

[image: Cover Image]




Robert Farrington was born in India in 1915 and educated at Dulwich College. He spent much of his life overseas in Hong Kong, the Philippines, East Africa and Spain. While in the Far East he studied the history of the Spanish exploration of the Pacific, and later wrote a historical novel on that subject. He also wrote two thrillers and several short stories for magazines. He spent five years on research into the period and writing The Killing of Richard III.

Robert Farrington died in 1994 and so, sadly, did not live to hear about the discovery of Richard III’s body. This reissue is dedicated to his memory by his daughters, Vanessa and Rosalind.

Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-4055-3017-0

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Robert Farrington 2013

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


For Rosalind June



[image: image]


Note to the Reader

Henry Morane is not mentioned in any of the histories of King Richard’s reign, but the accuracy of his story may be judged by his description of the more important events which are known to have taken place, and of the more notable personalities who were involved in them. There are other characters in the story whose names have not been recorded before, and it may be helpful to list them as they appear in the narrative:

John Osgood

Clerk to the Bishop of Bath and Wells.

Alice

Mistress of Sir William Stanley.

Lambskin & Rougemain

Retainers of Sir William Stanley.

Matilda

Who lived not far from the Wall Brook.

Ned Bennett

Shipmaster of Lyme.

Joseph Anderson

Captain of Archers.

Geoffrey de Vannes

Knight of Brittany.

Jean Toussaint

Seneschal to the Duke of Brittany.

Ali

Nephew of a horse-trader near London Bridge.

Alan

Retainer of Lord Lovell.

Nick Benson

Thames boatman.

Agnes

Wife of John Kendall.

The Coombe family

Of Kingston-upon-Thames.

John Tanner

Clerk to Christopher Urswick.

But even these people, whose existence cannot be proved, should not be disregarded by students of history. It is known, for example, that both the Bishop of Bath and Wells and Christopher Urswick had clerks, indeed the functions of their offices necessitated them. And it is not improbable that John Kendall had a wife, and even less so that Sir William Stanley had a mistress.



The year is 1483. The Wars of the Roses, a vicious struggle between the Lancaster and York branches of the Plantagenet family, has been coursing through the veins of England for nearly thirty years. King Edward IV, the Yorkist leader, sits on the throne beside Elizabeth Woodville, a one-time commoner with whom he has fathered two young princes, Edward and Richard. The King is supported by a loyal court, most of all the formidable Lord Hastings.

Yet trouble brews. The first of the King’s brothers, George of Clarence, lies dead after a scandal. His second, Richard of Gloucester, vies for power, supported by his closest aid the Duke of Buckingham. The ambitious and conniving Woodville family, led by Lord Rivers, seek extension to their strength and position. And in exile in France, the little-known Lancastrian leader Henry Tudor plots the final assault in the Wars of the Roses.

All the while, these great powers wield their human tools, among them the King’s Secretary John Kendall and his clerk and spy Henry Morane. Murder, gossip and intrigue are everywhere …
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With a lighted taper in one hand and a knob of warm sealing-wax in the other I was having difficulty in crossing the room. John Kendall was waiting to seal his correspondence, and that gave me an additional reason for speed. I saw that there were fewer people by the window, where Queen Elizabeth Woodville was talking to Jane Shore.

They were on good terms, those two, the Queen and the royal mistress, although they rarely lost the opportunity of sinking their barbs into each other. This time, as I approached, I heard the Queen telling Jane that she looked pale and drawn, and to take care for her husband liked his women lusty and well-found. Jane, not to be outdone, replied that it was due to King Edward’s attentions, and his lack of consideration for her small frame under his huge and increasing weight.

‘Ah! Master Morane!’ she called. ‘Do you not agree that the King is running to fat?’

It was a troublesome question, for she had not been fond of me since the day I had refused her blandishments. My reluctance had been due to no more than prudence, for the wise man does not meddle with the mistress of one of higher station, and only a fool when she is the King’s.

I stopped, bowed slightly to Elizabeth Woodville, and cursed Jane Shore under my breath.

‘He is a giant, as we all know,’ I agreed. ‘But I have not yet heard his horse complain of carrying him when he wears eighty pounds of plate. Now, if he were to mount you in full armour …’

A great bellow of laughter came from behind me, and a heavy hand lay down on my shoulder, spinning me round. It was King Edward himself.

‘By God!’ he guffawed. ‘The clatter would be deafening!’

He looked down at me, frantically trying to keep the taper aloft, and laughed again. ‘Morane,’ he said, ‘for a scrivener you have a ready wit. I will hear more of it. Meanwhile take your taper to my Secretary before it melts away, and he melts with impatience.’ As I turned to go, he added, ‘And tell him to raise your salary by eight pence every Friday.’

It was my turn to wink at Jane Shore. But she was biting her lip, for even the Queen was smiling.

John Kendall shifted his fat buttocks on the wooden seat and glared at me. ‘You were fortunate,’ he said. ‘If the King had not overheard you there would have been no joke of it. If I know the Shore woman she would certainly have struck you.’ He pointed a stubby forefinger at me. ‘And then you would have been in trouble, my friend.’

‘The Queen was there. She …’

‘The Queen!’ he snorted. ‘Do you think she would have taken your part if they had been alone? She and Jane Shore are closer than thieves. Why, she would have laughed to see you taken away by the guards, and have come to see you strapped and beaten, and probably your tongue cut out …’ He stopped, eyeing me reproachfully. He had no liking for the Queen. In fact there were very few in whom she inspired any affection at all.

Yet Queen Elizabeth Woodville was a beautiful woman. Tall, dark haired, and pale as a winter dawn, I would not have been loth to bed her myself if the King had not seen her first. But she had a large family, sisters, brothers, uncles and the rest, who had swarmed into Court like locusts over a tree, eating up titles like the leaves upon it. Six of the girls had been married into noble houses, and even a hardened, cynical Court had been appalled when John Woodville, barely eighteen years of age, had married the wealthy dowager Duchess of Norfolk, who was past eighty. Elizabeth herself had been no virgin either, having children by a previous husband. But her price for being bedded by Edward had been marriage, no less, and the monarch, bemused with lust, had paid it, the nuptials being carried out secretly with the connivance of his bosom friend and whoring companion, Lord Hastings.

Richard of Gloucester, when he heard of the marriage, had exploded with fury, but in the end his loyalty had overcome his rage against the Woodvilles, and what might have been a royal quarrel came to nothing. It was as well, for Edward, in spite of his affability, had steel inside, and would not have tolerated opposition from anyone, not even from his favourite brother. The outburst had not endeared Richard to Elizabeth Woodville, of course, but she was able to do little because of Edward’s affection for him, and in any case he was away much of the time at his northern fastness of Middleham, or fighting the Scots.

With the other brother, George of Clarence, it had been a different story. Where Richard was outspoken and unsubtle Clarence had been sly-tongued and devious, and his earlier attempts at treachery, while forgiven by Edward, had not been overlooked by the Woodvilles. He had been their first target.

‘Aye,’ I said to John Kendall. ‘I do not forget what happened to Clarence. Condemned for slander against the King’s person. Against his own brother! And no one ever knew what the slander was. The Queen and the rest of them arranged that …’

‘Yes, yes,’ he said quickly. ‘But the slander was a lesser charge.’

‘It is in fact what killed him. He had committed acts of treason before and had always been forgiven. But this time the slander was added and …’

‘I know,’ John Kendall agreed. ‘But it is a matter best not re-opened, for whatever the slander was it must have been grave enough to send him to the block.’

‘Which he never reached.’

‘Only because, as you know as well as everyone else, he was so drunk with Malmsey that he fell into the Tower vat.’

‘Fell? Or was pushed? And on the very night before his execution?’

‘Perhaps so. Perhaps to save him, the King’s brother, from the ignominy of the block.’

‘Or to prevent him from repeating the slander publicly from the scaffold? And before a priest could shrive him?’

John Kendall waved an impatient hand. ‘What does it matter today?’ He looked up at me. ‘But there was a priest. Two of them, in fact. Condemned for the same slander. If Clarence was murdered, as you assert, then he could have been shrived by his fellow prisoners. And one of them was the Bishop of Bath and Wells, no less. He was imprisoned for six months, if I remember, and then released on payment of an enormous fine, ten thousand marks or so …’ he smiled, ‘which he complained he could ill-afford and would have to borrow from the Florentines.’

‘Ten thousand marks!’ I whistled. ‘Even a bishop would be hard put to it to find so much money.’

‘Not that one! The old skinflint has untold wealth stored away. I heard that he was in two minds whether to part with his money or his freedom. Even now they say he is not sure if he made the right decision.’ He chuckled. ‘He worships angels, but those of golden coin more than those that are holy.’

I smiled. I knew that John Kendall had little liking for the priesthood. ‘And the other one?’ I asked him.

‘The other one? Oh, the other cleric. Merely the bishop’s clerk.’ He shrugged. ‘I never heard of his release so he probably lies in a dungeon somewhere. King Edward is not one for cutting off the head of a priest.’

‘The Bishop of Bath and Wells? That is Robert Stillington?’

‘The same. The old man who fingers the inside of his nose during the meetings of the Council.’

‘Then he could tell us what the slander was.’

‘Great God!’ John Kendall sat up suddenly. ‘You would not be so mad as to think of questioning him? If he has not spoken of it these five years it is because he does not dare. In any case he would not have been released without taking an oath to keep silent. What do you think would happen to you if you questioned him?’ He stopped and eyed me. ‘And what interests you in this all of a sudden?’

‘No more than a curious mind.’ I said airily. ‘Since the subject has been raised.’

‘And who raised it, eh?’ The finger pointed at me again. ‘I will hear no more of this, you understand? The curiosity of your mind is of great use to me, Henry Morane, but not when it lies in a head that is skewered to a stake.’

‘Injustice may have been done him by the Woodvilles. And even if he does tear at his nose he is a likeable old man.’ I grinned at him. ‘Which I hope to be one day.’

‘If you live so long!’ John Kendall snorted. ‘And one way to ensure against that is to meddle in this old affair.’ He muttered something to himself, picked up his pen, put the end of the feather inside his nostril, saw me watching and took it away quickly. ‘Ah!’ he murmured. ‘God knows what trouble would ensue!’

‘Trouble?’ I said. ‘How can we be sure, if we don’t know what the slander was?’

He gave a long and exasperated sigh. ‘A slander that led to the King’s own brother being condemned could even lead to the wars beginning all over again. Clarence flirted with Lancaster, as you well know, and there may be some connexion. And in spite of twelve years of peace and good government people still remember the twenty years of war and lawlessness that preceded them. You may not remember it, my friend, but older people do. Ah, no!’ he cried. ‘God forbid another civil war.’

‘There is little chance of that now, with two sons fathered by King Edward. And maybe more, if Jane Shore does not sap all his strength. But at least the Yorkist succession is assured …’ I stopped. ‘Ah! You mean that the Lancastrians may rally to the Welsh lad in Brittany?’

‘Henry Tudor?’ He made a noise that sounded like ‘Pifft!’ and added, ‘He is of no account. Although not a lad any more.’ He counted on his fingers. ‘He will be twenty-six by now. A man of twenty-six who has never seen a battle, nor even been seen in England since he was a little boy, living in miserable state in Brittany on the bounty of Duke Francis! You think they would rally to him?’ He saw my expression. ‘Henry Morane, you are pulling my legs!’

‘Pulling your legs? God forbid,’ I said devoutly. ‘Since legs are only pulled to help strangle a poor wretch on the gallows to end his misery.’

John Kendall put his pen down on the table and began to laugh quietly. ‘Well, well!’ he said after a few moments. ‘There you stand, Henry Morane, my privy clerk, with one ear always in the Court, and yet you have not heard that expression!’ He went on chuckling, the fatness of his face billowing round his chin. ‘I would not have thought it possible! And even the King used it the other day.’ When he had finished enjoying himself at my expense, he added, ‘It means to make jest of someone.’

‘It does, does it? Then in view of what we have been discussing it is not an expression I care to use. It would be as if I were asking the Devil to intervene.’

John Kendall crossed himself quickly. ‘Yes, Master Morane,’ he agreed, ‘it might be. And now I will have your assurance that you will not meddle in this long-dead affair of Clarence.’

It was the voice of authority. I held up my hand. ‘You have it, sir. For as long as Queen Elizabeth sits the throne.”

He gave me a sharp look at that, then nodded, apparently satisfied.

Three weeks later, on the ninth of April 1483, King Edward the Fourth died unexpectedly after a fit.
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The whole country was stunned. It was as if a banquet table, loaded with meats and confections, had suddenly been over-set, and everyone stood undecided as to how to go about picking up the pieces. The new king would be a mere boy of twelve. It would be the third royal minority within a hundred years. The first two had brought civil war and the collapse of government. Was the same to happen all over again?

Richard of Gloucester was far away in the north country. His nephew, the new King, was at Ludlow in the care of another uncle, Lord Rivers, detested brother of the Queen. Hastings, who had been at Edward’s bedside, swore that his last wish had been that his brother, Richard, should be Lord Protector until the boy came of age. Last wish or no, we all knew it was the dead King’s desire, and John Kendall wasted no time in sending a message to Richard to that effect. The letter was carried by the new system of posts which Richard himself had instituted, and reached him within the astonishing time of four days.

Soon afterwards the Duke of Buckingham sent Richard another, more ominous message from Wales: Lord Rivers was on his way to London with the boy, escorted by two thousand men. The Woodvilles were out to set up a regency of their own.

Richard marched south straightaway, summoning Buckingham to join him. They met at Northampton, the latter being dismayed to find Richard with only six hundred men, all unarmed, and all in mourning black. Yet when they caught up with Lord Rivers and his friends Richard, dark-browed with fury, strode right through the armed escort and arrested them on the spot. It was all done before the surprised Woodvilles could find time to think of offering resistance, and within the hour Richard and Buckingham were themselves taking the young King to London, where he was lodged in the style that befitted him in the Royal Apartments of the Tower to await his coronation. The boldness of Richard’s action had prevented bloodshed, at any rate among the soldiery. For that which subsequently came from the heads of Lord Rivers and his associates was regretted by no one.

Elizabeth, now dowager Queen, seeing the loss of the Woodville cause and fearing for her own safety, gathered up her other son and her daughters and fled for sanctuary in West Minster. No entreaties nor promises by anyone could induce her to come out, and she set up house there, even having part of the abbey wall knocked down to let in her furniture.

Jane Shore must have been privy to the Woodville plot too, for she was not seen for several weeks. Then I heard that she had taken up with the Marquess of Dorset, one of Elizabeth Woodville’s earlier sons, but on that flat-faced worthy’s flight to Brittany she had stayed in England. Soon afterwards she appeared again in the care of Lord Hastings, a new Hastings, more serious of mien and better groomed, his unaccustomed black clothes accentuating the taut lines of lechery on his face.

These events had been of direct concern to me, for I wondered if I should retain my appointment under the new regime. But John Kendall continued as Secretary to the Lord Protector, and so I remained with him as his privy clerk. All was well. At least we thought it so until secret correspondence was intercepted between Hastings and the Woodvilles who had fled to Brittany.

Hastings of all people, one would have thought, as the best friend of the late king, would have remained faithful to his brother and to his sons, but once the Woodville influence had been removed the troubles attendant upon a royal minority began again. Ambition and greed gripped the nobility, and Hastings was the first to feel their bite. He used as courier one Sir William Catesby, which was unfortunate for him, as Catesby was our man.

The correspondence disclosed that Hastings was passing messages to and from the Queen Dowager in sanctuary, but what perplexed John Kendall was that the liaison was taking place at all as Hastings was known to be an enemy of the Woodvilles.

‘Treason makes strange bedfellows,’ I told him. ‘It must be due to Buckingham.’

‘Buckingham?’

‘Aye. The Duke has taken the place of chief counsellor to the Lord Protector, which Hastings would expect as of right. He is, after all, Lord Chamberlain, and was closest companion of the dead King, yet Buckingham has more call on Dickon’s loyalty after the affair at Northampton.’

John Kendall eyed me and then nodded. ‘It could be so,’ he agreed. ‘It could be so. Yet if Hastings is sending letters to and from the Dowager Queen in West Minster, who is carrying them?’

He saw my face, and smiled. ‘Ah, yes! Of course!’

It happened, then, that on the next day on one of her visits to West Minster Jane Shore was waylaid by thieves. She laid a complaint to the Justices, but the miscreants were never discovered. One of them told me afterwards that her main cause of grievance was that they had not raped her. This was true, without a doubt, for very soon afterwards she visited an astrologer to discover whether her charms were about to fade. I had no need to threaten the man to divulge this information as he admitted it freely, adding with a knowing smile that he had been able to assure her that her fears were groundless, and proved it to his satisfaction, and hers, during the ensuing half hour.

No letters had been discovered on Jane Shore, however, but John Kendall suggested that she might also be visiting sanctuary secretly after dark. He was right, for she was arrested one evening and a letter from Elizabeth Woodville was found on her.

Hastings went to the block right quickly, almost too quickly, for he went without trial. But then Dickon had always been impetuous. The other three implicated in the plot were dealt with more leniently, though. John Morton, the silver-tongued Bishop of Ely, was sent for imprisonment in Buckingham’s castle at Brecon; Rotherham, Archbishop of York and Lord Chancellor, was only removed from the latter office, and Lord Stanley was locked up for less than a week. His case was no more than one of suspicion, however, as he had recently married the widowed mother of Henry Tudor.

It was with Jane Shore that Richard was most incensed. When King Edward had been alive she had been foolish enough to bait him on his few appearances at Court. The baiting had taken the form of teasing him as being the country bumpkin, and Dickon had not forgotten it. Edward had laughed, thinking the banter good-humoured, for both of them were close to him, but there had been spite in Jane’s talk, and it seemed to me that Dickon was another on whom her charms had not prevailed. But then she should have known that Dickon’s loyalty to his brother was absolute, even to his whores. And now Jane would have to suffer.

She was not charged with treason, Dickon would baulk at the execution of such a sentence upon a woman, but with being a whore. For that she was condemned to do penance as a harlot and then be confined in Ludgate Prison.

The penance was carried out by the Cross in Saint Paul’s churchyard, and most of London turned out to watch. It was not often that a royal strumpet was part of the show.

With a long procession of priests and holy clerks chanting monotonously, Jane Shore led the single line of whores who came next. Bareheaded, with her brown hair now falling lank upon the kirtle over her shoulders, and carrying a lighted taper in one hand, she picked her way carefully over the rough cobbles. Unlike the others, who were used to being unshod, her feet were already bloodied. As the kirtle was the only garment she wore her allurements were displayed for all to see, and many a cheer was raised. Ribald comments were flung at her, and one bold fellow broke past the City Archers that posted the route and was arrested for his pains. That set the crowd laughing even more and wishing him the good fortune of sharing the same cell with her in Ludgate. But a groan went up when the archers clubbed him senseless, followed by howls of execration as he was dragged away.

Jane Shore ignored it all, or seemed to. With her head down, inspecting the stones she walked on, she moved forward slowly, a deep blush spreading over her face and stomach. She was indeed a beauty, and when she had passed I turned away with a slight pang of regret for the charms I had forgone.

Two mornings afterwards Richard of Gloucester himself came into our office. His normally pale and serious face was eased into a thin smile as he handed his Secretary a letter. John Kendall, his portly form nearly knocking over the trestle as he struggled to his feet, came round to take the parchment. He read it, glanced at Dickon, and then beckoned me over. It was a formal request from the Solicitor-General to marry Jane Shore. I nearly burst into Jaughter, but John Kendall was outraged.

‘My Lord!’ he protested. ‘Mistress Shore! Why, the woman was plotting with Lord Hastings! Surely Thomas Lynom knows that?’

Richard nodded a little. ‘Of course he knows it, Master Kendall. And he will soon learn that I disapprove of my Solicitor marrying a whore …’ He paused and took a few thoughtful paces across the tiles. ‘Yet, upon consideration, it may be no bad thing. I do not have any great desire to keep Mistress Shore under restraint now that her penance has been so successful …’ His dark eyes turned and rested on me for a moment. ‘And, although Lynom was Solicitor to my late brother too, his aversion to the Queen Dowager is well known. Mistress Shore can pay for her security in marriage by keeping away from trouble in that direction.’

‘She has a nose for it,’ John Kendall muttered.

‘Aye,’ Dickon laughed a little. ‘Even in Ludgate Prison. And now that Lord Hastings has departed the Marquess of Dorset may have thoughts of her again.’ He sighed. ‘Write to Tom Lynom,’ he directed, ‘and say that I disapprove of the contract, but, in view of the high office which he holds, and of my certainty that he will adhere to it for the good of the realm, I will agree in spite of my reluctance.’

I smiled as I wrote it down. Dickon was astute. For Tom Lynom was not wealthy enough to risk the office he held. Neither was he of the stuff from which Hastings had been made. Once his first ardour had thinned he would see to it that his wife’s nose remained unsmirched.

John Kendall said something under his breath, bowed, and looked at me to see if I had noted it. But the Lord Protector was not done.

‘There is another matter,’ he said, and John Kendall turned back quickly, coughing to hide his confusion.

‘It is not of immediate importance,’ Richard said, ‘but a representation has been made to me by Robert Stillington, Bishop of Bath and Wells, for the release of one of his clerks imprisoned these six years without a charge being proved against him …’

I drew in my breath quickly, and Richard’s eyes swung to me again. This time they remained there for several moments. ‘I will have no man, especially a priest,’ he went on, ‘imprisoned without proper cause. Therefore,’ he turned back to John Kendall, ‘write an order for the release of one John Osgood, former vicar of Greve in the county of Warwick.’

He nodded at us and strode off through the doorway. I heard the sentry outside come clattering to attention.

John Kendall sat down and put a hand across his forehead. From under it two small eyes glared up at me. ‘John Osgood, eh? So that is his name?’ The hand came down again and banged on the table. ‘And what devilry have you been at, Henry Morane? So that a bishop of the Holy Church can be persuaded to press for the release of a mere clerk?’

‘Why,’ I said, ‘surely it is a Christian thing to do?’

‘Not where you are concerned!’ he roared. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘Me, sir? Why, nothing. But I remember that you yourself told me that Robert Stillington has an over-fondness for money. Could it be that he is under the impression that if his clerk is released his own case might be heard again, and possibly the fine, or part of it, remitted?’

John Kendall sat back. ‘Oh? And how would he have gained that impression, I wonder?’

I shook my head. ‘I cannot think,’ I said.

‘I can!’ he snapped. ‘And don’t try to persuade me that it was due to injustice being done, Henry Morane, or to your curious mind. I know you better than that!’

‘I would not presume to,’ I told him.

He got up slowly and came towards me. ‘So it was for money? And what unholy bargain have you made?’

‘Not unholy,’ I grinned. ‘It was, after all, with a bishop. I merely suggested a way to him in which his case might be heard again, and the fine possibly remitted.’

‘I see! And of course you would be recompensed?’

‘Of course.’

‘How much?’

‘It depends on the amount remitted.’

‘How much?’ he roared.

I shrugged. ‘A small part, that is all. A tenth.’

‘A tenth part? Great God!’ he exploded. ‘A tenth of ten thousand marks? And you call that a small part?’

I went out quickly, giving the sentry a huge wink as I passed.
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The release of John Osgood passed unnoticed. No one, not even John Kendall, seemed to have heard of him previously, and his case had long been forgotten. And when, hearing of his reinstatement as priest of his parish, he demanded an audience of the Lord Protector it was assumed he wanted no more than to express his gratitude in person. Thus it was that only Buckingham, Lord Lovell and Sir Richard Ratcliffe were present, apart from John Kendall and myself.

It had been raining all the morning and, as the wretched man had been brought by open boat from the Tower, he left a trail of water all along the corridor stones. Even by the time he reached the audience room it seemed not to have all drained off him, for little pools filled the indentures in the floor-tiles, sending a colony of tiny ants scurrying for safety.

I took him from the guards and, when they had closed the doorway, he ran suddenly forward shouting and insisting that he take an oath. I caught him and drew him back gently, putting an arm around him, and felt his prison-shrivelled shoulders under the filthy gown. The very stink of him foamed at my nostrils.

‘An oath, reverend sir?’ Richard said, his expression showing that the smell had reached him too. ‘What oath would you swear?’

‘Sire!’ I spoke up. ‘Let him first have food and wine to gather his strength.’

‘Aye,’ Richard agreed, his eyes twinkling, ‘and be bathed too.’

I had him washed, gowned in a new robe, and poured enough wine into him to make his bladder begin to smart right soon. The Lord Protector would not want a long audience of this distraught creature. And when I took him back he rushed from me and stood in front of Dickon’s chair with his arms across his chest.

‘My Lord!’ he shouted. ‘I demand to take an oath!’

‘Concerning what?’ Richard inquired mildly.

‘It is ancient law that what is alleged to be slander is not so if it is true!’

‘We are aware of that, my friend.’

‘Therefore I wish to swear an oath to that effect.’

‘You do?’ Dark eyebrows went upwards. ‘But why? Do we have to disbelieve the word of a priest unless it is attended by an oath?’

John Osgood was taken aback. He stood and looked at the Lord Protector for several moments. In the end he spoke more quietly. ‘It was not believed before, my Lord. I was condemned as a liar. Without trial and without chance of attesting to the truth. I was …’

Dickon waved him to silence. ‘You may take an oath if you wish. But later. First tell us of your so-called slander …’ he looked round at the others, who shook their heads ‘… because no one here knows of it.’

‘No one?’ Osgood stood amazed. He stared at each of us in turn. ‘No one?’ he repeated. Then, to Richard, ‘Not even you, my Lord?’

‘Not even I.’ His tone was impatient. ‘Say on, man, and let us not waste time bringing holy relics to support oaths.’

John Osgood took a deep breath. I heard his ribs creak with the unaccustomed effort.

‘My Lord of Gloucester,’ he said after a moment, ‘your brother’s marriage to the Lady Elizabeth Woodville, who calls herself Queen, was bigamous!’

‘Jesu!’ Richard exclaimed involuntarily, and the rest of us gasped. The priest drew his head back and thrust out his bony chin.

It was a long time before anyone spoke. Then Richard, his voice very quiet, said, ‘It is no wonder you were imprisoned, Master Osgood. It is a most grievous slander.’ His black eyes studied the man in front of him. ‘Unless you have proof.’

‘That I have, Sire. Upon my oath.’

‘Then let us hear it.’

‘The late King was already married to the Lady Eleanor Butler. This I know, my Lord. Because I married them.’

No wonder he had been imprisoned! No oath of silence would have earned him freedom as it had Bishop Stillington. And no wonder the Woodvilles had used every means to keep the matter quiet. We stood there, watching the man, and a miasma of tenseness filled the room.

Then Richard spoke again. ‘And when was this?’

‘Eighteen years ago, my Lord. It was on …’

‘Eighteen years!’ Richard exclaimed. He turned to John Kendall, but the latter shook his head.

‘I was not in attendance upon your late brother then,’ he said. ‘At that time he would have been no more than twenty-two years old.’

‘Aye,’ Dickon reflected, ‘and I but twelve.’

‘In that case I would have been ten,’ Buckingham observed. He glanced at Lovell and Ratcliffe, and nodded. ‘We were all children.’

Dickon was eyeing the priest suspiciously. ‘And who were the witnesses to this ceremony?’

‘The lady’s serving woman, my Lord. She was very old …’ Richard grunted. ‘And also the Lord Hastings, as well as the King’s own brother, George of Clarence.’

And they were both dead. I shook my head as I considered it. Clarence would have been sixteen at the time, too young to have taken the matter seriously. To him it could only have been a jest, a frivolity to enable his brother to bed the lady. A short ceremony conducted in secrecy and great haste, and later forgotten – for a time, at least. Certainly Clarence had not mentioned it at the time of his first treachery, when he had temporarily defected to Warwick and the Lancastrians.

Yet Clarence had been sly. The story would not have had much importance after Warwick had deposed Edward. It would be better kept in case the business went wrong and Edward regained the throne. If he did, and the Woodvilles were restored to power, then Clarence would have a curb on their ambitions. That is what happened, of course, but Clarence found that the Queen was made of sterner stuff. His blackmail had failed. He had tried to publish the story and had been condemned for slander, the priest, his essential witness, being condemned too, although the latter, because of his holy office, had escaped the extreme penalty.

And then there was Robert Stillington, who also had been imprisoned. As Bishop of Bath and Wells, he must have tried to lend his weight to the tale. His friendship with Clarence, and their joint distaste for the Woodvilles, had been well known. He had connived in Clarence’s treachery, of which the story of the previous marriage had been part. But, not being a direct witness, Edward had let him off with a fine and an oath never to speak of it.

Richard got up from his chair and stalked across to John Osgood. ‘Clarence and Hastings?’ he repeated. ‘And the Lady Eleanor Butler? What does she have to say of this?’

The priest recoiled a step. ‘She took to Holy Orders, my Lord. At the Carmelite Convent at Norwich, where … where she lies buried.’

‘God and All the Saints!’ Richard threw his hands in the air. ‘And no doubt the old serving-woman lies buried too?’ Osgood nodded mutely. ‘And so all those who know of this marriage contract are dead?’ The dark eyes glittered at the priest. ‘Except you, eh?’

‘What of the Bishop of Bath and Wells?’ It was Sir Richard Ratcliffe’s thick Yorkshire voice. ‘He was condemned for slander too.’

‘Aye,’ Richard muttered, ‘we might hear what he has got to say.’ To John Kendall he said, ‘Where is he?’

The latter shook his head. ‘Until your Council meets again, Sire, I expect he will be …’

‘My Lord!’ I spoke up. ‘He is in West Minster, I am sure. At least if it was he I saw this morning stepping off a boat.’ I turned slowly to meet John Kendall’s stare with a look of bland unconcern.

‘Then have him brought here.’ Richard swung round to stalk back to his chair. ‘And have that crazy priest taken away.’

As I took John Osgood by the arm Buckingham cleared his throat and stepped towards him. ‘You are prepared to swear to this?’ he asked him.

‘I am, my Lord!’ The chin went up again. ‘I have already said so.’

‘Then I think he should,’ Buckingham said to Richard. ‘And before parliament too.’

‘What?’ Richard exclaimed. ‘An oath to the event of which all the witnesses are dead? Sworn by a priest half-crazed after being six years in a dungeon?’ He eyed Buckingham. ‘I will not have it! It is patently untrue. My brother would never have gone through with such a contract.’

‘He did,’ Buckingham pointed out, ‘in the case of the Lady Elizabeth Woodville.’

There was a long silence while they stared at each other. Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, tall, with curling brown hair, thumbs tucked into his belt, stood looking down at Richard of Gloucester. He was the only one of us who would have dared to hold Richard’s gaze like that, but then he, too, was of royal descent, being another sprig in the line of Edward the Third, said to have fathered more children than the French he killed at Crecy. Apart from that, though, Buckingham and Dickon were close friends.

‘The story smacks of truth,’ Ratcliffe said in his forthright way, and Lovell nodded assent. ‘Otherwise your brother would have denied it right quickly, and Clarence …’

‘Would have been condemned for slander, as in fact he was.’

‘But do we know whether he denied it or not?’ Buckingham inquired airily. ‘Or do we care? Whether the tale was true or not – at that time – Clarence’s mouth had to be stopped. At that time,’ he repeated significantly. ‘But today we know it to be true.’

‘Do we?’ Richard said. ‘By the word of one man?’ He pointed at John Osgood. ‘A prison-ridden priest!’

‘Then let us hear what Bishop Stillington has to say.’

Richard shrugged. ‘As you wish. We might as well have it all.’

Robert Stillington, Bishop of Bath and Wells, came in slowly, his feet unsure of themselves under his long gown, his breath whistling through his rotten teeth like a kettle with a broken lid.

‘Now, my Lord Bishop,’ Richard said without preamble, ‘what is this old wives’ gossip of my brother’s premarriage to the Lady Eleanor Butler?’

Stillington halted abruptly, swaying. He was well fortified for the interview, the Malmsey on his breath preceding him like a noxious cloud.

‘Ah, yes, Sire!’ he replied, shaking his head carefully. ‘The daughter of the Earl of Shrewsbury. He will not like it.’

‘Whether he likes it or not I will hear it,’ Richard said, controlling his temper.

‘That was the oath I took for your brother,’ the Bishop said, keeping his eyes away from me. ‘Not to disclose it.’ He took a deep breath, and then did glance at me. ‘But as it seems to have been disclosed already I am no doubt free of my oath.’

‘I am glad to hear it,’ Richard said ironically. ‘Then perhaps you will, in your own good time, tell us whether it is true that my brother was already wed when he contracted marriage with the Lady Elizabeth Woodville.’

The Bishop hesitated. ‘That is what I was told,’ he admitted after a while.

‘Told? Great God!’ Richard exclaimed. ‘Only told! And who by?’

‘Your lamented brother, my Lord. The Duke of Clarence. He was present at the ceremony, he said.’

‘You would swear to this?’ Buckingham asked Stillington.

‘He is so drunk he would swear to anything,’ Richard muttered.

‘Then we’ll keep him that way,’ Ratcliffe chuckled, and Richard glared at him.

‘You would swear to this before parliament?’ Buckingham persisted.

Stillington wiped the back of his hand across his face. He was an old man, sixty years or more and, like those who have never enjoyed the fullness of life, wished to cling to it for ever. He mumbled, ‘I could only swear to what Clarence told me.’

‘You could …’ Lovell spoke slowly ‘… also swear that you took an oath not to discuss the matter during King Edward’s lifetime.’ He turned to Richard. ‘That in itself would show how it weighed on the King’s mind. If it had not been true he would have laughed it away.’ To Stillington he said, ‘It is well known that you took an oath as the condition of your release.’

‘And a fine too …’ Stillington started to say when Dickon cut him short.

‘Bah!’ he said. ‘I have heard enough of this nonsense. Take them both away and let me hear no more of it. Give the priest clothes and money and let him go.’

Lovell shook his head. ‘The priest cannot go free, Dickon. He is crazed enough to go on talking about it. He must go back to prison.’

Richard hesitated. ‘I will not have him locked away again,’ he said. ‘Let him swear his oath not to speak of it.’

‘I would prefer to hear him swear otherwise,’ Buckingham said. ‘And before parliament.’ He eyed Richard. ‘And as one of your Council I have a mind to demand it.’

‘Demand it?’ Richard got up. ‘Demand it, you say?’

‘As Lord Protector of the Realm,’ Buckingham replied evenly, ‘it is proper that you should disclose everything that pertains to its good.’

‘Pertains to its good?’ Richard snarled. ‘And what good would it do to assert that my brother’s marriage to the Lady Elizabeth Woodville was bigamous, so that their children – my nephews – are bastards? Am I not their protector too?’

John Kendall gave a loud sigh. ‘Exactly, my Lord! Exactly! And the boy King …’

‘God in Heaven, master Secretary!’ Richard shouted. ‘What does that mean? I will not listen …!’

‘Neither will I, my Lord of Gloucester,’ the priest beside me said suddenly, taking Richard quite aback, so that he stopped, his face showing red at the interruption.

But the priest was unperturbed. ‘I will not stay out of prison,’ he went on, ‘if it means taking an oath to keep their bastardy secret.’

‘You will not, eh?’ Richard said menacingly. ‘Or perhaps you would rather hang?’

‘Even that,’ John Osgood replied with dignity.

Richard studied him carefully, then gave a wintry smile. ‘You are a brave man, sir,’ he said, ‘for a priest …’ And I heard John Kendall chuckle. ‘And so you shall have your chance. You may swear your oath before parliament.’ He swung away. ‘And God help you if you are not believed.’

The silence that followed was only relieved by Buckingham letting out his breath in a long sigh.

The oath was believed. Perhaps it was because of the added weight attached to it by the declaration of the Bishop of Bath and Wells, which the old man in the end decided to make. Perhaps he was encouraged by the example of his clerk, or perhaps there may have been other persuasions. Whatever the reasons, the oath was solemnly recorded as being accepted and the children of Edward the Fourth were proclaimed bastards. The royal minority was ended. But there was no king.

Buckingham and the Council, fearful lest the Lancastrians might use the occasion to further the claim of Henry Tudor from Brittany, passed a resolution that, as Richard was next in succession, he should be called upon to take the crown. He, Lovell and others went to Richard with the offer. John Kendall told me that Dickon accepted with an expression far removed from that which might be expected of a man about to take the highest office in the land. The coronation duly took place, although two months later than originally planned, with Richard kneeling in the place of his nephew, and the two sons of Edward the Fourth ceased to have any further importance. At least that is what we all thought until they disappeared.

But it did not seem a great matter. John Kendall and I both thought that King Richard, now the Third of that name, had sent them away for safe-keeping, but then we heard rumours that they had been murdered. One said that Buckingham had seen to it, others accused Richard himself. As the latter emanated from Brittany I did not think such Lancastrian calumny would carry much weight, for all that Richard needed to do was to parade the boys for all to see. Yet he did not do that, perhaps because the denial of such a false rumour was beneath contempt, or because the boys were being cared for at his favourite castle of Middleham and it was too burdensome to bring them all the way from Yorkshire for such a temporary purpose, which might have to be repeated on each occasion of a similar rumour. Besides, they had no importance, being commoners now. Yet in spite of that there were times when I wondered where they were.

IV



As chief clerk to the King’s Secretary my duties were varied. One day I might be hiring – haggling is a better word – a team of Flemish acrobats to perform at a royal banquet, trying to make them understand that while some of their cruder antics might make me laugh the new King was different from the last and would not approve. Another day I would be in sombre clothes attending John Kendall at a meeting of the Council, and endeavouring not to yawn while I wrote down monotonous dissertations on trivial subjects which would have flowed on interminably had not the King’s arrival brought them to an end. Once Dickon took his place trivialities were brushed aside and the real business commenced.

There were some fifteen members of the Council, most of whom have banished themselves from my memory by their tedious pomposity. One of the three lawyers was Thomas Lynom, who had decided not to marry Jane Shore after all, and of the four bishops Robert Stillington still held his bumbling place. The three commoners I knew well: John Kendall, Sir Richard Ratcliffe, and Sir William Catesby, whom Hastings had unwisely attempted to suborn. The remainder were Lords: Buckingham, Lovell, Stanley and so on.

Ratcliffe and Catesby were knights of the body who, with Lord Lovell were the closest associates of the King. They disliked each other, as familiars often do, but they hated Buckingham more. But then it is often necessary in human affairs to have someone to hate. It channels any incipient revolt into other directions, as witness the recurring aggressions against the French, the Saracens and the Jews. Buckingham, who had helped Richard to the throne, bore the greatest power and influence under him. And then of course there was the Stanley family.

Thomas, Lord Stanley, was the senior member, a man of substance – in wealth as well as body. Forty-eight years of age, and showing it (his armourer had once complained to me that each summer he had to forge a complete new cuirass as the speed of his growth round the stomach was too fast to be met by fillets), his influence, stemming from his great estates in the north-west, had been brought to bear alternately on the side of the Lancastrians and the Yorkists during the civil wars as it suited his purpose.

In spite of these tergiversations he must have convinced Edward the Fourth of his loyalty, for that affable giant had appointed him Privy Councillor and Lord Steward of the Household. Perhaps the fact that the Stanleys could put three thousand men into the field at short notice had influenced his appointment, as it is better to have such a force as an ally than an enemy, and Edward was no fool. Whatever the reason, Lord Stanley’s fortunes had not suffered. Only a year previously he had been supporting Richard of Gloucester’s campaign against the Scots and now, as King, Dickon had made him Knight of the Garter and Constable of England. It could be said that his loyalty had been to the throne rather than to its occupant, but a dispassionate observer might have added that Lord Stanley also knew which side of his venison was the better turned.

It is true that, with the discovery of the Hastings plot, he was put into prison, but in the excitement of that moment nearly everyone came under suspicion. And as he had recently become the third husband of the mother of Henry Tudor it is not surprising that some attached to him at first.

Yet he was likeable, with a quiet and courteous manner to all, whatever their station. His younger brother was a horse of a different colour.

Sir William Stanley would have been similar in looks if he had been better covered with flesh. Unclothed, and I only saw him that way once, he was an exercise in the ancient art of geometry, of which his face was another example. Narrow, with pale, slightly hooded grey eyes protruding each side of an arrowhead nose, he had the expression of an unsatisfied hawk. Neither was his manner endearing, especially to his inferiors. I was glad not to be an inhabitant of Chester, where he was Chamberlain, and have to seek justice at his court. But as no one in his right senses would exchange the delights of civilized London for a place as far away as Chester the situation was not likely to arise.

Like his brother, he too knew the right side of his venison. When Edward the Fourth and Richard had returned from Flanders to try conclusions with Warwick one of the first to join them had been Sir William Stanley. It was as if he already knew which side was going to win. In fact all through his career Sir William Stanley seemed to possess an uncanny prescience of the way events were about to shape, like some ghostly weathercock that would swing silently round to a new direction long before the wind changed.

Although his official duties did not often call for his presence in London he and his brother, like most of the barons, had large establishments there. Buckingham, as befitted the man next after the King, owned the most magnificent, a landmark in splendour to be pointed out to the visitor, but in opulence the Stanley’s households were not far behind. Buckingham’s amours were public property, topics for enthusiastic discussion and fervid wagers in tavern and market place, but those of the Stanleys were more discreet. And so it came as a shock when one morning Alice let fall that she was also the mistress of Sir William Stanley.

V



Alice was tall and blue-eyed, with the corn-coloured hair that bespoke a Saxon ancestry. Her clothing she carried with the regal dignity that attaches to height, while under it was the body of a ripe goddess. She also had a prattling tongue.

When I suggested that she would be wise not to let fall in turn to Sir William Stanley that I was her lover the blue eyes had opened very wide and she told me that it was more than her life was worth, as he would surely kill her if he found out. But I would always know, she added anxiously, through my official duties when Sir William was likely to be in London, would I not? And when I agreed somewhat doubtfully she threw her arms round me and assured me that our romps together were something that she could not bear to forgo, when all that would remain for her would be the austere lovemaking of Sir William Stanley. It was only a pity that a mere clerk in the King’s service could not provide the comforts to which she had grown accustomed, but I could be sure that those provided by Sir William were more than well-earned.

At least there was nothing of the hypocrite about her, and I decided that the danger of continuing our liaison was not too great. She was a pleasing companion and cost me little. It was her careless tongue that I should have to guard against. And then, only a few weeks afterwards, she prattled that Dickon would not be King for much longer.

That brought me up short. When I asked her what she meant she put her cheek against mine and murmured that it was nothing. Men talked that way at times, didn’t they?

I agreed that they might, but added that if there was to be a new king I should like some warning as my employment might be affected.

She pouted at that and replied that my employment made no difference to her. Whatever I did I would always be welcome in her house, as I ought to know.

I did not persist, because if I appeared to be too anxious she might take it upon herself to question Sir William further, for the sentiment could only have come from him. She had said, ‘Men talk that way at times,’ not ‘It is common gossip,’ or some other expression. It seemed to me to be significant enough to report to John Kendall.

He put down his pen and eyed me with mild surprise. ‘It is unlikely that Sir William would have been so indiscreet,’ he observed.

‘Who knows, John, what a man will say when he is with a woman?’ I replied. ‘Not everyone is as discreet as you are.’

He coughed, and I found it hard not to smile. John Kendall’s discretion in matters of the heart was absolute. It had to be, for his wife Agnes had the disposition of
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