
The White Queen

Lesley J Nickell

Smashwords Edition

[image: Description: Description: mereo]

Mereo Books

1A The Wool Market Dyer Street Cirencester Gloucestershire GL7 2PR An imprint of Memoirs Publishing www.mereobooks.com

The White Queen of Middleham: 9781861512109

First Edition published 1978 by Bodley Head as "The White Queen" Copyright ©2014

Lesley J Nickell has asserted her right under the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of fiction and except in the case of historical fact any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form of binding or cover, other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

The Memoirs Publishing Group Ltd Reg. No. 7834348

The address for Memoirs Publishing Group Limited can be found at www.memoirspublishing.com

Cover design - Ray Lipscombe

Ebook formatting by www.ebooklaunch.com

CONTENTS

PART I: DAUGHTER


1: HOME

2: RICHARD

3: WEDDING AT CALAIS

4: ORDEAL BY WATER


PART II: WIFE


1: VALOGNES

2: THE HOSTAGE

3: INTO LIMBO

4: THE COOK-MAID

5: THE AWAKENING

6: NEWCOMERS


PART III: QUEEN


1: THE PROTECTOR'S WIFE

2: A NORTHERN TRIUMPH

3: THE AXE FALLS

4: SPRING


HISTORICAL NOTE

EDITOR'S NOTE

THE HOUSE OF PLANTAGENET AND THE HOUSE OF NEVILLE

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Part I: Daughter

[image: image]


[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​1: HOME

[image: image]


Anne was a timid child. She was frightened by the sweaty reek of the soldiers clattering through the fortress, and the great horses that lumbered into the courtyard striking sparks from the cobbles with their iron hoofs. Although she slept in the same bed as her sister Isabel she was terrified of the dark, and she had nightmares about being drawn up with the drawbridge and impaled by the portcullis. She was afraid of the sharp-nosed hounds which followed her father around, lashing their tails like whips, and she hated it when he picked her up and threw her into the air, shouting that she still weighed less than a feather. He always caught her safely, but there was that panic-stricken moment every time when she could see the floor far below and feel herself plunging fatally towards it.

Her father did not so much scare as overawe her. He was a very important man. Not only the hounds fawned on him. The bright gentlemen who sauntered about the hall stopped whispering and sniggering whenever he came in and bent towards him with loud rustlings of silk and brocade. Anne and her mother and sister had to curtsey to the ground as he appeared, and not stand up until he commanded them. Once she had mixed up her foot with the hem of her kirtle and instead of standing up she fell over. He was not cross with her, but neither did he laugh like her least favourite among the gentlemen. He had looked at her thoughtfully for a moment as she struggled to her feet, and then turned away with a slight shake of his head. Later her nurse scolded her for her clumsiness.

'It's bad enough as it is, lady, without your making it worse.' Anne tried unsuccessfully not to cry. What was bad enough as it was she did not know, but she was sure it was her fault.

Everything seemed to be well when she went out into the streets. Roars of enthusiasm greeted her, which were twice as loud when her father was there. His eyes would light up as he waved right and left to the motley groups of townsfolk, but Anne went stiff among the cushions of her litter, her stomach a hard lump of lead, dreading the grinning faces and dirty hands which thrust through the curtains.

Once a week at least, the whole family left the fortress and progressed through the raucous streets to hear mass in the church. This was quite beyond Anne's comprehension, since there was a snug little chapel inside the fortress with coloured paintings of angels on the wall and a shiny golden cross on the altar, and a ceiling low enough for her to see. The town church had a roof so high and gloomy that it was out of sight even when she dared to look up, which was not often. Although her confessor had told her reassuringly that devils lived underneath the earth and would only come and take her away if she was very wicked, she was convinced that some of them lived up there in the roof of the church, echoing mockingly the words spoken by the distant priest on the steps of the sanctuary. Sometimes the thought of those monsters with staring eyes and scaly wings and forked tails sitting up above leering at her drove every word of the mass out of her head and she could not even remember her Pater Noster. One Sunday she foolishly glanced upwards as they left the church, and caught a glimpse of one of them. It was hunched on the corner of the porch, grey and still, its mouth wide open showing jagged broken teeth - broken, she supposed, by the number of lost souls it had chewed up. She never told anyone about that.

Indeed there was no one to tell. It would not have entered her head to confide in her father. He was often away, doing wonderful things, she gathered dimly, like sweeping the Dons' fleet from the seas, whatever that meant, defeating murderous mobs single-handed, and escaping miraculously from disasters. When he was there she hardly dared open her mouth in his presence, even to answer his enquiries as to how she fared.

Her mother, on the other hand, seldom stirred from the fortress. She spent her days sitting over a large embroidery frame in the solar, and her evenings seated on the dais in the great chamber. She smiled kindly at her daughters, and came to see Anne when she was sick and laid her long cold hand on her hot forehead, but she never said very much. And her face was so sad that Anne did not like to add to her sorrow with her own little worries.

Apart from the nurse, whose chief duty was to remind Anne that she was the youngest person in the fortress and should behave with corresponding modesty, that left Isabel. Isabel was four years the elder, and lived in a different world. Anne did ask her questions occasionally, which she answered, if she chose, with great condescension. She always knew exactly how to cope with things, and seemed surprised that her younger sister did not. If Isabel caught a cold, she managed her handkerchief so cleverly that her nose neither dripped down her chin nor turned bright red. Sniffing and scrubbing her nose on her sleeve, Anne was condemned to winters of sodden sleeves and raw sore noses. There was a wistful hope in her mind that some day she would catch up with Isabel, be just as tall and pretty and sure of herself, and not trip over her kirtle any more or feel breathless when climbing the twisting stairs. But that was impossible, Isabel informed her crushingly when in a rash moment she revealed her hope. There would always be four years between them, and if they both lived to five hundred Anne would still be four years behind. Mutely, Anne took the pieces of her dream away.

One creature in the fortress had been smaller than herself, a kitten she found in the courtyard beside the body of its mother which had been savaged by the hounds. She took the wretched scrap of fur up to her chamber in the pocket of her pinafore, and when she had cuddled and stroked it for a little while it stopped shivering and, wonder of wonders, its body was shaken instead by a remarkably healthy purr. Only half believing in the miracle, Anne carried it everywhere in her pocket, until it grew too big and then she kept it hidden in her bed all day. Feeding it on scraps saved at mealtimes, she lived for the odd minutes she could pass petting and talking to it. The nurse tut-tutted and said it was unseemly; Isabel flatly refused to share her bed with a mangy cat. In vain Anne pointed out that it was not mangy and proudly showed her sister how cleverly the kitten had learned to wash itself; she would not even look. So it slept under the bed on a pile of rags, within reach of Anne's hand if she rolled right to the edge. There was untold ecstasy in stretching her arm down into the darkness to receive the caress of that rough little tongue.

Then one day the kitten disappeared. Although Isabel said it had simply run off as cats do, Anne did not believe her. She searched, without optimism and without success, for several days.

At about the time of the kitten there were some newcomers to the fortress. There was much excitement, for they were both great men - earls like her father and almost as famous. One was her grandfather, an old man who walked as if he were still on his horse and who took as little notice of Anne as everyone else. The other took rather more notice of her, and although she sensed that he meant it kindly she was overwhelmed by his attentions. He was, they said, her cousin Edward, but to her he was more like the Archangel Michael from the wall of the chapel. Descending from the skies above her, this magnificent personage came down to her level and said, 'Give you good-day, little cousin.' Even squatting on his heels he looked like an archangel, and Anne was so thunderstruck by the visitation that she merely stared at him with her mouth open. Cousin Edward-Saint Michael laughed. 'Why, you're as silent as Dickon,' he said, and tweaking one of her plaits he rose out of her ken and up into heaven again. Through her daze she wondered what a dickon was.

The arrival of the earls brought a change in the atmosphere of the fortress. There were more comings and goings, more soldiers in steel helmets and leather jerkins, more busy lords hurrying to her father's closet with important faces, a growing bustle of preparation for something. And through the winter and the following spring, shivering in bed or pushing crumbs around her platter, Anne heard recurring with increasing intensity, from servants and lords and men-at-arms, the same word. Home. They were going home.

Somewhere back in the mists of the past, last summer at least, she thought she had heard it before, spoken with the same eager expectancy, whispered from person to person like a secret that everyone shared except the Lady Anne. But suddenly the whispers had ceased, and everyone had assumed a tight anxious expression instead, until her father came back with her grandfather and cousin and the smiles reappeared.

Home, apparently, was more distant than the town church, beyond the town walls, beyond even the flat brown land that Anne had glimpsed once or twice outside the walls stretching to meet the sky. To have left the fortress for that vast emptiness would have been bad enough; she was dizzy at the thought and had to sit down. But the place where they all wanted to go lay in another and more perilous direction. Across the sea. The mere sight of that heaving sheet of grey made her feel unwell, and the prospect of actually launching out on to it, in one of those little ships that she had watched being tossed and buffeted, growing tinier and tinier until they fell over the edge, made a great well of blackness within her in which she struggled not to drown.

The fact that she had crossed the sea before, further back in her life than memory would reach, was no comfort. Isabel could remember perfectly (she said) leaving the castle of Warwick where they had both been born, riding along miles and miles of roads, and then spending days shut up in an evil-smelling box that pitched about all the time and made them ill. Anne was not sure whether to be glad that she had forgotten such an ordeal, or sorry that she had no forewarning of what a similar journey might be like. There was also something vaguely disturbing about having been born in a place called Warwick of which she could recall nothing.

Perhaps it would not happen. She closed her ears to all the murmurs of change, and pretended that they had stopped. Her father was unmistakably planning a new expedition; but then he always was. On a raw day in March she stood with Isabel and her mother on the quay and waved her handkerchief in the direction of her father's ship, which was edging cautiously out of the harbour towards the angry white breakers beyond. Like the red flag straining at the masthead with its white bear and tree-stump, her handkerchief slapped against her hand, trying to tear itself away into the ragged clouds and balancing seagulls. She did not know where he was going, but the main thing was that she was still here.

It was full spring before he returned, bringing Anne's grandmother with him, so that the entire family was in the fortress, and there was one more person to curtsey to at dinner time. The town was bursting with soldiers; the harbour was full of ships, large and small, with sailors swarming over them and up into the rigging like a plague of ants. Anne could not close her eyes as well as her ears to the crescendo of industry. Chests were humped with great difficulty down the spiral staircases; pieces of bed and bundles of arras were carried out to the courtyard and loaded on to wagons. Each time Anne returned to her chamber she dreaded to see the walls bare of their blue trees, prancing horses and fleeing deer, the bed dismantled and the chest which held her clothes disappearing to join the outward-flowing stream of baggage. She almost expected the walls of the fortress to be taken down, stone by stone, and stacked neatly on one of those wagons that rumbled off in the direction of the harbour.

All the earls were going, and most of the other men were going with them. But not, as yet, the ladies.

There came a day in summer when Anne was in bed with a headache - a bed that remained intact - and unusually her father came to her room, with her cousin Lord Edward. Their spurs clashed as they came in, as if the noise were inside her head. The open door let a shaft of sunlight into the darkened chamber, striking splinters of gold from the chains around their shoulders. On her father's breast was the white bear and tree trunk he wore when he was leaving on his expeditions; Cousin Edward wore a silver falcon, rousing its feathers and opening its beak in a most lifelike manner. Anne found she could never look higher than Cousin Edward's chest. Her father leaned down and pecked her on the brow.

'Be good, and don't disgrace your lady mother,' he said. 'I'll come back for you soon.' His voice battered at her throbbing head, and she knew she ought to have got up and curtsied to him but she did not have the courage to risk making the pain worse. Then Edward bent over her, swooping from the sky. Instead of kissing her forehead he took up her hand which lay on the coverlet and she felt his warm moist lips on it. Her heart started fluttering, and as soon as he let go she tucked her hand hastily beneath the covers.

'What a coquette she is, Richard!' he cried to her father. Bending down again, he said, 'Well, sweeting, the next time I see you, we'll be at Westminster, God willing. There you can flirt to your heart's content.' He laughed heartily, and as they turned to go Anne looked up under her eyelids to see if her father was laughing too. No, there was nothing but a rather absent smile. She thought that perhaps he did not understand what her cousin was laughing at either.

The door shut behind them and the restful dusk filtered down once more. Muffled by the thick walls she heard their departure, the hoofs scuffling, the wagons rumbling, the spatter of cheering as they emerged from the gatehouse, and then fading away into the distance. Everyone had gone down to the harbour to see them off, and as far as she could tell there was nobody left in the fortress but the Lady Anne, in bed with her headache. And if they all climbed into the waiting ships and sailed off to Home leaving her here, she would not know, and she would stay here for ever on her own until she died of her headache. The silence was so good for the beating in her head that she did not care. And anyway it was no good pretending any more. Her father had delivered the sentence himself. Wherever he was going, and however long he was away, he was coming back for her. Soon. She lay in the gloom with her eyes closed, and the ache behind them was no worse than the ache in her heart.

He was as good as his word. Having felt sick continuously since he left and regarding with fear every potential messenger who cantered his horse through the gates, Anne saw the reappearance of her father to fetch his family as almost a mercy. Isabel was positively pleased, though the only reason she would give her sister was that they were to be presented to the King. Anne had not heard of the King before. Of the Queen she had caught an odd word here and there, mostly accompanied by sour faces and, in the case of servants and soldiers, spitting or a curse. Why Isabel should want to meet anyone connected with this unpleasant person was not clear. Her only answer to Anne's tentative questions was, 'Because he's the King of course.' Since she could not bring herself to ask if they were to meet the Queen too, Anne's vision of Home was further darkened by the shadow of the wicked woman who was her father's deadliest enemy.

She watched her chamber emptying, the clothes-chest, the tapestries, the furniture, and then she was following them down to the harbour. It was raining steadily, as so often that summer, and the sea was a dull sheet of lead pitted by numberless drops of rain. The sails, ready spread, hung wetly from the spars. Shepherded on board by burly sailors, Anne clung for a moment to the head of the ladder which led down into the dark belly of the ship, gazing back bleakly at the crowding roofs of the town where she had spent all her conscious life. It was indistinct already, separated from her by a sullen veil of drizzle. Someone prodded her on, and she slithered down the steep rungs, too numb to mind if she reached the bottom safely.

All the ladies and their women were herded into one cabin with a low ceiling and no windows, lit by a hanging lanthorn which swung slowly to and fro for no apparent reason. Isabel was right about the bad odour. It was nothing like the garderobe tower in the fortress, or the midden-heap in the courtyard, but it made Anne feel slightly sick as soon as she went in. She rapidly felt worse. Women she had known as aloof and poised, with never a wrinkle in their coifs or a spot of grease on their gowns, were slumping on to the floor, groaning and writhing, vomiting down their own gowns or their neighbours', all dignity gone. From the corner where she had tucked herself Anne looked on with round horrified eyes, the bench heaving beneath her, the lanthorn swinging above her, her hands pressed to her unquiet stomach. Even Isabel, the grown-up, the assured, was weeping and retching loudly with her head in somebody's lap. Closing her eyes did no good as long as the sounds and smells still attacked her, and after a while Anne curled herself up into a ball, pulled her cloak and hood round her, and tried to cut herself off from the terrible little world which had entrapped her.

When she dared to uncover one eye again, the lanthorn was hardly moving. Cautiously she uncovered an ear as well, and the bedlam of distress had changed to a hubbub of normal conversation. Deciding that it was safe to come out, she began to uncurl and discovered that both her feet and one of her arms had gone to sleep, and there was a painful crick in her neck. She rubbed her neck with the hand that was awake, and shook her other limbs anxiously to assure herself that they were still there. As feeling tingled back into them, she saw that although the stench was no sweeter and the cabin was still in chaos, her fellow- prisoners were behaving in a much more recognisable way. Dishevelled and soiled as they were, they had found their small steel looking-glasses and combs and were prinking and smoothing and scrubbing themselves for all they were worth. There was an air of excitement about them, and several pale green faces were lit by smiles. Baffled by the sudden reversals of fortune, Anne smoothed her rumpled dress and waited. She was aware that Isabel was casting unfriendly glances at her, and noticed that her admired sister looked positively ugly.

They were released eventually, and Anne's confusion increased as she scrambled up the ladder into the daylight. It was still raining; the sea was still grey and flat; the same ships lay at their moorings in the same harbour, with the same jostling houses on the quay. Had she dreamed that ordeal in the cabin, and was it all to do again? As panic began to build up inside her, she cast about for reassurance. And then the rain curtain drifted aside a little, and high above the harbour there hovered the ghost of a castle, which gradually revealed itself to be attached to an equally ghostly hill. Other contours loomed out of the mist as she watched. The harbour was guarded at each side by lofty cliffs such as she had never seen before. This was no familiar landscape. Beyond the commonplaces of the port, it was crushingly alien. This must be Home.

When she stepped on to the quay she stumbled and nearly fell; the solid stone seemed to be trying to heave her back into the sea. There were crowds of people waiting for them, and Anne's father strode forward fearlessly to meet them. He was engulfed by flailing arms and howls of enthusiasm, and then he rose above them as he mounted his horse, still mobbed by his assailants. They were milling about the litters which stood ready for the ladies, and Anne realised that she would have to run the gauntlet of that mass of boisterous humanity to reach her place.

It was the beginning of another nightmare.

They were always moving, the litter swaying and lurching over cobbles and potholes, surrounded by the rumbling of baggage wagons and the clatter of hoofs, the red jackets with their bear and tree trunk bobbing alongside, always hemmed in by the mobs with their wide- open mouths and uncouth yells of welcome. It was like journeying to the church on Sundays, but going on for ever. Weary and nauseated from the motion of endless travel and not enough rest, Anne marvelled that her father could take so much pleasure in the journey. She had never known him in better spirits, exuding energy and happiness, sparing some of his good humour even for his younger daughter, who rather wished he would not. Her mother too had lost something of her careworn expression, and Isabel had recovered from her seasickness far enough to wave quite gaily to the crowds which beset them. Anne would have liked to share in the universal joy, but she could not; she could only cower behind the curtains of the litter and endure.

There was an interlude in the nightmare, like an intrusion from another dream. The blur of faces and noise and movement slowed to a pattern of hushed order and courtesy which was almost familiar. They had come to a place called Greenwich, a large building that lay beside a wide river. The mob was left outside the walls, and it was inhabited by ladies and gentlemen who seemed to have nothing to do but stand around and decorate the spacious rooms. No trace here of the bustle that had filled the fortress. Even Anne's father restrained his purposeful stride as he led his family through a daunting succession of chambers.

In one of them he paused, and an exceptionally tall gentleman detached himself from one of the formal tableaux and came towards them. Anne recognised her cousin Lord Edward, and was surprised to see that her father, as well as the rest of his party, deferred to him. His voice, confident and vigorous, vibrated into the rafters.

'Faith, cousin, you don't waste any time.' This to her father; then, turning to the ladies, he said smiling (Anne could hear the smile in his voice, for of course she did not raise her eyes to his face), 'Welcome home, ladies. England has lacked your beauty for too long.' He proceeded to kiss their hands, beginning with Anne's grandmother, concluding with Anne herself. As he humbled his august height before her, she could not help glancing at him. His eyes, on a level with hers, were dark blue and sparkling, and the smile was in them too. 'Not quite Westminster,' he said, so low that only she could hear, 'but nearly as good. Don't break too many hearts.' Anne felt herself go hot all over. She would almost have preferred the obscurity of the jolting litter.

Lord Edward had returned to her father.

'The King is most anxious to receive you.' There was a strange intonation in the simple words. 'I'm sure he'll give you audience at once.' 

They left Edward and went on. Nobody had said anything about the Queen. Fear breathed on Anne. But surely everyone would not look so cheerful if the terrible Queen were about.

The throne room was musty and damp, as if it were not much used. It was also empty. Anne was taken aback, since the only kings within her knowledge, who hung on the walls of the great hall in the fortress, were seated stiffly on tapestry thrones wearing their embroidered crowns and carrying embroidered sceptres, and surrounded by banks of stiff embroidered courtiers. There was no one here at all, only a goldfinch in a cage which began to flutter about and chatter as its peace was disturbed.

And when someone did come in, it was a tall stooping man in a homespun gown, with a creased purple mantle huddled round his shoulders. He shuffled on to the dais and sat diffidently in the gilded chair. The soldiers who had followed him in took their places at each corner of the dais and grounded their halberds. Any man less like the kings in the tapestries, resplendent in their majesty, was hard to imagine.

Yet it was the King, for Anne's father strode the length of the chamber and knelt before him, and he would have knelt only to a king. Extending his hand, the King said, 'My lord of Warwick, we are graciously pleased to receive you again in our court.' Anne could hardly hear the quiet greeting, and the rest of the King's speech was lost somewhere in the chilly reaches of the throne room.

Then they were all before the throne, and kneeling in their turn to kiss the long thin fingers, on which hung several rings that looked too heavy for them. When it came to Anne's turn she found she was not afraid to gaze up into the King's face. A gentle face, and the eyes were dark and mild and a little frightened. Something moved inside her, as it had for nobody before, only, oddly enough, as it had when she touched the abandoned kitten and felt its trembling. Without thinking she smiled at him, and in reply she saw his lips widen, though his anxious expression did not change. Her father was ready to shepherd them all away, but the King had reached over to the cage beside him and taken out the goldfinch. For a moment it was a frantic bundle of brilliant feathers, but soon it settled into the King's soothing hands, and he held it out towards Anne.

'Look,' he said, 'it's my little bird.' She stroked it with one finger, and it swivelled its head comically to look up at her.

They led her away, and from the door she saw the King bent over the bird, talking to it.

After that it was back to the endless road, and the strange meeting with the King faded behind the rumbling and creaking and shouting of the present. All jumbled up with the discomfort were shrill hordes of children in fancy dress at the gates of London, shrivelled heads like mouldy walnuts on London Bridge, the candlesoft hush of the shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, the sharp scent of danger as the whisper of ambush rustled through the cavalcade.

And at last it did end, with a climbing road towards some round turrets in a bank of trees which they said were those of Warwick Castle, her birthplace.

She had no recollection of it, and neither, she could tell, had Isabel. It was a vast pile, quite dwarfing the fortress across the sea. On the day after their arrival, Anne was lost for fifteen heart-stopping minutes in the warren of passages and spiral stairs, and she conceived a horror of being forgotten somewhere in the castle and wandering for ever in its stony half-light. There was no sea within sight or sound, although she thought at first there was. But the perpetual roaring under the windows of the great hall was the River Avon, swollen by the summer floods, hurling itself over a weir. Having once climbed on to the window-seat to look at it, frothing angrily round the rocks many feet below, Anne decided that it was worse than the sea and did not look again.

Apart from the increased scale of the surroundings, life soon settled down into a familiar pattern. Her mother's embroidery frame came out, her father set off escorted by a train of red-jacketed soldiers, and Anne went down with a fever. Her bedchamber was bigger than that in the fortress, and the arras did not quite cover the walls. Also there was a draught from under the door which made the tapestries quiver slightly as if there were something hidden behind them. At the height of her delirium she caught sight of hands and claws, stealing into view for an instant before they withdrew to their refuge. Once there was a face too, and she screamed, but nobody heard her.

She was in bed again, though probably with a different bout of illness, when a thrill of alarm ran through the castle, echoing even in her remote sickroom. Her nurse, unusually communicative, told her with red eyes and many sniffs that her great-uncle the Duke of York and her grandfather and her uncle Thomas had all been butchered by the barbarous Queen. The Queen again! What inhuman kind of monster could she be, not only to murder so many important men, but also (the nurse went on in a sepulchral whisper) to nail their heads up on the gates of York. Anne thought of the mouldering walnuts on London Bridge, and her blood froze. The Queen would surely not dare to do that to her father, but what if she caught her mother? Or Isabel? Or her? Both the bedclothes, and all the carefully- husbanded warmth had fled.

A mass was said for the departed members of the family, and Anne was hustled down to the chapel from her bed to hear it. It was cold in the chapel, where the wilting Christmas greenery still stood on the altar, but not all the shivering of the congregation was due to the temperature. Although her mother's expression was as patient as usual, her fingers moved rather fast on the beads of her rosary; a few people were weeping openly, and there were many apprehensive glances towards the door in the course of the service. Evidently Anne was not the only person to wonder how far the malevolence of the Queen could reach. 

The castle was pervaded by uneasiness. There was no dividing ocean here to protect them from peril. The river and the dry moat, the stout walls and the many soldiers, were puny defences without the powerful presence of the Earl. He did not come back. Apparently he was holding London against the Queen, although, Anne heard one of her mother's attendants mutter, that was precious little help to his household in Warwick. It was no comfort to Anne to sense that everyone was as anxious as she was. Grown-up people should be as sure and fearless as her father, even if they ignored her completely - not sneaking down to the chapel and burning nervous candles to their favourite saints, and jumping edgily at every slight noise, and forever gazing over the northward-facing battlements. For her part, whenever she passed a window which gave on to the outside of the castle, she sedulously averted her eyes for fear of what she might see approaching. 

It was from the south that someone approached, a tired man flogging a tired horse. He dragged his feet as he came into the great hall, and Anne thought that he looked very untidy. One of his sleeves was torn right off, and the tree trunk on his surcoat was stained brown. She saw her mother, with a swift movement quite unlike her, press her hands to her stomach; then she and Isabel were hurried away by the nurse. Later she heard that her father had been defeated by the Queen. 

Life came to a standstill. Everybody stood around, saying nothing, doing nothing, only her mother's eternal needle flickered in and out of the fabric. Isabel took to crying in bed, and sobbed out one night that they would never see their father again, and that the Queen would come and murder them all. Since she was voicing Anne's secret dread, long after she was asleep her younger sister lay staring into the darkness, listening to the faint rustle of the tapestry and waiting for the Queen's hands to reach out from behind it and strangle her.

But Isabel was wrong. Only a few days later the Earl came briefly, trailing a sorry band of cripples, some limping and helping each other along and others on carts. They were untidy too, and Anne found that they were the wounded refugees from the lost battle. But her father did not look untidy or defeated. On the contrary he was in wonderful spirits, and the despondency in the castle lifted immediately. Isabel wept no more, and mocked Anne's long face. Her change of mood had something to do with a cryptic remark which the Earl had made, pinching her cheek in passing.

'How would you like to marry a king, eh, Isabel?' Since the King was the kind man with a bird, and he was married to the monster Queen, Anne did not attempt to understand. The mystery deepened on a morning in spring when all the bells in Warwick began to peal, and an excited Isabel told her sister that it was for King Edward. Who was King Edward? The king with the bird, Anne knew, was called Henry.

'Our cousin Edward, you goose,' said Isabel impatiently. 'First he was the Earl of March, and then the Duke of York, and now our father has made him King.' Anne did not see how there could be two kings at once, but she could not bring herself to ask what had happened to King Henry. She went away and sat in a corner of the solar, hugging her knees and listening to the clangour of the bells, wondering about King Henry and King Edward. Of course Cousin Edward would look right wearing a crown, because he was so beautiful, much more beautiful than the stooping homely man who had let her stroke his little bird. But it was her father who had brought about the change. Suddenly Anne was swept by a wave of awe which made her feel very small. He had made a king, and she had thought that only God could make kings. The Earl of Warwick must be the most powerful man in the whole world.

The Queen had been driven away by the Earl and his new King. Now the sentries leaned on their pikes gossiping in the sunshine, and the drawbridge remained lowered all day. They seldom saw the Earl, who was busy riding about the country keeping it safe for King Edward. Summer came; Anne stopped shivering in bed, and the weir beneath the hall windows lost some of its ferocity. Soon after her birthday her father paid one of his flying visits, and when he had gone she began to notice sinister changes in the daily routine. Large numbers of empty wagons were assembling in the courtyard. Bare stretches of wall appeared in the castle chambers and rolled-up tapestries descended to fill the wagons. There was a constant tapping and stench of burning hoof from the direction of the stables. Anne could not mistake the signs. They were moving again. She thought that she would on the whole rather face the hazards of Warwick's maze of passages than another journey.

For once Isabel was upset too. While Anne kept her lips pinched tightly together to contain her apprehension, her sister gave way to hers. It was not, however, the travelling that worried her, but the destination.

'I thought we would go to London,' she wailed, 'so that I could be near the King.' Personally, Anne could well do without the attentions of Cousin Edward, who must surely be even more awesome now that he was King.

'Where are we going?' she ventured to ask.

'Miles and miles and miles away,' said Isabel graphically, 'up into the north where it's wild and nobody lives at all, because of the Scots and other savages.'

'Oh.' Anne's heart sank. She did not mind if there were no cheering crowds, but the Scots and other savages did not sound a good exchange. As usual she was sorry she had asked the question at all.

It was miles away. The long cavalcade wound down Castle Hill and lumbered northwards for several weeks. There were no crowds. Occasionally, passing through towns, curious knots of people would gather and raise a huzzah at the red-and-white pennants; ragamuffins would slide alongside the ladies' litters, whining for alms, until the soldiers beat them off. But the Earl was not with them, and the mob followed him. Anne hardly noticed what was happening or not happening beyond the leather curtains. For days before their departure her stomach had been tying itself into knots; on the journey it was occupied in violently untying the knots. She was either feeling sick, or being sick over the side of the litter if she could reach it, several times over herself, once, to her great shame, over her mother. In between she dozed, and woke to be sick again. She was sometimes unsure whether they were travelling or had stopped for the night - nothing under her was solid and everything made her ill.

There was one place she remembered, because she had heard of it before. The city of York, where the Queen had chopped off her grandfather's head and stuck it on the gate. She could not help looking as they approached the barbican. There were no heads, and in her relief Anne warmed towards the city, despite the imposing scarlet men who greeted them outside with long speeches in an unintelligible tongue.

And that was nearly the end of their journey. Only one more day on the road remained, and although it was a long day Anne did not suffer as badly as before. The highway was so rough that they had to go very slowly; during the afternoon they abandoned the litters and Anne was taken up before one of the horsemen. She did not mind sitting on a horse, especially with a stout pair of arms steadying her; up there she was safe from the danger of plunging hoofs. The weather was fine, and she watched with comparative interest the sun sinking towards the hills on her left.

It was dark by the time they reached Middleham, and beyond the bobbing torches carried by the foot-soldiers only the faintly luminous sky was visible. Anne's head was nodding against the broad chest behind her, and as the horse began to climb toward the darker mass which stood against the sky, she thought drowsily, as she had once thought before, that they were back where they started. But when she had been put to bed and the candle had been blown out, she could not hear the muffled roar of the Avon weir below the castle walls. There was nothing but the breathing of Isabel beside her, and she fell asleep listening to the silence.
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At the top of the slope on the south side of the castle was a curious piece of hummocky land, crowned by hawthorn bushes and thistles. Beyond it the sparse fields rose to the vague heather of the skyline. Anne could see it from the battlements above her room, which she could reach by a spiral stair if the door at the top was open. For some reason she never tired of looking at it, and she would stand for hours, her chin and cheek resting on the stone embrasure, gazing at the tangle of leaves and weeds, and thinking. They were not clear thoughts, just a slow pleasant procession of unformed ideas circling round the jumble of hillocks. She had been up on the walls once, dreaming, and never noticed that it was raining until the water began to run down her neck. The leaves on the bushes had been green when she first discovered them, but gradually they had reddened and turned brown, and now they were blowing away, leaving the twigs clad brazenly only in their clusters of scarlet haws.

There were always swarms of birds around the place, and today they were squabbling over the berries so shrilly that Anne could hear them, though she told them that there were quite enough for all. Her nurse's heavy step on the stairs brought Anne back abruptly to the castle ramparts. The climb from the floor below had not agreed with her.

'So here you are, lady! Where have you been all this time?' Anne took it as a rhetorical question and did not answer. 'There's your sister all clean and ladylike in her best kersey for our visitor, and you hiding up here as slovenly as a gipsy. Look, there's a green stain down your smock and a smut on your cheek.'

She continued to scold as she hurried her charge somewhat dangerously back to the nursery, although as far as Anne could remember nobody had notified her of an important occasion this afternoon. Trying not to flinch as the nurse brushed the tangles from her hair, she learned from Isabel what a momentous event she had not heard about.

'How could you forget, Anne! His grace the King's own brother coming to live here and you say you didn't know! He's a duke now, the Duke of Gloucester, so he's very important.'

'Not as important as our father?'

'Oh no, of course not, but one day he may be nearly as important. That's why the King has sent him here.' Isabel continued to talk, twisting her fingers together as she did when she was excited, while Anne was stripped and dressed again in something presentable, a close- fitting brown woollen gown which cut her under the arms. So there was another like King Edward. A second Cousin Edward, permanently striding through the quiet castle and laughing loudly at inexplicable jokes, touching her and glancing at her in his disturbing way; the prospect was unnerving. A brown velvet cap was pulled over her hair, and the girls were driven along the passage to their mother's withdrawing chamber, where they were patted and tweaked anew for the Countess's benefit. Then they followed her over the wooden bridge, which made Anne a little queasy each time she crossed it, into the keep.

In the great hall her father was pacing impatiently, and although no one actually said that it was Anne's fault they were late, she felt every eye on her accusingly. She could not help seeing her father - she would have known he was there with her eyes shut - but she kept looking at the floor as they went to meet him. The presentations were made: his grace the Duke of Gloucester, my lady the Countess of Warwick, the Lady Isabel your cousin; and Anne spied a chicken bone and a bead from a broken rosary half submerged in the rushes. She put out her toe to find if there were any more beads.

'The Lady Anne your younger cousin.' Anne thumped ungracefully to her knees, and a pair of dusty boots stepped before her.

'His hand,' Isabel hissed from above, 'you must kiss his hand.' And there it was, quite a small hand, without any of the rings which adorned his brother's. As she saluted him her gaze travelled upwards, not very far, over the grey hose and sage-green tunic, to the chain of office which was too big for the narrow shoulders, and the thin pointed face. But surely it was her own sensation of startled relief reflected in those serious eyes. He was only a boy, older than she but not by many years, and as different from his opulent brother as this castle was from the galleries of Greenwich. Her father was making his speech of introduction.

'My lord the King has done us great honour by entrusting his grace of Gloucester to our care. His grace is to live here as part of our household. You are to treat him with the deference due to a brother, as he will serve you with the duty of a squire.' Other people made suitable replies - the Countess, the Master of Henchmen who would be in charge of the Duke's training, the tall dragonfly of a chamberlain. His grace of Gloucester said nothing. That too was unlike his brother Edward.

His arrival brought into focus the other preparations of which Anne had hardly taken account, since they were clearly for comings and not goings. The tiltyard had been weeded and sanded, the dilapidated quintain painted in shiny new colours, and straw targets were set up in the outer bailey. There were extra musicians to play to the company dining in the great hall, and extra faces at table too, although Anne had been too shy either to take them in or to ask about them. Several were boys of roughly the Duke of Gloucester's age, and Anne now realised that they had come to share his schooling.

She and Isabel also formed an essential part of the curriculum. There was less time for her favourite occupation of standing on the ramparts and thinking. The girls were required as appreciative audiences at archery contests and tilts, they were trodden-upon partners at dancing lessons, and subjects for experiments in table service. They began learning on their own account also: reading, embroidery and playing the lute. The private lessons Anne found quite tolerable, although Isabel complained; with the public appearances it was different. Isabel was not at all averse to playing knights and ladies. For Anne, who had always been left in the shadows to her own devices, this regimented thrusting into the limelight was new and uncomfortable. Every dance and combat was something of an ordeal.

There were only half a dozen lads in the Earl of Warwick's school of chivalry, but so reluctant was Anne to look at them that they seemed at least double that number. Despite their names ringing round the great hall and tiltyard, she could identify none of them, except of course the Duke of Gloucester. Perhaps because Isabel was taller than the Duke he was paired with his younger cousin quite often. And she could not forget, boy though he was, that he was King Edward's brother. He showed no trace of Edward's charm, of his embarrassing forwardness; he had never addressed a single word to her beside the formal exchanges which were part of the code of courtesy. Yet she could not escape the inner knowledge that he was among the greatest in the land and she was unworthy of him.

On odd occasions she would still escape to the corners of the castle where she could be sure of solitude. Winter was drawing on and her favourite spot on the walls was too exposed for long vigils; there was another place overlooking a small neglected outer courtyard where she could wedge herself between two buttresses in comparative shelter.

She made her way there on a chilly morning a few weeks after the Duke's arrival. Bundled up in the miniver border of her cloak was the precious billet of wood which she took to bed with her and talked to when nobody was listening. Before she could settle down to a quiet conversation there was a noise below her. In a spurt of annoyance at the intrusion on her refuge, she saw that someone was down in the courtyard, where no one ever went, playing with a sword.

No, not playing, for it was a full-sized broadsword, and the child who was handling it - he was no more than a child - could hardly lift it with both hands. Even from a distance Anne could tell the effort which was involved, the feeble straining muscles, the panting breath. It was the Duke of Gloucester. Suddenly Anne knew that she should not have been there. It was as if she had stumbled into a confessional and overheard thoughts so intensely private that only God should hear them. And in the wake of that instinct to run away came an uprush of the same emotion with which her kitten and deposed King Henry had touched her. This time it was so strong as to be a physical pain, which brought tears to her eyes. Catching up her billet she blundered away, leaving the King's brother to his lonely exercise.

He was far from an outstanding pupil. Being the smallest and most slightly-built of the lads, he had little of the sheer physical strength needed to control a horse or draw a bowstring. What to the other boys was an exciting challenge was to him an arduous labour. It was this, and not his rank, that set him apart. No longer dazzled by awe, Anne was aware for the first time of someone beside herself who did not fit effortlessly into the expected pattern of life. She noticed how he took criticism without comment and, instead of discussing it with his companions, went off into a corner to work at correcting his fault. In recreation time after supper in the great hall he did not join the groups playing chess, or romping like puppies, but sat alone. Sometimes a long-legged boy called John kept him company; though they talked a little, in the main they were a silent pair. From a stool beside her mother on the dais, clutching her grubby piece of embroidery, Anne watched him. She wondered whether John shared his secret; and if he would be angry at knowing that she did too.

The first of December brought snow. For six days without pause they were marooned amid the aimless and inexorable flakes. If Anne stared long enough out of a window the castle seemed to be floating slowly upwards into the whirling grey sky. Outdoor activities were abandoned, and the great hall was rather louder than usual with boys venting surplus energy. On the feast of St Nicholas the snow stopped, though the heavy sky promised more, and Anne took the opportunity to slip up to the ramparts above the nursery. She was intrigued to find out what so much snow had done to her favourite view.

It was transformed. In the wonder of that smooth white coverlet which lay over the broken land she forgot to shiver at the icy air. And her special place was the most beautiful of all. It was a confection of whipped-up meringue peaks, decorated with crystallised sugar tracery, like the subtleties that adorned the high table on feast-days.

'Look, Kat.' She poked the head of her billet out of her cloak; not too far, in case it caught cold. 'How pretty our place is. Like a magic castle.'

'Yes. I expect it was a castle once.' Kat did not usually answer aloud nor with such originality. Anne glanced down at it in surprise. But the billet had remained mute, and it was a human voice which had responded to her thoughts. The King's brother was standing behind her, gazing as raptly as she had been doing at the snowy landscape. 'That hump in the middle, you see, was the keep, and then there was a moat in the dip, and the bumps all round it were the outer fortifications.' He pursued his theory, pointing out the features as he mentioned them.

'It must have been a very small castle,' said Anne shyly, half caught up in his enthusiasm.

'That's because the people in the old days were small - like the fairy folk,' explained the Duke with conviction.

'Were they as small as us?'

'I expect so. But they were valiant fighters and good at building things.' He paused, and they both stared at the snow-castle built by fairy folk. Then he said diffidently, 'Would you like to go up there with me one day? Then we could look at it properly.'

'Oh yes! Kat would like that.' Anne had not stopped to consider that no one in the world knew about Kat except herself. 'And so would I.'

'When the snow is gone, then.' The Duke did not ask who Kat was.

Random flakes of snow were meandering about their heads, and he said suddenly, 'You must go in now, or you'll take a chill.' Although Anne's nurse had used the same words a hundred times she did not feel at all chastened, but rather gratified that someone should have noticed she was shivering.

So now they both shared a secret: Anne had watched the Duke's practising, and he had heard her talking to Kat. Neither mentioned it to the other, indeed they spoke no more in public than they had done before, but they sensed it between them each time he took her hand for a dance or knelt beside her at table with a finger-bowl. And there was the promise of the expedition to the castle when the snow went away.

There was no sign of its going. After the lull at St Nicholas snow fell every day until the last week of Advent. When at last the clouds lifted their swollen bellies from the hills, the bailey was suddenly swarming with men in bright hoods and mufflers, and there was the scraping of shovels as they cleared the drifts away.

It was nearly a week before the roads to Richmond and York were passable. On the day when the first messenger from her father arrived Anne suffered a major loss. She should not have taken Kat to the garderobe, but she had forgotten that the billet was wrapped in the corner of her cloak until it slithered out and rolled, very gently, over the side of the stone ledge. Peering after it she was met with thick darkness and an acrid odour. There was no chance of recovery. All the way to the nursery she held back the tears, but by the bed in which she had so often fallen asleep with the hard pressure of Kat under her chin, she let them flow. Neither the scathing glances of her sister nor the disapproval of the nurse could stem them, and finally the Countess was called to her errant younger child. Having laid her hand on Anne's forehead, she pronounced her daughter sick and ordered her to be put to bed, and bled if she was not better by evening. Then she returned to her embroidery. The threat of bleeding nearly scared Anne out of her grief, but after she was left in the darkened room with a cold compress on her head, it came back in full force.

Several hours later the tears were exhausted, and since the only signs of illness now were occasional dry hiccups, she was declared cured and haled down to supper. Of course she could not eat a thing. She sat and stared at her platter, seeing nothing but the slow inevitable roll of Kat towards the precipice.

Submerged in her sorrow, she was unconscious of the concerned regard of the Duke of Gloucester beside her. Later on he came to her when the other children were involved in a noisy game.

'Is there anything I can do?' 

'I've lost Kat,' she said bleakly. 

'Perhaps I can find her for you.'

Anne shook her head. 'No. It's gone.'

The Duke frowned at her for a moment, his wide mouth compressed. Then he said, 'I have an idea. But we should have to ask John. Do you mind?' Anne looked at him. He was not making fun of her. His face was very serious. She decided to trust him.

'No.'

'I'll ask him tonight.'

Although he did not approach her again that evening, she was so curious as to what he would do with John's help that she only thought about Kat every other minute, instead of all the time.

The snow had frozen, and outdoor activities were still curtailed. Hunting, however, was possible in all weathers, and the following morning the lads rode out to chase foxes, rabbits, or deer if they could find them, up the blanketed dale. But Anne was not forgotten. Before dawn she was sitting in the nursery with Isabel, having her hair tugged into plaits, when the Duke came in. The girls' attendants looked askance at each other, but because of who he was they withdrew.

John was with him, and they were both cloaked and booted ready for the hunt. After apologising formally for interrupting her toilet, he said, 'Show her, John.' The other lad produced something from beneath his cloak and put it into her hands. It was a miniature horse, carved in wood, unpolished and naïve but definitely a horse, its neck and tail stretched expectantly. 'He carves with his dagger,' explained the Duke, 'when he has nothing else to do.' The wood-carver stood and nodded, his long sombre face trying not to show his pride in his work. Evidently the King's brother had found a friend yet more silent than he was himself. 'If you like, he'll make you a poppet.' Anne turned the little horse over, touching the mane and heavy fetlocks. Then she looked up at the two boys, who were waiting almost apprehensively for her answer. With a flash of insight she guessed that John's carving was another secret. She smiled, for the first time since yesterday afternoon. 

'Thank you.' They smiled too, at each other and then at her. The horse was returned to its creator, and the boys went off to their hunting. 

As soon as they were out of the room Isabel rushed at her, blonde hair, not yet braided, flying across her face. 'What did he want? What did he say to you?' The women's expressions asked the same, though etiquette would not let them speak. Anne shrank back on to her stool, her face closing. She had no inclination to tell Isabel what was happening, and she was sure that the Duke of Gloucester would not like it either. But Isabel was not taking silence as an answer. 'Tell me, Anne. You must tell because I'm the elder and you're only a child.' The logic was irrefutable: never before had Anne failed to accord to her sister the rights due to her. Yet now there was a stronger claim on her obedience.

'It's a secret,' she said.

Isabel was shocked. 'You can't have a secret from me. Specially when that boy John Wrangwysh knows it. He's only a merchant's son.' That surprised Anne a little; she had assumed that John was, like herself and the other henchmen, from a noble family. In any case, she had only the vaguest idea what a merchant was, and she did not see that it made any difference to keeping or sharing secrets.

'He's my lord Duke's friend.'

'And I'm his cousin,' countered Isabel. But though she felt wretchedly that she was being stupid and wicked, Anne would say no more. Disconcerted by this unexpected check to her curiosity, Isabel went away and had her hair brushed. While Anne was pushing her cold feet into fur-lined slippers she came back. Her smug expression was ominous. 'If you won't tell me, I shall ask his grace our cousin myself.' 

'No, no, you mustn't!' Her sister's threat threw Anne into an agony of fear. The precious circle of confidence between her and the Duke and John would be broken irrevocably if Isabel were to join it. There was only one way she could think of to stave off the possibility. 'Let me ask him.'

'As soon as he's back from the hunt?' 

'Yes.'

'Do you promise?' 

'Yes.'

'Very well. But don't forget.'

'No.' Satisfied, Isabel flounced off to finish dressing, leaving her sister shaken and apprehensive. She hated the idea of asking for anything, let alone from the Duke. Not that she stood in awe of him any more, but he was already doing her a favour and she wanted to be grateful, not to demand more.

Nevertheless, when the henchmen came in she was waiting in the great hall, out of sight of the trophies they brought back, which she did not like very much, but near enough to the spot where the Duke's attendant was standing ready to take his master's cloak and gauntlets. The lads were stamping around, breathing clouds of steam as if still out in the wintry air, calling to each other in the loud relaxed voices of men taking ease after a hard morning's sport. As usual Gloucester did not join in the chatter, though several admiring remarks on his prowess were thrown his way and quietly acknowledged. He allowed his man to divest him of his outdoor garments, running his hand over his hair to smooth it as the hood was removed. By the time Anne had summoned the courage to approach him, he was fastening the buttons on a long woollen houppelande. Yet when she stood before him and his sober gaze was on her, she could not say a word. Reaching the bottom button, he regarded her a moment longer, then said as if in answer to a question, 'John has a good piece of wood. We're free this afternoon so he can start then.'

'Thank you,' Anne whispered, and continued to stare up at him beseechingly, wishing he could read her thoughts.

At length he asked, 'Is something wrong?'

'Yes... no... Isabel wants to know,' she said in a rush.

'Oh. Is that all?' Anne nodded, looking at the floor. 'She can watch if she likes. John won't mind.' He left his small cousin trembling with relief. Somehow, by the easy way in which he had let Isabel into their conspiracy, he had kept it intact. Isabel, however, was not over-grateful for the privilege Anne had won her.

'He says you can watch.' 

'Watch what?'

Anne would presume no further than the Duke had conceded. 'This afternoon, he said.'

'Watch what?' No answer. 'Anne, you are silly. And you must call my lord Duke "his grace".'

'Yes. His grace said you could watch this afternoon. John won't mind.' And she ran away before her sister could pester her further.

It was unusual for the children to be given an afternoon off. Their régime was very strict, accounting for each hour of the day from rising to bedtime. When the trestle tables had been dismantled they gathered in the great hall, where there was a fire. Though the heat from the burning logs did not spread nearly as far as the smoke, it made a cheerful core to the big chamber. Tired from their morning exercise, the hounds nosed half-heartedly through the rushes in search of scraps, then turned round several times, curled up and went to sleep. Most of the boys, uncertain what to do with their leisure, did much the same, wandering about aimlessly before settling down for a lazy afternoon. The Duke, however, took charge of Anne and her sister, and wasted no time in setting up their entertainment. Squatting by the fire, John was prepared; his lump of wood was already cut into a rough pear- shape, and with the three other children ranged round him in a semicircle he began his demonstration.

Nobody said anything, although Isabel was only restrained by manners from asking what John was making. Anne was fascinated by every sliver of wood which flew from his dagger, warmed by the knowledge that it was all for her benefit. In her opinion no real baby could have been more beautiful than the poppet emerging from the block of elm wood.

It was nearly completed when out of the tail of her eye she caught a movement by the entrance. Three people were standing inside the leather curtain: Master Barton the chamberlain and two strangers well wrapped in furs. One was a girl in a widow's cap; the appearance of the other immediately drove Anne to take refuge behind her sister. He was a big man, and she knew at once that he was just the type of person who most frightened her; confident, assertive, like her father and King Edward, raking the hall with keen eyes which she hoped might miss her, but was sure would not. The apparition had an unexpected effect on John. Roused from his concentration by Anne's retreat, he sprang to his feet with a yelp and flung himself at the girl, who hugged him joyfully. Then the big man cuffed him, which John did not seem to mind at all. Peeping at them from behind Isabel's back, Anne wondered at their strange behaviour.

John led the newcomers over to the fire, and she was forced to emerge and face them. This was John's father - the girl was his sister Janet - and Anne remembered what Isabel had said about John being only a merchant's son; she did not look quite so superior now. For Master Wrangwysh considered himself the equal of anyone. Although he knelt and kissed their hands most correctly, there was no humility in his courtesy. When the merchant advanced on Anne she would have run away had she had the strength; as it was, with his great hand engulfing hers, she very nearly fainted.

Not quite, because Richard of Gloucester was beside her, proffering the wooden baby which his friend had carved for her. He laid it in her arms, and it was still warm from John's grasp. The slight roughness of the wood was soothing, as soothing as Kat had been, and as the Duke guided her back to the fire and sat her down on a cushion, her fear subsided.

Soon Master Wrangwysh and his daughter departed to be presented to the Countess, and John borrowed back the poppet to finish it off before he went home to York for Christmas. The Duke had noted his elder cousin's covetous glances at it, and tactfully suggested that on John's return he should carve her a poppet as well. Isabel wavered between desire and pride. Pride won; she declared that she was much too old for poppets, and honour was satisfied all round.

Somehow that winter was not so cold for Anne as all the others she remembered. Snow, frost and rain pursued their dreary cycle, and she spent a large proportion of the time in bed, sniffling and coughing. Her toes and fingers and nose were always purple and numb. But there was New Kat to cuddle through her sickness, and there was the Duke of Gloucester to ask how she was.

John also talked to her sometimes, ducking his head respectfully, and she came to learn the names of the five other lads. The Duke had been supplanted at bottom of the class by Francis, Lord Lovel of Titchmarsh, better known to his contemporaries as Frank. He was a sturdy lad with a mop of yellow hair that did not seem to know which way to grow. His slow progress was not due to lack of ability but to the faraway look in his wide-set eyes. What he could do superbly was to play the lute, and it was this, and the composition of new lyrics to sing to it, that took him away from the tiltyard. Robert Percy, who came from the Border, scoffed at the wayward musician and said that the only instrument for a man was the pipes. Since, when challenged, he proved not to be able to play them, his argument lost its force and there was a fight instead. These were the squabbles inevitable in a litter of hound puppies. In general they were a happy band. As the Duke's acknowledged partner and protégée, Anne found herself accepted by them without question.

In the first mild spell of the spring Richard took her up to the old castle. She sat contentedly on the central mound, nursing New Kat, the sharp scent of blackthorn flowers drifting past her nostrils, and watched her guide marching round purposefully to investigate. After the survey he came to sit beside her, breathing quickly. For some time he ran on about his discoveries and she listened attentively, liking the brave sound of the long words he used. Then they fell silent and looked down on the newer castle where they lived, which squatted comfortably in its nest of small houses. Years later it seemed to Anne that she had spent most of her life at Middleham sitting on the slope of the earthworks, with Richard beside her drawing a piece of grass through his teeth, the sloe blossom creaming the bushes and speckling the grass. Only
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