered the coin quickly, aghast. “Did you not tell them ’tweren’t your glove?”

“I said nothing, for he was my friend. As my hands were being tied, he stepped forward and told the truth.”

“Did he hang, Father?” Kate whispered fearfully.

Her father nodded grimly, remembering the awful scene. “Our captain commended us for our loyalty to each other and then gave me the coin to keep. My friend could have lied to save his own skin, but he chose the truth. You see, a few days earlier, he had been wounded in the thick of battle, and I had shielded him from further harm until I could take him to safety.”

“You were loyal to him then and so he repaid it. Be that the way of it, Father?”

“Aye, Kate,” John replied, as he carefully placed the écu back in its hiding place. “He did.” He rose, satisfied. “Come, it be getting dark.”

He walked off, leaving Kate with an indelible picture of the soldier jerking at the end of a rope.

MARTHA WAS NOT WELL these days. Her fifth pregnancy did not feel the same as the others, and she put it down to her twenty-nine years. Her best childbearing years were past. If the truth were told, she had been dismayed to find she was pregnant again so soon after bearing Matty, whose birth had tired her beyond imagination. Matty had been a big baby and had caused Martha a long and painful labor. She had bled for several weeks following. It was only through the tender nursing of Kate and John that she had gained the strength back to bear the winter’s cold.

Despite her misgivings, she could not deny John’s advances on the night of conception. She presumed women everywhere performed their wifely duty with the same ambivalence and that women’s pleasure must come from the babies. Hers certainly did. She knew of the existence of harlots, who performed the act for money, and could not imagine allowing strange men to heave upon her in order to make a living.

Soon it would be time to tell Kate of womanly matters. The girl was maturing fast; her breasts had begun to bud, and her childlike prettiness was turning into beauty. Martha often wondered how she and John had produced such a jewel, and she glowed with pride every time she looked at her daughter. Matty had her mother’s coloring, but it was too soon to tell whether she would be as lovely as Kate.

That morning, as Martha watched Kate traipse off behind John to the orchard to help with the harvest, she made up her mind to speak to her daughter at the end of the week’s punishment. Kate needed to learn of a woman’s changes and where babies came from. Martha’s own mother had dutifully sat her down one day at age twelve and so terrified her with tales of bleeding “down there,” men’s lustful desires and the pain of childbirth that she had thought to throw herself into the pond on the Bishopsbourne estate. She grinned and shook her head as she thought about that day and vowed she would make it a lot less frightening for Kate if she could.

Martha picked up the mugs from the table and was carrying them out to the well to wash when she heard the sound of a horse cantering up the road to the farm. Matty, who was crawling around the farmyard, pulling herself up on anything within reach, sat down with a thump when she spotted the liveried horseman.

“Da-da,” she said, pointing at the man.

Martha laughed and said, “No, sweetheart, ’tis not your father,” and she scooped the child up in her arms and walked forward to greet the visitor.

“God’s greeting, sir. Is it John Bywood you be seeking?”

The young man swung out of the saddle.

“Aye, mistress, or if you are the goodwife of Farmer Bywood, I am bidden to give you this message from your kinsman Richard Haute. He wills that you and your family travel to Ightham for a visit today fortnight. He bids you fond welcome and hopes you will stay two or more nights at the Mote. I am to return with an answer, if it please you.”

“Sir, your master be gracious, but I must speak with my husband before we give you an answer. Pray come inside until he returns and take a cup of ale for your trouble.”

“IGHTHAM MOTE! We be invited to Ightham Mote?” Kate could not keep the excitement out of her voice as she faced her parents at the supper table.

“Do not wave your spoon around as if you be some peasant, daughter,” scolded Martha. “If we go to the Mote, you three children must be well mannered. No wiping your face with the back of your hand, Geoff, and Johnny, you must learn not to stuff your mouth so full.”

Her husband nodded in agreement, although he was prone to picking his teeth with the point of his hunting knife, a habit Martha hated but dared not criticize.

“May we go, Father,” pleaded Kate, her eyes touching him with their innocent exuberance.

“If the apples be picked and stored by then, as I warrant they will be, then yes, we can go.” John and Martha had decided earlier to accept the invitation and had already sent the messenger back to Ightham, but John wanted to remind Kate of her penance.

Kate jumped up from her chair and ran to put her arms around her father’s neck. John was taken aback by this show of affection, and his reaction was to send Kate back to her seat to finish her soup.

No one noticed Matty, who had managed to climb out of the restraining harness in her chair and was using the table leg to pull herself up. Johnny felt her fingers grab his tunic and looked down to see her take her first few steps.

“Look, look! Matty be walking by herself!”

Ightham was forgotten as the family gathered around Matty, who, unaware of the attention she was attracting, was intent on getting across the floor to sit next to Fenris.

“Rith, Rith,” she lisped, falling for the third time, picking herself up again and staggering a few more steps in the dog’s direction. Her family stood proudly around, clapping and laughing. Martha felt the child inside her quicken and smiled.

IN THE FARMYARD the market cart stood laden with the necessities of a family of six leaving for several days. To present to the Haute household there was a sack of John’s finest apples, some of Martha’s precious dried herbs and the boys’ contribution of two dozen eggs from the farmyard chickens. One of John’s field hands was holding firmly to Fenris’s neck when the older children climbed into the back of the vehicle, giggling and wriggling with excitement.

“Giddyapp,” John urged Roland, the sturdy cart-horse, once his family was settled, and the cart lurched forward down the lane.

The ten miles to Ivy Hatch took the Bywoods several hours to cover. The solid wooden wheels groaned and creaked in and out of ruts and potholes, and the road was sometimes blocked by another cart filling the narrow path. A few horsemen raised their hand in salute as they cantered by, and the children shouted greetings and waved back. Rumbling through Pitt’s Wood on the way to join the London road, they saw laborers carrying baskets of tin from the mines that had made Kent famous for centuries.

Kate had gone to the Tunbridge market once or twice with her father, but this was the boys’ first foray from the farm. The children easily kept themselves amused. They sang songs, played spot the bird, flower or tree, and lay back among the soft bundles, watching the treetops form a natural cathedral in the sky. At times the road was so narrow that the children were able to pluck a hazel switch and test the brown nuts between their teeth.

Not far from their destination, the boys fell asleep. Kate absently twirled a twig between her fingers and mulled over a conversation she and Martha had had recently.

“You be growing fast, Kate, and ’tis time . . . there are . . . things I must tell you . . . much you should know . . . about being a woman.”

Kate had been startled by Martha’s hesitation; her mother was rarely unable to speak her mind. “You mean, about birthing, Mother? I have seen lambs birthed.” But she didn’t exactly know how the lamb came to be in there.

“Aye, about birthing. . . . But ’tis how you get with child I have to explain,” Martha had braved on. “And it begins with your monthly courses.”

Lying in the cart, Kate wondered when her courses would begin and how she would deal with being fertile, as her mother had put it. She put her hand on her stomach to see if she could feel anything, but it was flat and taut as usual. The idea of having a child inside her was too bizarre to imagine. Then she tried to envision the unsavory act of conceiving. Kate’s eyes had widened with horror at Martha’s inadequate description, which had cited rutting sheep. Kate closed her eyes and tried to imagine her father climbing on her mother’s back but shook off the embarrassing image. It all seemed impossible and horrible. Seeing Kate’s disgust, Martha tried to reassure her that the process was not all unpleasant. “’Tis a husband’s way of showing he loves you,” she said. And that was her last word on the subject.

Kate stared at the trees fanning out around the cart and promised herself she would never allow a man to climb onto her. She would have to find another way of getting a baby. She turned over onto her stomach and forced herself to think of something else.

Fortunately, the threatening rain held off during the morning, and by the time the Bywood family had left the London road and passed through the hamlet of Ivy Hatch, the sun was making an effort to show itself. John reined in Roland with some effort as the horse edged down a steep, winding hill flanked by high banks and overhanging trees that formed a tunnel above the cart. The children clung to the sides of the swaying vehicle, and Martha passed Matty back to the relative safety of the enclosed space.

They rounded a bend. A low stone wall marked the left side of the road, and beyond the wall Martha could see a large stewpond with an impressive house behind it. She exclaimed with an excitement her children had not heard from her before, “There, children, there it be!”

“It has a moat,” cried Geoff, standing up and rocking precariously. “Will there be soldiers? May I learn to fight?”

John turned and shouted to his son to sit down immediately. “Why do you suppose it is called Ightham Mote, silly,” said Kate, pulling him down beside her.

“Nay, Kate,” her mother said over her shoulder. “This meaning of mote comes to us from the old times. It means meeting place.”

“Bah!” muttered Kate under her breath. “A moat’s a moat, Geoff, and that be a fair example.”

The cart rumbled down a drive and through some gates and up to a narrow stone bridge leading to a towered gatehouse. A stable hand came running to hold Roland’s bridle. Kate looked around her and smiled with pleasure. She unconsciously smoothed her skirt and ran her fingers through the long hair that tumbled from her tightly fitting coif, hoping to untangle some of the knots. Johnny jumped down to help her and Geoff clamber off, and the boys leaned over the bridge to look at the moat.

Kate was the first through the gate and into the courtyard, where she stood alone and made a slow circle, taking everything in. It was as though she had visited this place in her dreams. It all looked so familiar. In one quiet, intuitive moment, she knew that Ightham Mote would become much more to her than a place she once visited for three days with her family.

The great hall faced her with its massive oak door, and smoke curled from the vent in the roof above the open-hearth fire inside. To the left of the hall was a two-story half-timbered addition, which Kate guessed included the family’s private chambers. She went over and touched the old stone wall that surrounded the courtyard, not knowing that it had stood for a hundred years. A shiver of excitement went through her young body, and she raised her arms as if in salute to what seemed to her to be an old friend.

She was unaware of the picture she presented to a girl of about her own age standing next to her parents, who had come into the courtyard to welcome their guests. Anne Haute gazed in admiration at her cousin’s flowing chestnut hair as Kate slowly twirled around. She stood by her mother while her father greeted Martha with a hearty laugh and an affectionate hug. Anne was petite for her age, plain, with kind brown eyes and a nervous smile. She wrung her hands in quiet anticipation.

John hovered behind his wife, awkwardly holding Matty, a little overawed by the house and the servants who came to help unload the baggage. Martha impetuously bent forward to kiss Elinor, who gave her cheek dutifully and bade her guests welcome with some grace. Matty had fixed her eye upon the silver and ebony rosary that hung from Anne’s waist and wriggled to get down from her father’s tight hold. She began to totter towards the new plaything, and Anne bent down and caught her just as she was overreaching her target and would have fallen. The adults all laughed, and Richard chucked the child under the chin.

Kate’s reverie was broken. She skipped over to her mother, curtsied to Richard and Elinor with a quick “Good day, sir. Good day, madam” and then turned her attention to Anne, now holding a contented Matty, who was sucking enthusiastically on the rosary.

“Hello, you must be Anne. I be Kate, if it please you. And I be eleven years old. How old are you?” She looked at her gawky cousin and grinned.

Anne blushed and looked to her mother as if to ask permission to answer this forthright young woman. Her mother sniffed but nodded.

“Aye, my name is Anne, and I, too, am eleven,” she replied shyly. “And what is the baby’s name?”

“Mathilda. Matty be what we call her, and she be one year old,” Kate said. “Will you show me the house. ’Tis so beautiful and so grand.”

She took Matty from Anne, who led her through the door and into the great hall. John and Martha were about to call Kate back to help with the baggage, but Richard herded them towards the house. The two boys had not moved a muscle since racing into the courtyard, so overwhelmed were they to be in such exalted company in such an impressive place. Now Martha held out her hands to them, and they forgot about being brave and grown up and gratefully took one each.

“Let me show you to your chamber, Martha,” Elinor said, not unkindly. “You must rest after your journey, especially in your condition.” Martha smiled and nodded, and followed Elinor into the house, trailing the boys either side of her.

“DOES THIS MEAN more trouble, Richard?” John was seated next to his host at the banqueting table that evening. The Bywood children sat with Anne on the side, Geoff’s chin level with the tabletop.

“Because the duke of York has returned from Ireland, you mean,” Richard Haute answered his guest. “Nay, my friend, York has the country’s best interests at heart. He has sworn allegiance to Henry, but he is still the rightful heir to the throne, as Henry must allow.”

“How be he heir, cousin?” Martha asked politely, and Richard gladly filled her in.

Richard, duke of York, was the direct descendant of the fourth son of Edward III and as such stood behind Henry in the line to the throne. “And through his mother he is a descendant of Lionel of Clarence, Edward’s second son, and so by right is in line ahead of Henry. ’Twas those rights made him Parliament’s natural choice of Protector during Henry’s first mad period, you see, Martha,” Richard explained.

Martha’s eyes were glazed over. This was too complex for her, and she was longing for bed.

“Unfortunately, the king regained his faculties long enough to be poisoned against York by his queen,” Richard droned on. “The hatred between the Lancastrians and Yorkists came to a head when York and his lords were excluded from the Great Council of Coventry last June. Flight to Ireland was their only recourse. Now they are back on English soil and ’tis said York has won over the Londoners.” Richard lowered his voice. “In case you have not guessed, John, I am for York.”

Elinor drew in a breath, but Richard ignored her. “In truth, York controls the parliament now, and the king must do as he says. I do solemnly swear I have not acted before against my king, but ’tis time to make a choice. I do not wish harm to our anointed king, but when the time comes, I shall welcome York as king.”

Martha’s and John’s simple lives were barely affected by who wore the crown. They never expected to be in the presence of the exalted names Richard tossed out on the table and did not believe those nobles cared a whit for the Bywoods or their farm. They listened with polite interest as Richard explained that Henry would now be forced into accepting the duke of York as his heir upon his death and the duke’s heir succeeding him.

“And if ’twill come to pass, I warrant the duke will truly make an enemy of the queen,” Richard predicted. “York will have denied her cub the throne, and her lullaby will be a battle song.”

As if on cue, a tall young man dressed in green and yellow with a harp in his hand came forward, bowed to Richard and began to sing.

“Richard, duke of York, Job thy servant insigne, Edward, earl of March, whose fame the earth shall spread, Richard, earl of Salisbury, named prudence,

With that noble knight and flower of manhood Richard, earl of Warwick, shield of our defence . . .”

Richard let his minstrel finish and raised his cup. “To York,” he said under his breath. “Well done, Will. I see you wasted no time setting the ballad to music.” He beamed at the harper, who bowed and backed away. “I plucked the ballad from the door of a church near Bishopsbourne not a month since and gave it to Will, directing him to put notes to the words. He has talent, has he not?” The question was directed at Martha and John.

Martha smiled wanly. Her head was pounding. Placed at the head table, she was able to see the rest of the household, who sat at tables at right angles to the family, and noticed that their fare was simpler. The score of servants kept by Richard and Elinor impressed her. Her eyes wandered to the rich hangings that covered the walls; the colorful figures seemed to come alive in the dancing flames of the torches and rushlights. The banqueting hall was filling up with smoke from the centrally located fire. The rain that threatened earlier in the day had begun to fall, and the smoke escape in the roof had been shut against the raindrops. Martha was feeling unwell, and the atmosphere was not helping. She had barely touched her food, mouthwatering though it was. She caught Kate’s eye at the other end of the table and saw the look of concern on her daughter’s face. She smiled gamely and picked up her spoon. It was only then that Martha realized John was squeezing her arm and asking for her response.

“I be sorry, John. I did not hear you,” she apologized, smiling weakly. John was oblivious to her pallor, perhaps because the candles on the table were few and far between and he could not see her very well, but more likely because Richard, in his amiable mood following Will’s song, had just proposed something that had held his complete attention.

“Richard and Elinor are asking that we allow Kate to come here to Ightham to live as companion to Anne,” he whispered.

Martha stared at him in disbelief. On one hand, this was indeed a chance for Kate to better herself far beyond any marriage she and John could arrange for her. But on the other, her daughter was her friend and her strength in many ways. The thought of losing Kate so young had never crossed her mind.

“She be too important to me with the other children, John,” she began. But she turned to Richard and put her hand on his arm. “You be right generous, cousin. Surely you do not need another mouth to feed.”

“She does eat a little too heartily, Richard.” Elinor looked pointedly at Kate popping another sugared plum into her mouth. She pursed her lips and, without considering her words, added, “I cannot see that she would be company for our daughter, husband, for she is naught but a peasant girl.”

“Enough!” bellowed Richard, thumping his fist on the table. The chatter in the hall came to a sudden halt. He smiled broadly and waved the household to talk on. His servants, used to his temper, turned their attention once more to their food.

He lowered his voice. “Enough of your arrogance, Elinor. Martha is my kinswoman and no peasant—and neither is her daughter. I am much taken with the girl, and I see Anne at ease for the first time these many years. If her mother and father allow it, we shall be happy to welcome Kate to Ightham as another daughter.”

Elinor pouted and sulked, as was her wont, and retreated behind the veil on her hennin. She was a little afraid of her husband, who was jovial enough most of the time but who was blessed—or cursed, depending at whom it was directed—with a violent temper.

Martha requested a night to ponder Richard’s offer and asked John to escort her to their chamber. Elinor rose with Martha and showed unexpected concern for the pregnant woman, surprising and pleasing Richard. She insisted on accompanying Martha herself and calling for her maid to help. Kate, too, was tired and, asking permission, she shooed the boys in front of her to their beds.

When Elinor returned, Richard invited Anne to sit on his knee. “Anne, your mother and I have asked Master Bywood if he would permit Kate to come and live with us here. I think you need some company. What say you, daughter?” Richard knew he had made the right choice when a pleasurable pink tinged her face and the gentle brown eyes sparkled.

“A sister! Oh, Father, you do mean it? ’Tis a dream come true.”

Anne hugged her father, got down off his knee and shyly kissed her mother’s cheek. Elinor had the grace to acknowledge her daughter’s affectionate thanks with a smile. Inwardly, she was seething. How dare Richard make such a momentous decision without first discussing it with her! Now that he had shown his hand to those peasants, he could not withdraw his offer and call himself gentleman. If Martha and John accepted Richard’s offer, she promised herself Kate would rue coming to Ightham.

THE NEXT TWO DAYS flew by for Kate, who took delight in exploring the house and grounds with Anne. By the afternoon of the second day, they were holding hands and had become inseparable. Anne shyly pointed out the highlights of the estate: the different species of fish in the well-stocked stewpond, the upper lake beyond it with its swans and her favorite spot, the herb garden. Up the terraced bank to the right of the pond were the vegetable gardens, where a gardener and his young helper were clearing the dead summer plants. Neat rows of cabbages and the leafy tops of turnips and parsnips Kate recognized, and she was also shown some exotic varieties, which she could not wait to try, such as spinach, runcival peas and radishes. On the opposite side of the stew-pond were flower beds, and the late-September roses were still giving off their heady scent as the two girls passed. Kate thought she could become accustomed to spending her days thus leisurely walking and talking at this beautiful place, but she knew that she would soon be back at her daily chores at home.

“Kate, this has truly been the happiest time of my life.” Anne stopped and took both of Kate’s hands. “I wonder if your parents have talked to you of my father’s offer.”

“What offer?” Kate looked puzzled. Anne reddened.

Before Anne could elaborate, Elinor appeared as if from nowhere and demanded that Anne return indoors before she spoiled her complexion in the sun. She pulled the girls apart and shooed Anne in front of her, leaving Kate standing by herself, bemused.

Kate could not resist making a face at Elinor’s back. “Horrible woman,” she muttered and turned back to the roses.

Kate did not have occasion to ask Anne or her parents about the offer until after supper, when she was helping her mother put Matty and the boys to bed on this the last night of their visit.

“Anne told me of Cousin Richard’s offer to you,” she opened artfully, hoping her mother would believe that she knew what this offer was.

“And what did Anne tell you?” came the response. Her mother knew Kate too well to fall for such an easy trick. Martha and John had begged Richard not to say anything of his plan to Kate until they had had a chance to see how the two girls got along, and Anne had been sworn to secrecy as a result. Martha was disappointed that Anne had broken her promise.

Kate could not lie, because she did not know anything. Her intuition told her this matter had something to do with her, so she resorted to begging.

“Nothing, Mother, she told me nothing. But please, please will you tell me.”

“Ask your father. Now tuck Geoff in, please, help the boys with their prayers and come back downstairs anon.” She abruptly left the room so that Kate could not read the sadness in her eyes.

God got short shrift that night, and Kate was back in the hall fast enough to astonish Martha. The servants’ tables had been cleared, more logs had been piled on the fire and Will the harper was sitting in front of the head table, playing. The silvery sounds compelled Kate to forget her mission and slip into her seat next to Anne to listen.

When the notes died away, Kate was close to tears. “That be the most beautiful song I ever have heard, in truth.”

The young man lifted his face and smiled into her eyes. Something deep inside her stirred, but she was too young to understand it. Richard began the applause and then tossed a coin over to the musician, who bowed and left the hall.

“So, you found my minstrel to your taste, sweetheart,” Richard said to Kate, who was still blushing from Will’s frank stare. “Was it his looks you liked or his music?” He chuckled, seeing Kate’s confusion.

“Why, his music, sir. What be the instrument? I long to play it myself.”

“Perhaps you shall, sweeting, perhaps you shall. The instrument is the harp, and I am mightily fond of its sweet sound. Well, Martha, John, have you come to a decision?” Richard turned to them.

“Martha and I do thank you with all our heart for your offer, Richard, and as much as it do sadden us to see her go, we are obliged to do what is best for Kate.” John turned to Kate. “Kate, Cousin Richard has asked us to allow you to live here at Ightham, be a comfort to young Anne and learn to be a lady. I know ’tis hard for you to leave your brothers and baby Matty, but, sweetheart, you must understand this is more than your mother and I could ever offer you.”

Kate looked from one parent to the other, her eyes wide with incredulity. God must have listened to her as she peered through the squint from the solar into the chapel during vespers that evening. Please, please, Lord, let me stay, she had prayed. I’ll never tell a lie or be angry with the boys again. And I swear I shall never go near the river again, if you but help me to stay. She had crossed herself twice for good measure.

And now her prayer had been answered. Thank you, sweet Jesus! She had to restrain herself from leaping to her feet and exulting.

When she saw the anguish flit across her mother’s face, her joy was doused in a shower of remorse. How could she bear to leave her family and the farm? She looked at her brothers gazing at her in awe. Her father’s fingers twirled the stem of his goblet, and he stared into its contents. He, too, would miss his favorite child and so could not look her in the eye. Kate’s lip trembled for a moment as she pondered the separation from those she loved. She caught sight of Anne’s radiant face and her sadness lessened. The thrill of a new life at the Mote must outweigh the loss, she concluded. She was aware of the heartache it would bring Martha, who forced a smile and wrung her napkin under the table so that she would not cry. Kate ran round the table and threw her arms around her mother’s neck.

“Mother, oh mother, I will sorely miss you. How may I find joy in staying if you are so sad because of it? Tell me you be happy for me, or I cannot agree to stay.” She searched her mother’s face anxiously. “And how shall you manage without my help?”

Martha held her daughter close. “Of course I be happy for you. You are my first-born child and will always hold a special place in my heart. We shall manage, never fear.” She put the girl from her. “But you forget your manners, child. You must needs be thanking Master Haute and his lady for their great kindness.”

“Thank you, kind sir. Thank you, kind madam.” Kate curtsied humbly. “Anne and I be good friends already, is that not so, Anne?”

Anne dimpled, her shyness only allowing a soft “ ’Tis so, Kate!”

Richard beamed.

Kate turned to Martha. “Mother, if ’tis Cousin Richard’s pleasure, I will come to you at the birthing of the babe. If it please you, sir?”

Richard patted her hand. “’Tis settled, you shall go home for the birthing.”

“I will not tolerate any laziness!” Elinor announced suddenly. “She will ply her needle and learn her letters like Anne, and she will become familiar with all the medicines in the dispensary and the plants that make them.”

Kate nudged Anne under the table, but her solemn face betrayed nothing—not even the thumping of her heart.


[image: image]

3
Ightham, Autumn to Winter 1460–1461


Ouch!” squealed Kate. “Ouch!”

Anne giggled but continued with her task. The two girls were seated in the window of the smaller of two upstairs solars which they also shared as a bedchamber. The gray rain slithered down the leaded panes, and the view of the courtyard below was a blur. The lambent light lent sweetness to Anne’s features as she concentrated on her work. Kate’s freckled nose was wrinkled and her eyes tightly closed in expectation of the next stab of pain. As gently as she could, Anne chose a single hair from Kate’s forehead and gave it a quick tug. There was a sharp intake of breath, but this time Kate endured the agony, resigning herself to the necessity of having two finger-widths of the hair above her natural hairline removed for the sake of fashion. Soon the polished wooden floor was strewn with copper-colored strands, and Anne was standing back to admire her handiwork.

“’Tis well done, I think, Kate. Now we can fit you with a proper headpiece to match your new gown. Father agreed you should have one.” Anne picked up some of the hair from the floor and tied it with a piece of thread. “May I keep this in memory of the occasion?”

“Certes! I have no need of it.” Kate gingerly fingered her denuded brow and went to look in the full-length, burnished copper mirror in its carved frame, another luxury she was becoming accustomed to in her new home. “’Tis strange to see me thus. Do it become me, Anne?” She peered closely at herself. The green flecks in her golden eyes seemed more pronounced without the competition from her hair, and she was not displeased with what she saw.

“In truth, you are beautiful,” Anne murmured and self-consciously stepped beyond the mirror’s critical eye.

Kate grimaced. “Bah! Look at all these hideous freckles.” Anne giggled.

They heard footsteps in the adjoining solar, and both girls moved quickly to the window and picked up their embroidery. Kate’s needlework was often blotched with blood, and Elinor would look in scorn at her untidy efforts. Kate much preferred learning the art of preparing herbal remedies, which usually followed Elinor’s lessons in sewing. Anne’s stitches on the other hand were as dainty and precise as she was in all aspects of her person, and she derived much pleasure from the creation of an exquisite piece of embroidery.

The latch on the door was lifted with a determined click, the door swung open and Elinor marched in, her beady eyes sweeping the room for anything she could criticize. She wore an overdress of russet wool, which, coupled with her birdlike features and tiny frame, made Kate think of a wren. She went briskly over to inspect her charges’ work.

“Only a few more stitches since I left? What have you idle maids been doing?” She slapped Kate’s cheek. Kate winced but said nothing. She was used to Elinor’s outbursts of anger, and although she did not understand the reason for them, she was determined that Elinor would never see her cry. Anne, however, began to whimper, and this further infuriated her mother, who snatched away her embroidery and threw it across the room, making Anne cry even harder. Elinor stamped her foot angrily and told the girls they could expect no supper that night. And then she noticed the hair on the floor and Kate’s newly plucked brow.

“So, mistress, you have high-flown ideas, have you? How dare you fritter your time on primping, when everyone knows you to be only a peasant girl? Get out of here and find work in the kitchen, where you truly belong!” Elinor was white with rage and jealousy.

Kate rose from her seat, her cheek burning. She touched Anne in a gesture of comfort and left the room. Her thoughts were not kind as she ran along the corridor and went down the stairs as fast as her feet would carry her. She went out of the back door into the tiny open courtyard behind the hall that led to the kitchens and sat down heavily on a bench, oblivious of the rain. She would get her assignment later from the cook, she decided. The kitchen staff was accustomed to her looking for some task to perform as punishment, and, feeling sorry for her, they usually gave her something light to do.

Although Kate was glad to be at Ightham, things had not been as rosy as she had dreamed they would be. Elinor had made good her private promise to make Kate’s life as miserable as possible, but what puzzled Kate was that Elinor hurt Anne in the process. Her own daughter, she thought bitterly, imagining the harsh words Anne would be hearing now.

She cast her mind back to the farm and the loving relationship she had with her mother, and not for the first time she wished herself back in the Bywood kitchen. Tears of homesickness pricked her eyes, and she allowed herself a few minutes to wallow in self-pity before she noticed she was getting wet.

Once inside she sought out Alfred, who was in charge of the bustling kitchen. Several large fish, caught that day in the stewpond, were being dressed at one end of a table; a rabbit lay limp at the other, its clouded eye staring accusingly at the kitchen maid coming at it with a sharp knife; and Alfred was calling orders to the scullery boys who were assigned to carving hunks of stale bread into trenchers for that day’s dinner. Hanging from the low beams were drying herbs, garlic, and many kinds of game birds. Alfred shook his head when he saw Kate.

“And what be it today, young mistress,” he asked, raising one eyebrow and trying to look fierce. Kate grinned and dropped a quick curtsy.

Alfred was lord of his kitchen, and she had learned that showing him a little respect went a long way. He was a burly man with thick arms that looked as though they were made for felling trees not dicing carrots. His hat, stained with grease and dusted with flour, was pushed to the back of his head. His rosy cheeks gave him a cherubic look, but, though his food was heavenly, there was nothing angelic about the way he ran his kitchen. When Kate told him of her sin, he wagged his floury finger at her and told her to go and help stir the sauces simmering over the logs in the great-hall hearth.

“I pray to St. Martha you will not daydream and burn them again, young lady,” he admonished her as she skipped off through the buttery and into the great hall. She picked up a three-legged stool and sat down by the hearth next to a girl a few years older than she. As she plied the wooden spoon back and forth in the delicious-smelling sauce, she escaped from Elinor’s domain into her private thoughts, just as the smoke curled up past a curious carved gargoyle at the end of a beam and vanished through the vent.

Her champion, Richard, had left the Mote not two weeks after Kate had bidden her family farewell. Those two weeks had been dreamlike, Richard giving her ample reason to feel welcome.

He had ordered her new shifts in fine linen and an overdress in soft, blue wool. A needlewoman had been brought in to take measurements, and Kate was astounded that someone else would be sewing her clothes for her. Richard had also taught her to ride sidesaddle. Anne was a little fearful of horses, but Kate’s farm upbringing gave her a natural affinity for animals, and she had learned to ride astride Roland’s broad back at an early age. Once both girls had mastered the awkward new saddle, Richard had taken them into the village of Ightham, where a peddler made a handsome profit on some ribbons Richard could not resist and Kate was fitted for new leather shoes that were as smooth and silky as the pink interior of Fenris’s ears. Best of all, Richard ordered his minstrel to give both girls music lessons.

Soon Richard had more important matters to attend to than the whims of two eleven-year-olds and he rode off to London.

Kate was curious. “Why has he gone to London?” she asked Elinor, who was mending a veil. “Is that where the market is?” The only times her father had left the farm was to go to market. Surely the market in Tunbridge was closer than London.

Elinor snorted. “Market? We have servants who go to market. Master Haute has important business in London—at court.” She savored the last two words and turned back to her task.

Kate sought out Elinor’s maid, Mary, next. She was in Elinor’s confidence, loved to gossip and decided that, as Kate was too young and ignorant to repeat anything, she would fill her in on where the Haute house stood on political issues. She explained that the king had recently proclaimed the duke of York his heir “through something called the Act of Accord.”

Kate looked blankly at Mary. “The duke of York? Doesn’t the king have a son?” She knew there was a prince of Wales named Edward, who should surely be the king’s heir.

Mary shrugged; she didn’t really understand either. “All I know is that ’tis good for us,” she said confidently. She glanced around and then whispered, “Master Richard is for York, but because the king is Henry Lancaster, ’tis treasonable to say so whilst the king is still alive. King Henry is God’s anointed,” she continued, “and none must harm God’s anointed.”

Anointed with what? Kate wanted to know, but as she did not want to appear foolish, she just nodded. Mary went on to tell her there was a rumor—crossing herself as she did—that the king might be mad.

“I do not think it makes sense for a madman to rule other people, do you, Mary?”

“Hush, child! Do not say such things. ’Tis treason!”

Kate shrugged, but her interest was piqued. “Does the duke have children?”

“Aye, Kate. He has several. March be his heir, so now perforce he may reign over us one day. The other boys are Rutland and young George and Richard Plantagenet. And he has daughters, too, Elizabeth, Margaret—”

“March, Rutland?” Kate interrupted her. “Those be strange names for boys, Mary.”

The servant smiled over the bedcovers she and Kate were straightening in the Hautes’ chamber. “They are noble titles. Edward, earl of March and Edmund, earl of Rutland. George and Richard are but boys. They will be titled anon, I’ll be bound.”

Mary left the room to replenish the water in Elinor’s hand bowl, leaving Kate with many unanswered questions. Who was their mother? Did they live in as fine a house as Ightham? And did Cousin Richard truly know them? For if he does, perchance we may meet them, too, Kate surmised. She imagined herself curtsying to this noble family. The duke would naturally be a tall, handsome man, his blond hair falling to his shoulders. Beside him would be his duchess, her hair hidden under an enormous hennin and her perfect body swathed in shimmering gold brocade. March would have his namesake-month’s wind-blown look and be a little smaller than his father but golden-haired as well, Kate decided. Rutland appeared out of focus in her mind, with no distinct features for her to remember in future daydreams. The two younger boys she had no trouble with at all. One had a flaxen head, the other was definitely dark. Not black, not red and certainly not a boring brown. However, in her dreams, all nobles were tall with fair hair and blue eyes, just like the knight whom she had seen riding through the marketplace in Tunbridge.

Her thoughts came back to the present, and she found herself staring at the rich, red-brown sauce she had been stirring mechanically. “That be the color of his hair, in truth,” she muttered, causing the maid who was tending a milky broth next to her to turn her head.

“Whose hair?”

“Richard Plantagenet’s,” Kate retorted and was rewarded with a blank stare.

“KATE, where are you?”

Anne’s voice floated up from the foot of the stairs and broke Kate’s reverie. She had been gazing at the new hennin that had been made for her. The gauze was as fine as a spider’s web, she thought, made stiff by the use of arrowroot—another skill she had learned. The headpiece was blue to match her new gown, with dainty gold threads picking out a pattern of tiny flowers on the flat-topped cone.

“ ’Tis time for our music lesson, Kate. Kate, are you there?”

Kate needed no second bidding. The hour spent learning the magical instrument she had heard on her first night at Ightham was the highlight of her day.

“I be coming!” Hastily she corrected her country dialect. “I am coming!” Kate smoothed the coverlet on the tester bed once more before leaving her chamber to join Anne.

Will was seated by the window in Richard’s office and jumped to his feet when the cousins entered. He bowed low, which made Kate titter.

“Good day, mistresses, how do you do?” Will spoke softly, raising his dark eyes and smiling. The girls ran to the bench he had just occupied and sat down unceremoniously as he drew up a footstool for himself. They shared a comradeship with the young musician that would not have won Elinor’s approbation, but as he was Richard’s favorite entertainer and these lessons were Richard’s edict, she left the three of them alone, only occasionally putting her head around the door. She need not have concerned herself. Both girls were intent on mastering the small harp from which Will evoked images of rolling hills and dales, rills and torrents, chivalrous knights and wispy wood sprites with his delicate touch and tender baritone. All her life Kate had hummed to herself, but she had never heard songs and ballads such as Will sang. Nor had she ever touched an instrument other than a tabor she had picked up once at a market stall and banged in time to the wild music played by a group of wandering gypsies. Their sound had thrilled her, but nothing could compare with the catch in the throat, the tug at her heart and the soul-soothing calm she experienced each time she heard Will play and sing. She had music in her, Will told her after two lessons, and already she was able to play two melodies and was memorizing the words to the songs.

Anne was slower to learn and her voice had a nasal quality that was not pleasing. She reveled in Kate’s progress, because she knew her father would be happy that Kate had a special talent for something. Kate’s sewing was embarrassingly bad, Anne admitted, her attempts at writing only slightly better and her interest in housekeeping pitiful. She listened as Kate sang.

“Foweles in the frith
The fesses in the flod
And I mon waxe wod, mulch sorwe
I walke with for best of bon and blod.”

Will nodded, pleased with his pupil. Kate asked him to explain the song’s meaning.

“’Tis two hundred years old. It is the lament of a man who has lost his love. It means: Birds in the wood, fish in the river; I am going mad because I walk in misery for the loss of my perfect love.”

“How sad,” Anne sighed. She asked Kate to sing it again. As Kate began to play, Will reached out and changed the position of her left hand so that she could better pluck a base string. Kate felt his touch and shivered slightly. It was a pleasant sensation to be touched by a young man. The tremor did not go unnoticed. Will withdrew his hand quickly and determined not to flirt with this maid, who was obviously easy prey. His place in the Haute household was far too important to jeopardize. He turned his attention to Anne, who blushed when he complimented her on her saffron gown, giving Kate her first taste of jealousy.

After the lesson, Anne and Kate fetched their shawls and hand in hand walked out to the courtyard, humming the melody of the new lament. Gardeners were trundling barrows of the last of the harvest of vegetables across the cobblestones and into the storage barns built against the east wall. The haylofts were filled with bundles of straw gathered from the manor fields, ready to fortify the stabled horses during the winter months. Chickens stalked in and out of the barn, pecking at whatever fell through the cracks in the barrows and squawking at each other over every grain.

Brother Francis, the Mote’s chaplain, appeared from the gatehouse and walked across the courtyard, the hem of his coarse, gray robe picking up bits of straw as it whisked from side to side. As well as being Richard’s clerk and confessor, he was responsible for teaching Elinor and the girls to read and write. Kate and Anne genuflected as he swept past them into the house.

“God be with you, my children.”

“And with you, Brother.” The girls were relieved that their next lesson with him was not until after matins next morning.

They skipped through the gatehouse arch, over the bridge and straight up the path to the herb garden, swinging their joined hands. An old gardener uncurled his aching back and doffed his hat to them with fingers as gnarled as the roots of the old rosebush he was pulling up. They hurried past him to where Elinor was tending a lavender bush. She ignored their sunny smiles and bade them take up a knife each and carefully cut stems of lovage and hyssop for drying. Kate loved the hyssop’s blue, pink and white flowers and had learned the plant was used to cleanse the body in the bath or to help with breathing when the lungs were infected. She brushed against some lemon balm, breaking the leaves and releasing their citron aroma into the air. She breathed the refreshing scent and happily went about her task. Yarrow will stop the flow of blood from a cut, and borage will dispel melancholy, Kate remembered from Elinor’s teaching. She truly enjoyed learning the healing powers of these beautiful plants and how to season foods with them. Elinor would lead the girls around the immaculately laid-out garden and pause for them to identify the different herbs—the bright green of the parsley plant, the gray-green leaves and violet-blue flowers of sage, the bushy, aromatic samphire with its yellow-green flowers, and the lacy, blue-green foliage of the bitter rue.

“Rue will ward off evil spirits,” Elinor had once told the girls, and Kate mischievously thought she might hang some of it inside her gown for protection from Elinor herself.

In the small dispensary, Elinor came into her own. She truly loved turning plants into salves, potions and infusions. She also grudgingly admitted that Kate had a gift for it, too, and it was a relief to Anne to hear her mother’s tone soften as she taught Kate the three methods of using herbs to their greatest advantage. “First infuse the leaves, stems and flowers in boiling water in a lidded pot and strain off the liquid,” she instructed. Later she showed her how to bring the plant parts to a boil in cold water and simmer them longer for a potent brew. Kate enjoyed crushing herbs with mortar and pestle for a poultice best of all. After a particularly trying day with Elinor, imagining she was grinding Elinor’s head in her bowl, Kate put her heart into it, winning a compliment from her teacher. Kate savored her time in the tiny room where row upon row of plants hung drying from a beam. Above a table, shelves, some fitted with drawers, held dried roots, seeds, leaves and flowerheads of all the plants Ightham cultivated, labeled in Elinor’s neat lettering. Kate was beginning to reap the reward of her reading lessons, and she was now able to decipher many of the strange names—boneset, alecost, comfrey, hound’s tongue, elecampane—and remember which part of the plant was used for which malady.

In the garden, the sun hung low over the orchards behind them and the air had a definite October bite to it. Kate was placing some plants in a basket when a horn sounded and the dogs began to bark. The girls ran to see who had stirred them, and Elinor picked up the basket and followed. Edgar, the Mote’s seneschal, bustled over the bridge and arrived in time to see his master and several attendants rein in their mounts at the stables.

“Father!” Anne took Kate’s hand and raced towards Richard. Her father’s emerald cloak was covered with dust from the road, and he was wearing a two-day growth of beard. An enormous chaperon, its liripipe flung over one shoulder, crowned his head, making him seem larger than life. He saw his daughter and cousin flying across the grass to greet him and gave a shout of laughter, his blue eyes twinkling at the sight of them.

“Cock’s bones, my beauties, what a sight for these road-weary eyes you both are. Come, let me look at you.”

He held them both at arm’s length. Kate curtsied low. He seemed even more impressive than she remembered, and she felt small and insignificant beside him. Without Elinor to chastise her, Anne shed her timidity and flung her arms around her father. He noted the easy smile on his daughter’s face, and her spontaneous, affectionate greeting pleased him. He quickly ascertained that Anne was being winkled out of her shell, and he gave Kate an approving look. And then he saw Elinor, who was puffing across the greensward, and Kate noticed that although the smile never left his lips, it disappeared from his eyes.

“Good wife, how goes it with you?”

Elinor set down her basket and attempted to clean her plant-soiled hands on her apron, push a wayward strand of hair out of her face and look dignified all at the same time. He let go of Anne’s shoulders and took a step forward to greet his wife. He kissed her hand and then drew her to him and kissed her cheek.

She stiffened and pulled away. “My dear, your arrival is unexpected. I fear you will have to make do with what meager fare I have planned for supper. Why did you not send me warning?”

“Why, wife, I was released from my duties at Westminster and thought only of returning to Ightham with all possible haste to see you.” He surprised her with his flattery, and her reprimand was forgotten. Richard returned his attention to the girls. “Run along and prepare yourselves for the evening meal, sweetings. I have brought a guest with me, and I want you both to look your best. What is more, I have a surprise for you.”

Kate and Anne, needing no second bidding, turned and ran to the house, missing Richard’s introduction.

“Elinor, I present to you Martin Haute, our kinsman of Suffolk, who will stop with us for a few days before returning to the garrison at Calais.”

A tall man of Richard’s age presented himself to Elinor. He was sunburned, bearded and handsome, had the bearing of a soldier and wore his blond hair in the cropped Norman style, which was unfashionable now.

“Your servant, Dame Elinor.” Martin bowed, and Elinor quickly assumed the air of mistress of the house and graciously bade him welcome. Edgar stepped forward and bowed to his master, also bidding the guest welcome. Martin gave Elinor his arm. Richard clapped his steward on the shoulder and strode off with him to the house.

Later, when the household assembled for supper, Anne and Kate hung back in their chamber, wanting to make a grand entrance dressed in their new finery. The stratagem was quite effective; compliments flew around the girls’ swelling heads. Kate’s blue gown was trimmed with darker satin at the bodice. Her new headdress made her look much older. Richard inadvertently let out a whistle of appreciation as he turned to examine her, but not before he had admired his daughter’s new red sarcenet.

He nodded approvingly. “In truth, Kate, I chose well for you! What say you, Martin? Are not our young ladies a pleasant sight?”

Martin had not been able to take his eyes off Kate since she entered the room, and he was ashamed of himself for having lustful thoughts of one so young. He forced himself to look at Anne. She was comely enough, but the garish color of her gown caused her to pale beside Kate. “Aye, in truth, both the maids are as fair as any I saw in London.” His flattery caused Anne to blush and Kate to giggle. “If either of my sons were here now, they would be slack-jawed and tongue-tied, I warrant.”

“How old be—are—your sons, sir. And, if it please you, where are they?”

“Kate, have you not learned any manners since you came under my roof?” Elinor cut in with a warning frown. “You may not speak unless you are addressed.”

Kate bowed her head, chastened, but not before she noticed Martin’s mouth curl in amusement. She gritted her teeth and focused on a lavender stem in the rushes on the floor. “I beg your pardon, sir,” she offered half-heartedly, but Elinor shooed her to her place at the end of the table next to Anne. Kate found a moment to look up the table, and Martin winked at her. It seemed that being bold had won favor once again, she noted.

While the rest of the group took their seats, Martin satisfied Kate with a few facts. “My eldest, Martin, is sixteen and stays in Calais to learn the wool trade. He will inherit my father-in-law’s business in Lavenham one day and my manor in Chelsworth. George, my second, lives in Suffolk with my wife and our younger children. Now he is thirteen, he has joined the household of the duke of Norfolk, thanks to our patron, Sir John Howard. I hope he will soon be squire to Sir John and one day perhaps a knight. Does that suffice, young lady?”

Richard frowned. “Your son is with Tom Mowbray? King Henry’s man, I believe. Do you not fear a divided loyalty for your son?”

Martin shrugged. “’Tis a high honor for one of my house to be taken into Norfolk’s household, king’s man or no. George learns the skills there to be his own man one day.”

Elinor made a note to enquire further of the young Hautes in the not-too-distant future. Perhaps young Martin, with an inheritance in the offing, would make a match for Anne. But then, George had the Norfolk connection. . . . Plenty to think upon. She motioned to a server to bring in the next course and listened politely as the men talked politics and interjected an “Oh” or a “Is that so?” in relevant places. She found the discussions about rivalry between York and the king tedious, though she noted that Richard showed no fear in divulging his Yorkist allegiance to Martin. The two Haute kinsmen had met for the first time at Baynard’s Castle, York’s London residence, and had struck up an easy friendship while waiting for an audience with the duke. And if Martin was garrisoned in Calais, Richard must be certain he was Warwick’s man and so a Yorkist. Elinor understood policy enough to know the earl of Warwick had the honor to be Captain of Calais and, together with his powerful Neville family, was a staunch supporter of the York cause.

“Do you believe the witch of Anjou will take the Act of Accord lying down?” Richard now asked Martin in a low voice.

Martin chuckled. “I fear she will not lie down for anyone now my lord of Somerset is dead.” Indeed there was talk that her son, Edward of Lancaster, was actually Somerset’s conceived in desperation by Margaret to give England an heir. “In truth, cousin, I do not trust her and fear more bloodshed at her hand. Will you join with the duke, if it comes to a fight?”

“Aye,” replied Richard grimly, tearing into a thighbone of chicken. “I cannot offer much in the way of fighting men. My manor is small. But what I have I will gladly pledge. Pray God, it comes not to civil war.”

“You have no son to inherit?” Martin asked, changing the subject.

At this implication, Elinor’s attention returned to the conversation. She bristled like a hedgehog preparing its defence. Richard recognized the signs and steeled himself for her rejoinder, wiping his mouth with the linen napkin and dipping his fingers into the bowl of water offered him by the ewerer.

“I fear the good Lord has not blessed us with a son, sir,” Elinor snapped. “I have prayed with Brother Francis to St. Antony of Padua, but he hears us not. Anne is our only child, and we are of a mind to wait for a grandson.”

Richard patted her arm kindly. “’Tis a sore subject with Elinor, Martin. Forgive her prickles.” He spoke over her head to his cousin and winked. “’Tis not for the lack of trying.”

Elinor clicked her tongue and pursed her lips with distaste, glancing at the chaplain, who sat impassively at the opposite end of the table.

As the evening wore on, the two men began to feel the effects of their fatigue and the heady wine Elinor had ordered from the cellar in honor of their guest. Kate and Anne were bored by conversation about the merits of one kind of armor over another, about fighting for a cause they did not understand and about the price of good cloth in London. Kate muttered something to Anne, who slipped quietly from her seat and tiptoed round to her father’s chair and in turn whispered in his ear. Richard was surprised and delighted by his daughter’s independence. He caught her round the waist with his big arms and lifted her easily onto his lap. Then he clapped his hands and called down the hall.

“Will, Will Makepeace, we will have music to please this lovely creature!”

Will set his stool in front of the head table and picked up his harp. Then, without warning, Richard leapt to his feet, dropping poor Anne unceremoniously into his empty chair. “Play, minstrel, while I go and fetch the surprise for my two girls.” And he strode from the hall.

Will began to stroke the strings, and Kate’s eyes shone, anticipating the song to come. Elinor, caring not a whit for music, carried on a conversation with Martin, who listened politely with his eyes but lent his ears to Will’s fine voice. A few minutes later, Richard returned carrying something covered by soft, brown velvet and an exquisitely carved wooden casket. He placed the box in front of Kate and the covered object in front of Anne, back in her own seat next to Kate.

Will tactfully stopped playing as Kate picked up the casket and touched the carving with her fingers, her expression radiant. Anne lifted the fabric from her gift and gazed on a rosewood harp with a figure cunningly wrought in the neck. Reverently she put out her hand to touch the dark wood and the lovely figurehead carved on the neck. Kate put down her gift to finger the harp also. Anne clapped her hands in delight and put her arms around her father’s waist, murmuring her thanks into his doublet. Kate, too, hovered behind Anne to thank him.

Will was approaching the table, admiration for the craftsmanship of the harp written on his face.

“I see I chose well, harper.” Richard’s bright blue eyes were merry.

“Master, mine seems but a toy by its side,” Will acknowledged and turned to look at Kate, who was once again stroking the instrument. “I beg you to allow my pupil to show you what she has learned.” He smiled at Anne.

Anne shook her head vehemently, blushed to the roots of her hair and sat down quietly. Richard frowned, disappointed. Seeing his displeasure, she pushed the harp towards Kate. “You play it, Kate,” she stammered. “Kate plays much better than I do, doesn’t she Will?”

Will inclined his head in assent. “’Tis true, Master Haute. Mistress Kate has been quick to learn.” He hoped he had been diplomatic where Anne was concerned.

Kate looked at Richard questioningly and without needing any more encouragement than a nod from him, picked up the instrument. Checking to make sure that it was tuned, she sat down on Will’s stool and ran her fingers over the strings. The sound floated through the hall, giving her courage to open her mouth and sing.

“Lollay, lollay, little child
Why weepest thou so sore . . .”

Her voice had purity, clarity and sweetness. It rose and fell, her interpretation of the song capturing the imagination of every listener in the hall. Even Elinor listened, grudgingly. Richard’s mouth curved into a satisfied smile, while Martin sat riveted to his chair. He knew at once he wanted this young woman in his life. Perhaps she would be a suitable match for young George. He resolved to find out Kate’s lineage. He presumed she was Richard’s ward and as so might come with a handsome dowry.

THE CHRISTMAS SEASON was fast approaching. It was time to ask Richard’s permission to journey back to the farm to make good on her promise to be there for the birth of her mother’s new child. Kate wondered where the time had gone. Anne was sad at the thought of not sharing the festivities of the season together. She envied Kate’s happiness when she talked of her family—and especially of her mother. Anne loved her father deeply, and he was kind to her, but for Elinor she had very little affection and much fear. She wished she could go with Kate and experience family life as she imagined it at Bywood Farm. But she knew Elinor would never countenance her visiting a “peasant” household for an extended period, and she did not want to leave her father for the holiday.

Richard graciously promised to make all the arrangements for the journey. Kate would ride pillion with Ralph, one of the grooms, and if the weather held, she would be home in just a few hours. He requested she return the day before Epiphany. He wanted her to be with Anne to enjoy the entertainment he would offer at Twelfth Night. Kate acquiesced, although two weeks seemed hardly enough time to become reacquainted with her family.

Two days later, she was on her way. A few wayward snowflakes caused Ralph to look anxiously at the leaden sky, but Kate was too excited even to think of postponing the journey. The big horse shook its head and snorted in anticipation of an outing, exhaling clouds of steamy vapor into the icy air. Kate was bundled up in a new heavy wool cloak, the hood almost covering her face to keep out the cold, and her hands were wrapped in a rabbit-fur muff, a gift from Anne for the journey. She sat sidesaddle in front of Ralph, his big arms holding her and making her feel quite safe. She turned and waved to Anne and Richard, who were standing on the gatehouse bridge to see her off.

THE SOFT SNOW was piling up in the Bywood farmyard as Ralph brought the horse to a standstill by the bale of hay John used for a mounting block. Smoke was curling from the chimney in the slate-gray afternoon, and the illuminated windows cozily beckoned them in. The snow had muffled the hoofs so not even Fenris had heard the approaching riders until Kate pushed back her wet hood and called, “Mother, Father, I am home! Where is everyone?”

A moment later, the front door was wrenched open and Geoffrey came running out, followed by Johnny and a barking Fenris. Ralph dismounted and easily lifted his charge onto the snowy ground just in time for her to be bowled over by her brothers and the dog in a flurry of snow, brown jerkins and blue cloak. Squeals and laughter mingled with the dog’s excited yapping until Martha arrived on the scene, bidding the boys behave and welcome their sister inside where it was warm. She sent Johnny to help Ralph stable the horse and held out her arms to her eldest child, her eyes filled with happy tears.

Kate froze for a moment at the sight of her mother then ran into those familiar loving arms. She would not let her mother see the shock on her face. Martha’s once unlined features were haggard and drawn, her eyes ringed with dark shadows and, except for her distended belly, she was nothing but skin and bone. As Kate hugged her, she could feel every bone in her mother’s back. She pulled away, not realizing that she, too, was crying. Looking up into Martha’s face, she knew her mother was not well.

“Aye, Kate, I be not as hale as when you left me.” Martha sighed, and went to sit down on the bench by the fire. “This babe be like a bag of horseshoes in my belly, and when it kicks I could swear it be wearing them. I am right glad you be here, sweeting, to lend a hand with the boys and your father. How long . . . ? ” She trailed off, seeing Kate lower her eyes and make a pother of untying her mantle and hanging it by the fire.

There Kate saw a strange woman sitting by the hearth, turning a rabbit on a spit. “How do you do, mistress. I am Kate,” she greeted the woman warmly. The woman grinned up at her, showing a gap where one of her front teeth had been.

“I be Joan, your cousin from Maidstone. How do?” She went back to her task, not looking for an answer. Conversation must not be her strong point, Kate noted.

Kate turned back to the room, noticing how small it seemed after Ightham’s great hall. She remembered it much bigger, she thought with surprise. It also looked bare without wall hangings, carved beams and carpets. She felt a tinge of disappointment as she stared around her.

Johnny and Ralph appeared in the doorway, and Martha began fussing around her guest. Ralph would gladly sleep on a pallet near the fire and be on his way in the morning, he said. Martha hovered over him and brought him a jug of ale and a cup. Kate ran from Geoff to Johnny, giving them hugs, which they suffered bravely, but they groaned when she remarked how much they had grown. She went lightly up the stairs to see if Matty had woken from her nap. She hardly recognized the loft. John had partitioned off the children’s beds from his and Martha’s with a wall, and a door insured privacy. Matty was snug in Kate’s old bed, her cradle empty and ready for the new baby, when it came. She was waking as Kate arrived, and upon seeing her sister, she sat up in bed and lisped happily, “Katy, Katy.”

Kate scooped up her curly-haired sister and planted great kisses on her mouth and cheeks. Then she carried her downstairs to show her to Ralph. The boys were staring at Ralph across the table as he tossed off cups of ale in quick succession, and he grinned back at them. Matty toddled fearlessly toward him, talking gibberish as she went.

Kate took in the scene: Martha bending over a pot at the hearth, her face looking rosier in the kinder light of the flames; Johnny and Geoff, the one serious and still, the other grinning and swinging his legs under the table; and Matty, dandled on Ralph’s knee, grabbing at the cup on the table. Her heart felt so full that she thought it would burst. Only her father was missing, and he would be home soon from trapping rabbits, Martha said. All the elegance of Ightham could not compare with the love inside the Bywoods’ modest home, and she wished she had been able to bring Anne here to witness it.

John walked unsuspecting into this domestic scene carrying two rabbits he had snared and a woodcock, slowed by snow, that he had shot with his bow.

Martha ran forward to take them and pointed at Kate. “Look, John, Kate be home! Our daughter be home!”

Before John could say a word, Kate was in his arms, snuggling her head against his shoulder. He stroked her hair, which she had taken out of its wet coif, and his eyes were glistening with tears. “Aye, so she be, Martha, so she be,” was all he could say.

“FATHER, FATHER, let me pull it now!” Geoff jumped up and down around his father, who was pulling the giant Yule log home from the orchard through the snow.

Johnny elbowed his brother out of the way. “No, I be the oldest, ’tis my turn first. Let me, Father!”

John stopped, adjusted the rope around the log so that two ends were made and said, “’Tis too heavy for just one of you. But I reckon two of you could do it. It be the time of peace, boys, and time to put fighting aside.”

The boys grinned at each other and both took a rope end and began to slide the log towards the house.

John called out to the women, “The Yule log be here. Come and see!”

That evening, in the glow of the rushlights and the roaring fire made by the great log, the Bywoods gave thanks for the birth of Jesus and prayed for the future safe delivery of the new baby. A goose had been killed, stuffed and roasted for the occasion, and it had filled the kitchen with mouthwatering smells before being devoured by a hungry and grateful family. Kate had brought small gifts for her brothers and sister—a whittling knife for Johnny, a whistle for Geoffrey and a wooden doll for Matty. The children were overwhelmed; no one had ever given them gifts before. Martha and John thanked Kate quietly for providing what they could not. When the excitement had died down and all were gathered round the fire, watching the flames of the huge log in their fascinating dance, Kate began to sing a Christmas song she had recently learned from Will.

“Nowell, nowell, nowell, nowell,
This is the salutation of the angel Gabriel,
Tidings true there be come new, sent from the Trinity,
By Gabriel to Nazareth, city of Galilee.”

She missed the harp, but her voice was true, and her family, who had not known she could sing so, sat spellbound as the Christmas story unfolded and mingled in the air with the seasonal smells. Tears spilled over and ran down Martha’s cheeks. Her heart was full to bursting. Indeed, it was giving her such pain that she was almost swooning. Joan was the first to notice that Martha was clutching at her breast and sweat was pouring down her neck.

“Mother of God,” she whispered, “Aunt Martha be unwell.”

Suddenly, the cozy scene turned to pandemonium as Martha began to pant and claw at her belly, moaning that the baby was coming.

“’Tis too soon, my love,” soothed John, holding her hand and trying to calm her. The boys whimpered in a corner, and Matty ran to Kate. It was only when Kate noticed the child was staring fearfully at her that she realized the strange noise she could hear was coming from her own throat.

Joan was the only one who recognized the need for action, and she quickly hoisted a pot of water over the fire. Then she instructed John to carry Martha upstairs to their bed and called to Kate to stop her wailing and put Matty and the boys to bed. Kate finally found her composure and nodded. For once the boys went up without a murmur. Matty clung to Kate as they mounted the steps.

As soon as the children were tucked in, Kate rummaged in her bundle to find the vial Elinor had given her in a rare moment of generosity. The mixture contained myrtle, chamomile, horehound and dried mare’s blood.

“’Tis for your mother in her childbirthing. ’Twill ease the pain and make the babe come easier,” she had said, kindly for once. The agony she had endured in birthing Anne was a memory she had not soon forgotten. Indeed, so great had it been that the midwife had predicted Elinor would bear no more children. She had been right.

She went into her mother’s chamber, where Martha was writhing on the bed, her bulging eyes staring unseeing at the ceiling and her hands gripping the sheet beneath her. Kate knelt down by her mother’s side, gently holding the precious vial to her parched lips. Martha sipped the liquid as her daughter stroked her hand, trying to ease her pain. But Martha’s back arched again in a paroxysm of agony, and she screamed. John wiped her forehead with a wet cloth, his hand trembling with fear.

“What can I do, Martha? Tell me, my dear wife. I cannot bear to see you suffer so,” he sobbed.

Kate got up from her knees and went round to his side of the bed and led him gently from the room. “There is naught you can do, Father. Birthing is for women, and Joan and I shall manage. I beg you, go and open all that is closed in the house to ease Mother’s pain. And then see to the children—and pray.”

John was vaguely aware that his little girl was sounding more adult than child as she coaxed him from the room. There was something comforting in her steady voice and hand, and he went willingly enough, escaping those terrible screams and leaving the door ajar as the birthing superstitions required.

Joan came back upstairs carrying the hot water and some torn linen she intended to use to stem any flow the baby might cause. She asked Kate if she had observed any water from her mother, and eleven-year-old Kate, like any farmer’s daughter, was not dismayed by the question. She had witnessed plenty of animal births and had been looking forward to helping her mother with this babe. But this was a different situation. The baby was four weeks early, and her mother far from strong. Something was horribly wrong. She tasted the acid of fear in her mouth.

“Nay, Joan. Her water has not broken.” She watched the plain face of her cousin anxiously and derived comfort from its calmness.

Joan was matter-of-fact. “Then I fear we must help it.”

She bent over Martha and touched the distended belly, as if to pass her calm to the child inside. As soon as Joan touched the rock-hard skin, Martha writhed as if she had been pierced with a red-hot poker. Another pain seared through her, and Joan frowned. The contractions were too frequent and erratic in length, she observed grimly.

“Hush, aunt, Kate and I be here to help. Do you feel the need to push?” Joan tried to sound unemotional. Martha shook her head.

“She be too weak for the birthing chair, Kate,” Joan whispered.

Kate nodded numbly. “Shall we send Father for the midwife?” she asked.

Joan shook her head. “In this snow? ’Twould be foolhardy.”

During a brief lull in the pains, Martha turned her frightened eyes on Kate and whispered her name. Kate leaned in and reassured her mother that she was still there.

“My sweet Kate. I fear I am to die, and I will not see you a woman. And that breaks my heart.” Martha’s lip trembled and tears rolled down the sides of her face. Kate tried to stop her talking, but Martha went on, “My other babies, they will forget me as time goes on. But you, Kate, my firstborn, my dearest child, do not ever forget my love and that I loved you for your spirit, your dreaming and your strength. Men are going to love you deeply, but I see you loyal to one man once you have found him. I pray you are fortunate and can marry where your heart lies. And if you ever have children, Kate, love them as I have you, and your rewards will be ten thousand. . . .”

Another pain brought her speech to an end, but this time her strength seemed to have left her. Martha closed her eyes as Kate smothered her face with kisses and begged her to be strong for just a few more minutes. But Joan was looking grave. She raised the sheet and Martha’s gown and stared in horror at the dark pool of blood that had soaked through to the mattress. “Sweet Jesu! I fear the babe be dead.”

An ugly, angry scream tore from Martha’s throat. “Nay, you lie! My babe, Mother of God, save my babe!”

Kate shuddered at the sound.

Martha struggled to raise herself from the bed to see what was happening to her. Her eyes were glassy, and she gazed unblinking at the mess between her legs. But the pressure of her new position caused the sudden expulsion of the baby in another gush of blood. Kate and Joan could only stare in despair. The child—a boy—was certainly dead. Moments later the afterbirth flooded the bed anew.

Martha fell back, a strange, sweet smile curving her mouth. “Poor wee babe, ’twas not his fault,” she murmured. “My womb carried one too many. Bury me with him, I beg of you. God’s will be done.” Without taking her eyes from Kate’s face, she fell back onto the pillows with an exhausted sigh. Not an hour later, her body began trembling, and with John and Kate holding her hands, Martha passed into the peaceful sleep of death. Kate stared, horrified, at her mother’s limp form, now freed from earthly pain. John quickly closed the staring eyes and folded Martha’s hands on her breast.

“God rest her soul,” he muttered, crossing himself.

Kate was on her knees, sobbing as quietly as she could without alerting the other children. Joan put her hand on her shoulder. “She be better off in heaven, Kate. Her pain is done. May God have mercy on her soul—and the poor wee babe’s.”

Kate’s lips could only form a silent “Amen.”

Two days later, Martha and her child were wrapped in a simple shroud and buried in the parish churchyard, with her husband and children gathered around the grave. Joan stood a little distance away, holding Matty. The priest intoned the prayers for the dead. The sexton spaded the earth. Snowflakes fell like silent teardrops, coating the ground with a soft mantle of white. Kate and Geoffrey sobbed. John and Johnny stood stoically staring at the ground. Matty wriggled in Joan’s arms but seemed to understand the solemnity of the occasion and remained quiet.

The bereaved family turned and slowly made its way back to the wagon and home. Kate now sat up front with her father.
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The days following Martha’s burial went by in a blur. John was inconsolable. His usual stoic demeanor was replaced by outbursts of anger and uncontrollable tears. He railed at himself for not opening everything in the house, as Kate had instructed, on the night of Martha’s death. He knew opening doors and windows allowed evil spirits to depart during childbirth, but he had left the front door shut to prevent the snow and cold wind from penetrating the house and chilling Martha. During his fits of despair, Kate took him in her arms and cried along with him. She told him again and again that nothing could have prevented Martha’s dreadful death short of a miracle from God.

Young Johnny took charge of trapping and gathering food and was rewarded with praise from Kate and Joan. He knew where to find rabbits and hares, and although he was not yet much good with a bow and arrow, he could use a slingshot to bring down pigeons. Geoffrey’s mouth was permanently turned down at the corners, and his tear-stained, freckled face appeared every now and then from a hiding place somewhere upstairs. Only Matty behaved as usual, toddling from person to person, trying to understand why no one played with her and no one laughed anymore. To get attention, she would fall down and set up such a fuss that someone would have to go to her. It wrung Kate’s heart to hear her sister call for her mother. While Kate ministered to her father, Matty turned to the welcoming arms of Joan.

In their grief, the family lost track of time. When Fenris lifted his angular head and began to growl one busy noontime, Ightham was the furthest thing from Kate’s mind. She was not expecting Ralph when Geoffrey answered the rapping on the door, but she ran forward to greet him, peeling sticky dough from her fingers. The puzzled groom stared at the glum faces and mumbled a “Good morrow to ye” to no one in particular.

The sad tale gave the gruff man a lump in his throat. He noticed that the high-spirited girl he had brought home not a fortnight earlier had been transformed.

“You be all grown up, Mistress Kate. I hardly recognize you.”

“Aye, Ralph. I am needed here more, in truth. But I promised Master Haute I would be gone only two weeks.”

Parting from her family—especially from her father—was unbearable for Kate. He clung to her hand as she and Ralph moved off down the lane, making a pathetic picture slipping and sliding on the ice as he tried to keep up with the horse. He finally let go when his pattens skittered out in front of him and he landed on his tailbone, cursing roundly. Kate smiled through her tears when she saw he was unhurt. He scrambled to his feet.

“Pray have a care, Father! You must be strong for the family. I shall return as soon as I can, I promise.”

She leaned round once more to wave farewell to the small group. Johnny was already stomping off to the orchard with his rabbit traps. Joan shooed Geoff into the barn to collect some eggs. The wheel of fortune was turning, she knew, and life would go on.

ANNE WAS WAITING for them as the shadows lengthened in the Mote’s courtyard. The day was bitingly cold, with the north wind promising more snow on the morrow. Kate saw her friend standing in the doorway to the great hall, where she had been keeping watch for an hour or more. Elinor told her to keep the door closed, so Anne peered through the grille every five minutes.

She heard a shout from the stables and knew Kate and Ralph had arrived safely. She could not wait for Kate to see the transformation of the hall, which was now bedecked with holly, evergreens, ivy and mistletoe for the Yuletide festivities. The new tapestries Elinor had ordered for the walls had arrived just as Kate left for the farm. The brightly colored wall hangings, depicting scenes of the hunt and courtly love, were as fine as any in Kent, so her mother boasted. Elinor was in good spirits for the Christmas feasting. Anne secretly thought her mother had seemed glad to see the back of Kate, but such a hateful idea could not possibly be true.

The horse came through the gateway arch, and Ralph dismounted, and held out his arms to Kate. Snow had been shoveled away from the center of the courtyard in anticipation of the Twelfth Night guests, some of whom had already arrived. Kate’s feet were so cold that she could barely feel the rough cobblestones. She thanked Ralph warmly for his good horsemanship, and he touched his forelock in acknowledgment.

“Courage, mistress, and good health,” he called over his shoulder, but any reply Kate might have made was smothered in Anne’s fond embrace. She found herself pulled inside the warm hall and her frosty cloak whisked away.

“See what we have done, Kate. See the new arras. Mother is so proud. Do you like them?” She tugged at Kate’s hand and led her round all the wall hangings.

Kate gazed about her. The hall had always impressed her, but with its new trappings, it looked more magnificent than ever. She remembered how small the farm had seemed when she first returned and now she realized she had forgotten the spaciousness of the hall. Anne chattered on, delighted to have her friend back. She failed to see the melancholy in Kate’s expression despite her exclamations over the decorations.

Richard was in his privy chamber, where he was dictating a few hurried letters to Brother Francis before joining the guests. The chaplain was a man of letters and had Richard’s ear in all the business at the Mote. A somewhat dour man, Francis was nevertheless loyal and dispatched his duties with competence. There were times when Richard could not resist a boyish desire to shock the holy man and would be rewarded with lemon-sour faces from both Francis and Elinor. He would pay later with Elinor, he knew, but he considered teasing no more than good sport.

Hearing his daughter’s excited voice, he dismissed Francis, rose from his seat and lifted the heavy arras that stopped the draught from coming through the embrasure from the hall. When he saw Anne and Kate embracing, he gave a shout of delight and went out to meet them.

“’Tis Kate returned, my dear!” he called up to Elinor in the solar, who was showing a guest couple their sleeping quarters.

Richard, too, had noticed the difference in Elinor during Kate’s absence, but he had not given Elinor the benefit of the doubt. He cared not a whit for her opinion of Kate. He liked the girl, she was good for Anne, and that was all that mattered to him. It gave him satisfaction to be charitable to his family, no matter how distant the kinship. He was pleased Kate had obeyed him and returned on the day he had designated.

Unlike Anne, who was still gleefully talking about the festivities of the past fortnight, Richard noticed Kate’s changed demeanor immediately. He went to her and kissed her gently. “Why, Kate, no smile for me? No bold remarks? What ails you, sweetheart?”

It was then that Kate, who had for so long held back her grief to stay strong for her father and family during those terrible days, burst into tears and sobbed into his thickly padded chest. He allowed his solid frame to comfort her, and she felt safe in its protection. Anne stood helplessly by, her small features now a picture of concern. As Kate’s sobs finally waned, she pulled herself away and wiped her nose on the sleeve that covered the back of her hand. Richard extracted a linen kerchief from his sleeve, and Kate gratefully blew her nose.

Elinor arrived on the scene and stood stiffly by Richard, wondering what could have provoked Kate to such histrionics.

“Such unseemly behavior, in front of the guests,” she muttered.

Richard chose to ignore Elinor’s spite. Putting his arm around Kate, he led her to his big chair at the high table. With a look Elinor dared Anne to follow. Poor Anne had no choice but to remain where she was.

Kate unburdened herself. “Mother is dead. She died the day following Christmas, and we buried her, along with the baby boy who died inside her. ’Twas the child that killed her. It was a fearful death—such pain, such suffering—and how we all miss her.”

She began to cry again, her sobs bouncing off the vaulted arches and echoing through the house. Even Elinor’s heart was softened. She shuddered at the thought of Martha’s pain and crossed herself.

“Martha dead?” Richard could not believe it. She had been about his age. It seemed impossible that only a score of months had passed since he had joyfully renewed his connection with her. Elinor, shaking her head and wringing her hands, turned to Anne, who was crying as she watched her friend in such distress.

“I knew it, I knew it! Martha was not well when she came here, I could feel it in my bones. I thought to myself, ‘She will not survive this little one but by a miracle.’ ”

She moved up and put her hand on Kate’s shoulder. “Kate, I am heartily sorry for you and your father. What a terrible sadness at this blessed season.” Her voice was surprisingly gentle. Kate was taken aback and smiled gratefully at her.

Richard nodded, acknowledging his wife’s gesture with raised eyebrows. He eyed her warily, unsure if Elinor was truly sympathetic, for she had never had one kind thing to say to the girl. He knew her ill humor had begun when more children were denied her. Perhaps her heart had been touched by the pregnant Martha.

“I thank you, madam. My father does grieve bitterly, in truth, and I fear for my brothers and Matty. But my father’s niece is seeing to Mam’s duties, and Johnny is a man now, helping Father with the farm. All will be well, certes, but I sorely wanted to stay.”

“Nay, Kate.” Richard was firm. “I have no doubt you will be missed, but you have a new life here with us. Anne needs you, too. Besides, I promised your mother I would take care of you no matter what came to pass at home. And take care of you I shall.

“However, we cannot delay the Feast of the Kings tomorrow. ’Tis too late to forestall the guests—indeed, many of them are already here.” He indicated several bystanders at the other end of the hall, who had tactfully withdrawn there. “Will you forgive us our revelries for one day, poppet? Then, I promise you we will say masses for Martha’s soul in all sorrow and humility in the days that follow.” Richard tipped the reddened, tear-stained face towards him. “And, sweetheart, ’twill do you good to have something to lift your spirits.”
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