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            The Red Dragon and the White Boar

          

          Bosworth, 1485

        

      

    

    
      The red dragon flapped noisily above his head, the brightly painted canvas catching every gust of wind that blew on that summer day.

      All the years of waiting, all the moving from one place to another, never staying long enough to call anywhere home, had come down to this moment. His mother had always told him it would end thus, with he and his army on one side of an English field and his enemy on the other. She had also assured him God would be by his side on that day and that he would be victorious. Henry Tudor wished he had his mother’s faith in the battle’s outcome.

      His prematurely lined eyes flicked down to the man standing by his foot. John de Vere, the Earl of Oxford, was stroking the neck of Henry’s horse, his expert hand soothing the animal made nervous by the noise of thousands of men in armour. ‘How many men does Richard have?’ Henry asked.

      ‘We counted ten thousand,’ Oxford said, looking back across the field to where King Richard’s white boar standard flew.

      Henry winced. ‘And we have but half that number.’

      ‘Aye, but all good soldiers, my lord. Our men know how to fight. Richard’s army may be large, but it is untrained. ’Tis skill that matters in battle.’

      ‘I trust you are right.’ Henry looked up at the sky. The sun had risen at five that morning and chased away the mist that draped the field. There would never be a better time to begin, and besides, he wanted it over. He knew he had no choice but to fight to win the crown, but he did not relish the task. ‘Take up your position. Order the advance as soon as your lines are ready. It is time to bring the tyrant down.’

      ‘Yes, my lord,’ Oxford strode away, his armour clanking.

      The horse missed Oxford’s touch and whinnied. Henry leant forward to pat the mare’s neck, wondering who he was really trying to calm, the horse or himself. Like every man of his rank, he knew how to fight, and he could remember clearly the first time he held a sword. He had been a very young boy, no more than five years, and the sword had been heavy. He could remember the steel glinting in the sunlight and how he had enjoyed slashing at poles stuck into the ground by his master of arms to represent opponents. It had all seemed so much fun back then, but now he had to use his sword against flesh and bone. The prospect was not exciting; it was terrifying. He had the skill, he knew, but did he have the courage to fight?

      ‘I shall find out,’ he murmured to himself.

      He watched as Oxford raised his sword in the field below and gave the order to advance. As the line moved off, Henry shifted his gaze to the opposite side of the field. Richard’s front line was on the move too. Those soldiers wore no armour, and most of them only had padded gambesons to protect their torsos. The luckier ones might have tunics of chain mail beneath the fabric, but even those would prove ineffective against the arrows that began to rain down on both sides. Men fell like ninepins.

      And then the York cannons boomed.

      Henry’s plan had been to remain at his vantage point longer, to let the mercenaries he was paying fight most of the battle for him. But then he saw the white boar standard move and Richard, easy to spot with a gold circlet surmounting his helmet, spur his horse forward. Richard was charging to fight, and Henry knew he would have to do the same if he was to command any respect amongst his men. He slid his visor down and raised his sword arm. Yelling ‘For Tudor,’ he kicked his mare’s sides and galloped towards the fight.

      All he could hear in his close-fitting helmet was the reverberation of his horse’s hooves and those of his personal bodyguard who rode with him. They thundered across the field. Men scattered before the horses, all save those who were too slow and became trampled into the mud. Henry knew he was the man the enemy soldiers would want to attack most, seeking the honour of killing the rebel Henry Tudor, but his bodyguard were doing an admirable job of keeping him safe. Indeed, he was so safe, Henry had leisure to look about him.

      And through the narrow slit of his visor, Henry saw Richard heading straight for him.

      ‘This day, I will die as king or win,’ Richard promised as their eyes met across the battle.

      He means to kill me himself, Henry realised. Come on then, you devil.

      But Richard was not allowed to reach Henry unhindered. Sir William Brandon saw the danger Henry was in. Still holding the red dragon standard high, he turned his horse towards the king. His sword out straight, already badly dented and soiled, he aimed for Richard’s breast. But before it could reach its mark, Richard’s long lance knocked Brandon’s sword away and continued its inexorable path to pierce Brandon’s armour and his heart. Brandon’s scream was terrible but mercifully brief. The force of Richard’s thrust drove him out of the saddle. Henry stared, aghast, as Brandon fell, the dragon standard disappearing with him.

      Before Henry could move or cry out, the standard was up again. Henry’s fellow countryman, Rhys Fawr ap Maredudd, a giant of a man, had dragged it from the mud and was holding it high, swinging his sword at any man who dared to come near. The dragon breathed yet.

      And so did Richard. His lance still stuck in Brandon, Richard abandoned it and put all his power into his mace instead. Sir John Cheney, another of Henry’s personal bodyguard, succeeded in blocking the terrible weapon again and again, but Richard was determined. With one mighty swing, he pounded Cheney from his saddle. Richard pulled on his reins and steered his horse towards Henry.

      Henry held himself ready to receive Richard’s blows. But suddenly, Richard was gone, hidden behind a mass of red livery. With enormous relief, Henry realised that his stepfather, Lord Stanley, had at last come to his aid. Part of Henry wanted to shout at Stanley’s men that Richard was his to kill, but he lacked conviction, and the words never came. Besides, there was no opportunity. Stanley’s men appeared frenzied, mad with bloodlust, and Henry could only watch as Richard fell beneath their blows. He did not get up again.

      ‘Stand back there,’ a shout came, and Henry turned in his saddle to see Lord Stanley drawing his horse alongside his. Stanley said nothing to Henry, scarcely even glanced at him. Instead, he dismounted, and his men, sated, stepped back to allow him access to the prostrate king. The gorge rose in Henry’s throat as he looked down on the thing in the mud. He watched as Stanley bent over the broken body, and he could bear to be silent no longer.

      ‘Is he dead?’ he called, hearing the anxiety in his voice.

      Stanley prodded Richard with his foot. Richard did not move. The attack on him had been so savage that his helmet had been bashed into his skull. The gold circlet was gone, nowhere to be seen.

      Stanley straightened and looked up at Henry. ‘The tyrant is dead. The day is yours.’

      Henry shivered despite the sweat running down his neck. ‘Where is the crown?’

      Stanley ordered his men to look for the gold circlet, and it was found yards away beneath a bush. With the crown in his hands, Stanley told Henry to follow, leading him to the edge of the field where an ancient oak stood. Stanley had chosen the spot deliberately; it was a place of higher ground, and they could be clearly seen by all.

      ‘Kneel,’ Stanley instructed, nodding at the dirt.

      His legs shaking, Henry knelt and removed his helmet, wincing as the metal raked his skin. With his chin-length, dark brown hair sticking to his scalp, his armour dented and smeared with mud and blood, he held his breath as Stanley lowered the gold circlet onto his head.

      It was probably just his fancy, but when the metal made contact with his skull, Henry could have sworn he felt a surge of warmth course through his body. The sensation passed in a heartbeat.

      Then all he could hear was the shout of ‘God save King Henry.’
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      ‘Well, we came through that remarkably unscathed,’ Stanley said as he followed Henry into his tent. ‘I shall be covered in bruises when I get this armour off, I warrant, but no wounds to speak of. How did you fare, Henry?’

      ‘The same, I believe.’ Henry reverently removed the circlet of gold and studied it for a moment, hardly daring to believe it was his. He felt Stanley’s eyes upon him and hurried to put the crown on the table at the side of his tent.

      ‘I’ll have some of that.’ Stanley pointed to the jug of wine on the table.

      Through old habit, Henry reached for the jug, then he paused and drew back. He was king now, and kings did not pour drinks for their inferiors. ‘You may help yourself.’

      He did not want to see Stanley’s knowing smile, so he turned his back, crossing to the rear of the tent and holding his arms out so his squire could begin removing his armour. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Stanley move to the table and pour two cups of wine. Armour removed, Henry waved the squire away, and Stanley pressed one of the cups into his hand.

      Stanley raised his cup. ‘To victory.’

      Henry echoed the gesture. ‘I think I owe my victory to you,’ he said quietly.

      Stanley licked his lips. ‘In some small measure.’

      ‘I think you are being modest. Although, I must confess I doubted whether you would fight with me at all. You certainly left it to the last moment.’

      ‘Nonsense, Henry, I timed it perfectly.’

      ‘Still – ’

      ‘How could you doubt me?’ Stanley stared at him, eyes narrowed. ‘Your mother would never forgive me if I had not ridden to your aid.’

      ‘No,’ Henry agreed, ‘I do not think she would.’

      And yet the doubt of Stanley’s loyalty still lingered. Henry had never been sure of his mother’s fourth husband. When he had learnt that his mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, had wed Thomas Stanley, Henry had not queried his mother’s sagacity in marrying one of England’s richest nobles, but he had challenged her assessment of Stanley’s character. His mother had written of Lord Stanley’s respectful conduct towards her, of his sound political understanding and sense of duty to his wife and stepson, but as far as Henry could tell, Stanley was loyal to one person only, and that person was himself.

      ‘I must write to my mother and tell her the news,’ he said, setting down his cup.

      ‘Your mother can wait,’ Stanley said. ‘You must decide what is to be done with the king’s body.’

      Henry raised an eyebrow. ‘Whose body?’

      Stanley’s smile was tight and swift. ‘Richard’s body,’ he corrected. ‘My men have him under guard at present, but he should be moved from the field soon, if only to escape the looters. I can send to his camp for suitable transport.’

      Henry cupped his hands into the bowl of hot water his squire had prepared and brought the steaming liquid up to his face, closing his eyes as he rubbed away the dirt of the battlefield. ‘We have carts enough of our own, do we not?’

      Stanley frowned. ‘A cart? Our carts are being used for the common men, the damned mercenaries you hired. We cannot heap Richard on top of them.’

      Henry wiped his face with a towel and nodded. ‘Yes, you speak true. He cannot be borne away like the others. He must be shown to be dead. Have the body stripped and tied to his horse, then taken to Greyfriars in Leicester.’

      Stanley set his cup down on the table with a bang. ‘You cannot mean to do him such dishonour.’

      Henry sat on his camp stool and looked up at Stanley, unperturbed by his stepfather’s indignation. ‘Richard has been dishonoured. He lost the battle.’

      ‘But he was a king of England, Henry – ’

      Henry started up from the stool and thrust his face at Stanley. ‘You will address me as Your Grace, Lord Stanley.’

      There was a long moment of silence as both men held each other’s gaze. Henry was determined to keep his nerve and willed himself not to blink.

      ‘Your Grace,’ Stanley said at last, lowering his eyes.

      ‘Better.’ Henry nodded and sat back down. ‘And as for the tyrant, it is my command that he be stripped and tied to his horse for all to witness. The people must know how his wickedness was so great that it revealed itself in his body. The people must see the crookback and know him for what he was. Evil incarnate. The Devil’s instrument.’

      ‘I do not deny that Richard was evil – ’ Stanley began carefully.

      ‘Then you must have no quarrel as to the removal of his corpse.’

      Stanley sighed, defeated. He shook his head. ‘No, Your Grace. None.’

      ‘Good.’ Henry nodded, satisfied. ‘England has a Tudor king now, Lord Stanley, and you and every other man in England must learn that things will be very different from now on.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Eleven Years Later

        

      

    

    
      The dog lifted its head as the footsteps approached. He had been dozing in the porch, long experience fooling him into believing there would be no traffic at this time of night. The gates to the city had been closed, and respectable citizens were secure behind their front doors. A younger dog would have jumped up and alerted its owners by barking, but this dog was old and less inclined to be curious. His grey-flecked ears pricked and his nose twitched as he tried to pick up a scent over the stink of the unpaved street’s detritus. The footsteps came nearer, and mindful of his duty at last, the dog rose stiffly to his feet and growled.

      The growl halted the footsteps. A surprised laugh came out of the darkness, and a voice said softly, ‘Well, boy. You with us still?’

      The stranger came closer, an arm held out, the glove removed. The dog’s dry nose pressed against the silvery pale hand and, despite its long absence, recognised the scent. His tongue slapped wetly at the appendage. The fingers edged beneath his grizzled chin and scratched, then moved around his jaw to tug gently at his soft, malleable ear.

      ‘It is good to see you, boy. Rest you easy now. Go back to sleep.’

      The dog was reluctant to lose the caress and pushed his face into the folds of the man’s cloak as he stepped inside the porch and knocked on the door. A bolt was drawn back and the door opened. A rushlight cast a weak yellow glow over the face of the woman who appeared in the doorway.

      ‘Who’s there?’ she called nervously.

      ‘Bess, it’s me.’

      The woman lifted the rushlight higher, squinting into the dark. ‘Thomas?’

      ‘Aye,’ Thomas Wolsey said. ‘Will you let me in, sister, or must I bed down with old Growler here?’

      Elizabeth Wolsey stepped back and let Thomas inside. Growler tried to follow, but she thrust him back, ignoring his whine, and shut the door upon him.

      ‘Why did you not let us know you were arriving tonight?’ Elizabeth scolded as she bolted the door and led Thomas into the parlour. ‘I have made nothing ready for you. No bed, no supper – ’

      ‘’Tis no matter.’ Thomas slipped his leather bag from his shoulder and untied his cloak. ‘I had thought of writing to say I was coming, but there seemed little point. I would have been but a mile behind the letter. I thought I would surprise you instead.’

      ‘Well, you have certainly done that.’ Elizabeth took his cloak and withdrew into the hallway to hang it up. She came back and looked him up and down, her light-brown eyes missing nothing. ‘You’re a little thinner than you used to be.’

      Thomas smoothed his hand over his stomach. ‘An Oxford scholar’s life is a meagre one. We have our allotted meat and fish and are granted no more.’

      ‘Oh, it must be such a hard life at your college.’

      Thomas smiled at her scorn. ‘I am grown used to it. And Mother always said I could do with losing a little weight. Where is she?’

      Elizabeth’s face fell. ‘Upstairs with Father. She went up to him after we supped. She knows… we all know he will be gone soon.’

      Thomas rubbed his forehead. ‘Is he so very ill?’

      She nodded. ‘I think he has only been waiting for you to arrive. You should have come sooner, Thomas.’

      ‘I am here now,’ he said, knowing he failed to keep the irritation out of his voice. ‘I should like to see him.’

      ‘I’ll take you up.’

      Thomas followed Elizabeth into the hallway and up the stairs, the wooden treads creaking beneath their feet. The bedroom was at the top of the house, three flights up. They were both breathing heavily as they reached the top chamber, its sloping walls dressed with canvas hangings painted with green and white stripes.

      ‘Mother,’ Elizabeth said, keeping her voice low. ‘Thomas is here.’

      Joan Wolsey sat by the four-poster bed on a high-backed chair. She half rose as Thomas entered, then seemed to change her mind and sank back, holding her arms out for him instead. He crossed the small room in three strides and kissed her cheek, his eyes already on his father in the bed.

      ‘Oh, Thomas, we were not expecting you – ’ Joan began.

      ‘I have already told him so, Mother,’ Elizabeth cut her off sharply. ‘Where is that stool?’ She looked around the room, found the stool beneath a heap of blankets, and set it down behind Thomas.

      ‘He’s so thin,’ Thomas said softly as he sat.

      Joan sniffed and wiped her nose with her handkerchief. ‘He lost his appetite a while ago and was only eating to keep his strength up. This last week or so, he has not been able to keep any food down, so… ’ She shrugged, seeing there was no need to explain further.

      ‘Can the physician do nothing?’ Thomas asked.

      ‘Your father is dying, Thomas,’ his mother said wearily. ‘There is nothing to be done.’

      ‘The priest was here earlier to give him the last rites,’ Elizabeth said.

      ‘It will be soon.’ Joan laid her cold hand on Thomas’s arm. ‘I am glad you managed to get here before he goes.’

      Thomas’s father stirred. ‘Who’s here?’ he mumbled, opening his rheumy eyes.

      Joan leant towards him. ‘It’s Thomas, Robert. He’s come home to see you.’

      Robert’s eyes found Thomas. ‘I want to talk to him.’

      ‘Are you strong enough?’ Joan asked worriedly.

      ‘Yes, go.’

      Joan rose without another word, and she and Elizabeth left the bedchamber, both casting glances back through the banisters as they descended the stairs. Thomas moved nearer the bed, wishing his father had not woken, wishing he had delayed his arrival even longer so he would not have to have this conversation, for he knew what his father would say.

      Robert pushed himself up to a sitting position, the effort wearying him a great deal. He sank into his pillow with a grunt. ‘You are not yet a priest, Tom, and ’tis past time you were. Do not look away, boy. You will be a priest.’

      Thomas took a deep breath, annoyed as much by the ‘boy’ as his father’s other words. ‘And if I do not want to be a priest?’

      ‘Why would you say such a thing? The priesthood is what you have been trained for, what you have been educated for. Well,’ Robert demanded impatiently when Thomas again looked away, ‘what else would you do?’

      ‘I have not thought on it, Father. Take up the law, perhaps.’

      ‘Be a lawyer!’ Robert spat, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. ‘Crooks, all of them.’

      It had been a mistake to say the law; Thomas had known it as soon as he had spoken, but it was the first thing to spring to mind. Robert had a very poor opinion of the legal profession, for he had so often been caught on its wrong side. Thomas suspected he had been told of only a few of the allegations made against Robert for his business dealings. He knew his father had once been taken to court for keeping a bawdy house, an accusation not proven and one which Thomas did not consider likely, as well as being prosecuted for selling meat during Lent, which Thomas thought was probably justified.

      ‘Why this doubt now?’ Robert asked. ‘You love God, do you not?’

      ‘Of course I do,’ Thomas replied without hesitation.

      ‘Then why would you not want to serve him as a priest?’

      Thomas could not say why, not to his father. He wouldn’t understand.

      ‘Nothing to say? No clever argument? Come, argue, debate with me. Is that not what clever fellows like you do up at Oxford?’

      ‘You do not have the strength for such talk, Father, please.’

      ‘Do not ‘Father, please’ me. You will be ordained, Tom,’ Robert said, jabbing his finger at him. ‘I would have you say masses for me.’

      ‘But Father – ’

      ‘Do you want me to remain in Purgatory?’ Robert croaked, and Thomas could hear the fear in his voice. Robert began to cough and bright red blood speckled the bed sheet.

      There were rapid footsteps on the stairs. Thomas turned to see Joan hurrying into the chamber, Elizabeth close behind. Joan pushed Thomas out of the way, and he watched as his mother tended to his father, unable to take his eyes from them. Robert’s coughing lessened but only, it seemed, because he had not the strength to continue. He fell back against the pillows, his eyes closed, his mouth flapping open. His breathing slowed, and his eyes remained shut.

      Joan straightened, her chest heaving, and looked at her children. ‘You may as well go,’ she said sadly. ‘There is nothing you can do.’

      ‘We will stay, Mother,’ Elizabeth declared, her voice crackly with emotion.

      ‘You two go downstairs,’ Joan said, her tone commanding. ‘Thomas, you must be hungry after your journey. Bess, see your brother has something to eat.’

      Thomas was only too glad to be given permission to leave the death chamber and touched Elizabeth’s hand as an encouragement to move. She jerked at his touch but followed him down the stairs.
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      ‘Sit.’ Elizabeth pointed to the bench by the long dining table. ‘There is nothing hot. You will have to be content with cold meat.’

      ‘That’s fine,’ Thomas said, pulling out the bench and sitting. He put his head in his hands and closed his eyes.

      ‘What did you expect?’

      He looked up, surprised. Elizabeth was staring at him.

      She shrugged. ‘You knew he was ill.’

      ‘I… ’ Thomas shook his head. ‘I do not know what I expected.’

      She grunted and put a plate of cold pork before him, gesturing for him to help himself to the round loaf of bread by his right hand. Two slices of the loaf had already been cut, and Thomas took one and began to butter. He had suddenly realised how hungry he was and guiltily wondered how he could have such an appetite when his father was dying in the room above him.

      Elizabeth sat on the opposite bench. ‘What did he say to you? Tell me,’ she urged when he hesitated.

      Thomas bit into the bread, savouring the taste of the salt and the creaminess of the butter, so much better than the butter served at Oxford. ‘He told me I have to be a priest.’

      ‘And?’

      He swallowed. ‘And I am not sure I want to be one.’

      ‘Thomas!’

      He laughed sourly and shook his head. ‘I knew you would say that.’

      ‘Well, of course I would. Why else were you sent to Oxford? Our parents sacrificed a great deal so you could go to Magdalen College. You owe them.’

      ‘What do you mean I owe them?’ Thomas snapped. ‘It was my brains that sent me to Magdalen. It is I who has done all the work. I who have had to work so very hard – ’

      ‘Oh yes and do we not all know it? Mother never ceases to tell us.’ Elizabeth’s voice became high and mocking. ‘My son Thomas, so clever, he got his degree when he was only fifteen. And now he has been made a master of the college at only three-and-twenty. It will not be long before he is president, I’ll be bound.’ She made a face as she cleared Thomas’s plate away, not caring he had not yet finished. ‘I do not understand you. Why not be a priest? Do you not have faith?’

      ‘My faith is as strong as yours. It is not that which holds me back.’

      ‘Then what does?’

      He leant over and snatched up the jug of ale on the table, pouring himself a cup. ‘My reason is mine own and is staying that way, sister.’

      ‘I see.’ Elizabeth nodded, her bottom lip thrust out. ‘So, even though it be his dying wish, you will not do as Father asks?’

      ‘Enough, Bess,’ Thomas said loudly, then remembering his father in the room above, lowered his voice. ‘I will do as my conscience guides me, and no man, not even Father, can ask more of me.’

      Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak, but the door opened at that moment. Their brothers, Henry and Richard, entered.

      ‘Thomas, ’tis good to see you,’ Henry said, holding out his hand. Thomas, still smarting from Elizabeth’s words, took it silently. Henry was very like their father, dark-haired and dark-eyed, but he had a kindlier nature. The youngest of the siblings, Richard, was amenable like their mother and was the best looking of all the Wolseys, though none could be said to be handsome. Richard sat on the bench beside him. He stank of the tavern, and Thomas guessed where his brothers had been. He wished he had been with them.

      ‘How is Father?’ Henry asked Elizabeth.

      ‘Not at all well,’ she said, folding a cloth with great determination. ‘Thomas upset him.’

      Henry looked from Elizabeth to Thomas, noted the tension between them, and decided not to question further. He moved to the window to look over an account ledger on his mother’s desk.

      ‘How is Oxford?’ Richard asked, buttering the remaining slice of bread.

      ‘Oxford is fine,’ Thomas answered, adding with a candour that surprised him, ‘I do not like to leave it.’

      ‘But it has been so long since you were here,’ Richard said, his tone betraying his hurt. ‘If it were me, I would be pleased to come home.’

      And now Richard resents me too. Thomas groaned as Richard turned away. He was doing a very good job of upsetting his family, it seemed.

      There were footsteps on the stairs, and all eyes turned to Joan as she descended. From her dull expression, Thomas guessed what her news would be.

      ‘Mother?’ Elizabeth whispered, her voice breaking.

      Joan nodded. ‘He’s gone.’ Thomas thought he detected relief in her voice.

      Elizabeth burst into tears and Joan stepped forward to take her daughter into her arms.

      Henry went downstairs and came back a few minutes later carrying a large jug. ‘Father’s best wine.’ He held it up to show Richard and Thomas, then gathered up clean cups from the sideboard. He poured the wine into them and handed one each to Richard and Thomas.

      Henry raised his cup. ‘To Father.’

      Richard knocked his cup against Henry’s, then held it up to Thomas.

      Thomas felt strangely resentful towards his father. Why could Robert not have died before he arrived? It would have been so much easier. He could have expressed sorrow at being late, mouthed the usual sentiments about how good a man Robert had been and how he would do what he could for his family, then departed back to Oxford with a clear conscience. Now, he had to pretend to mourn a father he barely knew, a father who had rarely shown him any affection.

      He obligingly banged his cup against those of his brothers. Some of the wine splashed onto his fingers, and the dark red drops looked like blood. ‘To Father,’ he growled and threw the wine down his throat, feeling it burn.
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      Thomas’s head was throbbing. It had been a very long day, and he had drunk too much ale and eaten too little beef. But after the funeral there had been nothing to do but eat, drink and talk to people he hardly knew and cared nothing about. He missed Oxford, and he missed his studies. He felt his brain had stalled with nothing to occupy it.

      ‘Is your head still hurting?’ Elizabeth asked.

      She looks tired, Thomas thought. Elizabeth had worked very hard the previous day to get the feast ready for their father’s wake, and she had done it all alone, Joan and their brothers being preoccupied with the funeral and the family business. He could have helped her with the preparations, Thomas realised guiltily, but the truth was he had not given Elizabeth and her toils any thought at all. ‘A little.’

      ‘I’ll make a lavender and marjoram potion for you to drink before bed. It should help.’

      ‘You’ve done enough, Bess,’ he said. ’Tis only a headache, it will pass. Do not worry.’

      ‘If you say so. Oh, I wish he would go,’ Elizabeth said, scowling as the last of their guests lingered in the hallway with their mother.

      ‘Who is he?’ Thomas looked the man up and down. He was one of the few people Thomas had not spoken with at the wake, for he had dogged Joan’s footsteps and monopolised her company.

      ‘William Patent. He exports our wool.’

      ‘Was he a good friend to our father?’

      ‘I would say he was more our mother’s friend,’ Elizabeth said, her tone heavy with meaning.

      ‘You dislike him.’

      ‘Not so, but ’tis not seemly for him to be so attentive. Look at him with Mother.’

      Thomas saw what Elizabeth meant. William Patent had hold of Joan’s hand and seemed determined not to relinquish it. Yet, to Thomas’s eye, Joan did not seem to mind. He wondered if he should intervene, but before he could reach a decision, it seemed William Patent had realised it was time to leave.

      ‘I shall pray for you all this night,’ Thomas heard Patent say as Joan opened the front door and a blast of cold air cut through the room. She bid him a farewell and Patent stepped out into the dark. Joan closed the door and heaved a sigh of relief.

      ‘Come, Mother,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Henry and Richard are upstairs. Let us join them.’

      They traipsed upstairs to where Henry and Richard were busy putting the furniture back in place. They had already restored the long table to the middle of the room and were placing the benches alongside when Joan, Elizabeth and Thomas entered.

      ‘All gone?’ Henry asked, using his foot to set the bench straight.

      Joan nodded. ‘Yes, all gone.’

      Elizabeth plumped up an embroidered cushion and placed it in the bowl of the chair Joan used when working at her desk. ‘Sit, Mother,’ she instructed, and Joan obeyed.

      ‘I know I should not say it, but I am glad this day is over,’ Joan said, fingering the spectacles hanging off her writing slope. ‘It will be a relief to return to work. I am so behind with the accounts.’

      ‘Is that all you can think about, Mother?’ Elizabeth scolded.

      ‘’Tis as well I do think about it, Bess. With you still unwed, you need someone to support you.’

      Elizabeth coloured, and Thomas wondered why it was his sister was still a burden on her family. He knew their father would have made provision for a good dowry had any man offered himself as a husband. Elizabeth was not pretty, it was true; she was too plump to be called comely and her features too irregular to be called pleasant, but many men would overlook such failings if the dowry was ample and the family connection good. Perhaps there had been suitors, but Elizabeth had been disinclined to marry. Or perhaps, Thomas considered grimly, many men had been discouraged from wooing by her scolding tongue. He could not blame them.

      Thomas sat on the bench and rubbed his aching forehead. He was about to say he would retire when Joan opened her slope and took out a parchment.

      ‘Shall we do this now?’ she asked him.

      Thomas suddenly realised what the parchment was. ‘Father’s will?’ he asked, pointing at it.

      ‘You are his executor, Thomas.’ She held it out to him. ‘The family is all together, and I would rather get it over and done with. Bess, give this to Thomas.’

      Elizabeth passed him the parchment and took a seat. They all watched as Thomas broke the seal, the old red wax splintering onto the table.

      ‘You need not read out every word,’ Joan said as he unfolded the paper, ‘just the bequests.’

      Thomas quickly scanned the writing and began to read aloud. ‘To my eldest son, Thomas, I make provision of six marks to pay for the singing of masses for my soul, to be given over to him should he be ordained a priest within a twelvemonth of my death. If Thomas be not made a priest within this time, then whosoever prays for my soul shall receive the six marks.’ He glanced at his mother and saw no sign of surprise in her expression. She knows what Father said to me, he thought with a touch of annoyance. He continued. ‘Also to my eldest son, Thomas, goes my land held under freehold. All my other properties I give to my dearly beloved wife, Joan. To my wife, Joan, I also entrust the management of my business, to be helped by my sons Henry and Richard, until and unless they establish businesses of their own, and by my daughter Elizabeth, until such time as she be married.’

      ‘All as expected,’ Henry said, taking the parchment from Thomas and reading it for himself. ‘No argument from anyone?’

      ‘It does not give Thomas a role in the business,’ Elizabeth said.

      ‘Well, he doesn’t need one,’ Henry said carelessly. ‘He is to be a priest.’

      ‘Oh, but he has no intention of becoming a priest, Henry,’ Elizabeth said with mock innocence.

      ‘What?’ Henry exclaimed. ‘Thomas, is this true?’

      ‘Is it?’ Joan demanded.

      Thomas’s head was pounding. Why had he not retired to bed earlier?

      ‘Thomas!’ Joan’s voice was shrill, not to be ignored.

      ‘I am not sure, Mother,’ he said.

      ‘What are you not sure about?’

      ‘That the priesthood is the vocation I want.’

      Joan stared at him for a long moment. ‘Bess, Henry, Richard, get you to bed. It is late, and we have to be up early tomorrow.’

      ‘But Mother – ’ Elizabeth began.

      ‘Bed, Bess.’ Elizabeth, Richard and Henry rose and made for the door. When they had gone, Joan said, ‘Pour me some ale, Thomas.’ He did so and handed her the cup. ‘Now pull that bench over and talk to me.’

      ‘I know you are disappointed, Mother.’ He winced at the screech of the wooden bench against the floorboards as he pulled.

      ‘I am confused. To be a priest is what you have studied for all these years. I thought – your father thought – it was what you wanted.’

      ‘I thought I did too.’

      ‘Then what has changed?’

      ‘No one ever asked me if it was what I wanted when I was sent away.’

      ‘You were a child of eleven. You were too young to be asked any such thing. We knew what was best for you.’

      ‘And I am grateful for my education, Mother, but the choice of the priesthood was not mine. My tutor and Father decided I had a brain and that I was to be sent away to use it. But I believe that, because of my education, the priesthood is not the only path that I may take. Nor, in truth, am I sure I am suited to such a life.’

      ‘It is a good life,’ Joan protested.

      ‘But if I am not called to the priesthood?’

      She frowned at him. ‘You do not love God?’

      ‘Of course I love God, but I have had reason to wonder if I love Him enough to devote my life to Him.’

      ‘There is no greater joy to be found than in serving God. As a priest, your person will be inviolable. You will have the respect of everyone who knows you. Heaven knows, this family has had little enough of that.’

      It was the first word of reproach Thomas had heard from his mother towards his father. Thomas took hold of her hand. ‘I understand how you feel. But it is my life.’

      ‘But if not a priest?’

      It was the same question his father had asked. ‘A tutor, perhaps, or a lawyer. There are many opportunities for an educated man.’ He smiled. ‘Perhaps I shall come back to Ipswich and run the business.’

      He was joking. The idea of becoming a butcher or wool merchant was appalling, but Joan evidently thought he was serious.

      ‘Oh, you must not think of that, Thomas,’ she said earnestly. ‘Henry would never admit it, I am sure, but he has been looking forward to the day when he could take over.’

      ‘Father left the business to you.’

      ‘To a woman?’ Joan laughed hollowly. ‘That was just your father’s foolishness.’

      ‘Many widows take over their husband’s business, and many run them better. I have seen it. You have seen it. Remember? You wrote to me of how Mistress Bassett was left the tannery by her husband and how she has prospered.’

      ‘Mistress Bassett was ever eager to have a business to run. I am not so. I would rather your father had legally left it to your brother. It will do Henry good to have a free hand.’

      ‘You will need to keep an eye on him. He is young and does not have your good business sense.’

      ‘I shall keep an eye.’ She smiled indulgently. ‘And you. Oh, Thomas, I do think you are foolish if you turn your back on the church. And, despite what you tell me, I do not think that a lack of calling is the reason you have this doubt. I want you to promise me that whatever it is holding you back from becoming a priest is worth it.’ She grabbed his hands and tugged them to her heart. ‘That she is worth it.’
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      Thomas could not help but smile as he passed beneath the city gate of Ipswich and headed out on the road back to Oxford. He was free, free to do as he liked, eat what he liked, go to bed when he liked, but most of all, free from his family.

      It was only since leaving that he realised how much of a strain being back home had been. The closer his intended day of departure drew, the clingier Joan had become, and Thomas had felt as if he were suffocating. That morning as he had checked his bag, making sure he had packed everything, Joan had asked him to write to the dean of Magdalen College and ask for an extended leave of absence. Thomas had told her he could not because he knew the college masters would not tolerate his absence a day longer than they had granted.

      It was a lie. Thomas had no doubt that if he had written, the dean would have given him leave to remain, but he did not want more time at home. He yearned to be back in Oxford. Oxford was his home, not Ipswich, and his fellow students and masters were his family. Joan had watched sorrowfully as he pushed the linen-wrapped bread and cheese she had insisted on giving him into his bag and headed for the door.

      Thomas had said his farewells to Henry and Richard the evening before as they had an appointment with a wool merchant and had had to leave early. Elizabeth had presented her cheek for him to kiss, told him to have a safe journey, and had retreated to the kitchen where he heard her banging pots and ordering the kitchen maid around. Joan had followed him to the door and would have accompanied him to the city gates had he let her. He had kissed her, and she had held him tight. When he pulled away, Thomas saw that tears were likely. He had smiled and walked quickly away, waving to her over his shoulder.

      It was a long journey back to Oxford. He had anticipated having to walk most of the way, but upon reaching Colchester, had managed to get a seat on a coach that took him towards St Albans. On the third night, after a day of walking, he stopped at an inn and took off his shoes to find huge blisters on both heels. He tried padding his shoes with the linen from the bread and cheese he had eaten on the first day, but the cloth rubbed as much as his shoes. Fortune smiled on him again, however, when a merchant with a cartload of wine barrels for sale in Oxford invited Thomas to join him and so spared his sore feet. But as soon as he caught sight of Oxford’s spires, Thomas said farewell to the merchant, suddenly wanting to enter the city alone.

      Magdalen Bridge was ahead of him, the River Cherwell flowing serenely beneath its stones. Ducks glided across the water, making ripples behind them as they went. He leaned over the stone balustrade and watched them.

      ‘Tom, is that you?’

      Thomas turned, his face breaking into a grin at the sight of his friend’s long thin face. ‘It’s me. How are you, Stephen?’

      Stephen Alard took Thomas’s hand and wrung it. ‘Very well. How is your father?’

      ‘Dead.’

      ‘Oh,’ Stephen said, embarrassed. ‘Sorry to hear that. Are the rest of your family well?’

      ‘They are, thank you.’ Wanting to change the subject, Thomas asked, ‘How have things been here?’

      ‘Much the same. I am glad you are back. I have been deplorably lax in my studies. Needed my friend Thomas to keep me disciplined.’ Stephen clapped Thomas on the shoulder. ‘Come, then. Typical of you to arrive in time for dinner.’

      They crossed the bridge, heading for Magdalen College. It was not the most impressive of Oxford’s colleges, but to Thomas’s eyes, it was the most pleasing. He did not even mind a part of the college being a building site – the college had started a bell-tower building project a few years earlier – because he loved to watch each course of stone laid down by the masons. It fascinated him to see how the masons shaped each one, making something beautiful with only a hammer and chisel. To Thomas, stonemasonry was a marvellous skill, though not one highly rated by many of his fellows at the college. So many of the masters thought any labour not purely of the brain was a sign of baseness. No matter how often Thomas tried to convince them architecture was an art, a show of confidence in the future and a sign of wealth and prosperity, they would not alter their opinion. If ever he had the money, Thomas promised himself often, he would commission a stonemason to build him a fine house.

      Thomas and Stephen entered the Great Hall of the college. Thomas gave his bag to one of the servants, asking him to keep it safe until dinner was over, then he and Stephen washed their hands in one of the water bowls provided. The long refectory tables were rather full, for dinner had only just begun, but Stephen saw their friend Hugh Sedley sitting near the rear of the hall, and they squeezed onto the bench opposite. Magdalen College was not noted for its fare, at least not on ordinary days, and there was only pottage on offer. But Thomas was hungry, and he tucked in.

      ‘Glad to be back?’ Hugh asked Thomas.

      Thomas nodded through a mouthful of food.

      ‘Did you tell him about Piers Gomfrey, Stephen?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Stephen protested. ‘He’s only just arrived.’

      ‘What about Piers Gomfrey?’ Thomas asked, looking from Hugh to Stephen.

      Hugh dug his spoon into the pottage and took a large mouthful. ‘Piers was nearly expelled.’

      ‘What did he do?’ Thomas asked, intrigued. He and Piers had shared many lectures over the years; Thomas knew him to be a lazy young man, content to do only just enough studying to ensure he scraped a pass in his examinations and nothing more.

      ‘He tried to smuggle a girl into his room.’ Hugh laughed. ‘Would have managed it too if the porter’s dog had not barked at her. Master Abery was all for having him expelled, but the dean said that as the girl had not actually got into the grounds, Piers had not broken any rules.’

      ‘That’s a fine distinction.’ Thomas said.

      Hugh nodded. ‘The dean wrote to Piers’s father, and he came here. You should have heard the shouting.’

      ‘We think Piers got a whipping too,’ Stephen added.

      Hugh pointed his spoon at Thomas. ‘So let that be a warning for you.’

      Thomas coloured. ‘What do you mean a warning for me?’

      Hugh grinned at Stephen. ‘Oh, look at him, blushing like a girl.’ He gestured at their fellow diners. ‘We all know you have impure thoughts about Alice Finch.’

      ‘I do not,’ Thomas protested, feeling his cheeks burn, wondering how on earth he had betrayed himself in regard to the eighteen-year-old daughter of Oxford’s mayor.

      ‘Have it your way.’ Hugh held up his hands. ‘But just know you should think twice about smuggling her into your room.’

      ‘Even if I wanted to,’ Thomas whispered, leaning forward, ‘she would not agree.’

      ‘Oh, because she is not the kind of girl to enter a man’s bedchamber alone, eh?’

      ‘No, she most certainly is not.’

      Hugh winked at Thomas, knowing he had teased his friend enough. ‘Nothing like that trull Stephen here has his eye on.’

      ‘Edith is no trull.’ Stephen’s voice was high and loud, and heads turned in their direction.

      ‘Er, Stephen,’ Hugh said, ‘sweet Edith works in a brothel.’

      ‘Cleaning,’ Stephen insisted. ‘Not doing what you think.’

      ‘Of course not.’ Hugh snorted a laugh, and Thomas joined in, knowing that Stephen was ever deluded when it came to girls. Only the previous term, Stephen had fallen for a girl who claimed to be nineteen but, it turned out, had only seen fourteen summers. Stephen had narrowly escaped a beating from the girl’s outraged father.

      ‘Yes, very funny, you two. Anyway, I must be off,’ Stephen said haughtily, pulling the napkin from his shoulder and throwing it on the table. ‘I have letters to write.’

      Thomas and Hugh watched him go. ‘The poor fool.’ Hugh shook his head. ‘Will he never learn?’ He turned back to Thomas, and his face became serious. ‘I assume that as you are back, your father is… ’

      ‘Dead? Yes, he is.’

      ‘Thought so. My condolences. Did you have a chance to talk to him?’

      ‘Not really. He only gave me a chance to listen.’

      ‘So, you didn’t tell him about your decision?’

      ‘I mentioned it, but it was not something he wanted to hear.’ Thomas sniffed and snatched up his cup of ale. He took a mouthful and gulped it down. ‘His will stated that if I did not become a priest within twelve months, I would not receive six marks. He wanted me to say masses for his soul.’

      ‘Six marks, eh? Hardly a fortune.’

      ‘I can live without the money,’ Thomas agreed sourly.

      Hugh glanced down at his empty bowl. ‘Still, it must be difficult for you.’

      ‘Not really. His soul will be fine. We can pay a priest to say masses for him,’ Thomas said, sounding as if he was trying to convince himself.

      ‘Yes, of course you can.’ Hugh took a deep breath, a signal he was ending that touchy subject. ‘So, if your intentions are honourable, when are you going to ask for the lovely Alice’s hand?’

      ‘Soon,’ Thomas said decidedly.

      ‘And you think she will have you?’

      ‘I can only hope she will,’ Thomas said with a shrug. He frowned. ‘I know my mother will be disappointed I am not to be a priest, but she will be cheered in my choice of a wife, will she not?’ He looked at Hugh earnestly. ‘My mother will not be sorry when she meets Alice?’

      Hugh forced a smile. Alice was not, in his opinion, the sort of girl any mother would wish for her son. Alice was flighty. Hugh had seen the way she flirted with all the young men who were forward enough to seek conversation with her, and knew she did not keep her smiles only for Thomas.
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      ‘Lift your chin, Master Wolsey.’

      Thomas obliged the barber, tilting his head back so the razor could be drawn over his throat. Thomas heard the rasp of his stubble against the blade and felt the tug on his skin. It felt good to be close shaved once again. Master Cotton really was the best barber he knew. His brothers’ barber in Ipswich had been clumsy, nicking Thomas painfully over his jawbone on the three occasions he had used him. Thomas had decided he would let his beard grow and wait until he had returned to Oxford to be shaved by a far more competent barber.

      Master Cotton drew a cloth over Thomas’s face, wiping away the soap that was already tightening his skin. Thomas pointed to the bottle of rose water on the table, and the barber smiled and deftly applied the soothing perfumed water.

      ‘Special occasion, is it, Master Wolsey?’ Cotton asked as he tidied away his soiled equipment.

      Thomas rubbed his hand over his jaw, feeling his newly smooth skin with pleasure. ‘Because I have had you shave me?’

      ‘No, my dear sir, but because of the rose water and your general demeanour.’

      Thomas rose from the chair, eyeing Cotton sternly. ‘There is nothing about my demeanour that is different from any other time you have shaved me.’

      Cotton wagged his finger. ‘Ah, there, I must disagree. There is a very definite air of intent about you this morning. I would venture a young lady is on your mind.’

      Thomas’s mouth pursed in annoyance. ‘I think, Master Cotton, you misunderstand our relationship and begin to take liberties with me.’

      ‘No need to be so abrupt,’ Cotton teased. ‘Come now, who is she?’

      It was no good, Thomas thought. Master Cotton would not relent. ‘The young lady is Mistress Finch, if you must know.’

      Cotton frowned. ‘The mayor’s daughter?’

      ‘The same. There now, you have learnt my secret. Be you content.’

      But Cotton was still frowning. ‘You are courting the young Mistress Finch?’

      Thomas could not pretend such a definite description of his relationship with Alice, not even to a barber. ‘I am privileged to visit her at home.’

      ‘Oh, you and a dozen others.’ Cotton laughed.

      Thomas glared at him. ‘Why do you say that?’

      Alarmed by Thomas’s vehemence, the smile fell from Cotton’s face. ‘No harm meant, Master Wolsey.’

      ‘What did you mean?’

      Cotton held his hands up, palms out. ‘Only that I know of the young lady and know too she has many admirers.’

      ‘’Tis no sin to be admired, you fool,’ Thomas said. He tended to his collar, making sure it was straight.

      ‘No, indeed,’ Cotton said with relief. He had been planning to ask Thomas to settle his account but decided against it, fearing another outburst. Instead, he smiled obsequiously as Thomas gave him a curt nod and left his shop.
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      He was angry, and Thomas did not want to be angry. It was the second time that week Alice Finch had been spoken of in a derogatory manner. He had half a mind not to call on Alice after all, concerned he would take his bad humour out on her, but then, he reasoned, if anyone could lighten his mood, it was the girl he loved.

      The Finches lived only a little way from Magdalen College. Thomas had first spotted Alice when she had accompanied her father to the college to discuss the play the students wanted to present as part of the May Day celebrations the previous year.

      Thomas remembered the day well. His lecture had just concluded, and he was ambling, deep in thought, through the Great Hall, not watching where he was going. Alice had been staring up at the roof, bored of waiting whilst her father talked with Richard Mayhew, the college president. Thomas had almost walked into her. Startled, he had looked up and upon her pretty face. For the first time in his life, he found himself unable to form a coherent sentence. He had managed to babble an apology, and Alice had giggled at his awkwardness. Her father had finished his discussion and called her away, and Thomas did not see her for more than a fortnight. When he did, at last, see her again one day in the street, he was smitten.

      His life changed. Studying lost its appeal. He would offer to take messages to her father just for the chance of seeing her. He would go into shops he knew girls frequented in the hope he would meet her. Then he became braver, calling at their house when he had no reason at all to do so. To his delight, he found he was not refused admittance. Alice seemed to like his company.

      Thomas found he could not concentrate on his studies anymore. He neglected to attend lectures or complete essays. The masters began to cast worried looks in his direction, but he did not care. The only thing he cared about was Alice.

      Thomas reached the Finches’ front door. Taking a deep breath, he knocked and prepared himself for Mark, their head servant.

      Mark’s permanently sullen expression became mingled with slight surprise as he opened the door and set eyes on Thomas. His bushy left eyebrow rose, almost meeting his hairline. ‘Master Wolsey, well, well. You haven’t graced us with your presence for weeks. Thought we’d seen the last of you.’

      ‘Sorry to disappoint you, Mark,’ Thomas said, struggling to keep his tone cordial. He’d just about had enough of barbers and servants getting above themselves. ‘I left Oxford for a few weeks, that is all. Is Mistress Alice at home?’

      ‘Aye, she’s here.’ Mark stepped back and opened the door wider to allow Thomas inside. ‘She and the mistress are in the parlour.’ He pointed to the door at the end of the corridor and, turning on his heel, disappeared through a door behind the staircase.

      ‘Thank you very much for nothing
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