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About the Book


In the final days of Henry VIII, only one man is there to witness the demise of a legend.


November, 1546.


King Henry VIII is diminished by sickness and haunted by his past. Only Will Somers, long-serving jester and confidant, sees all. While Henry is confined to his deathbed, Will begins a journal that will document his King’s last turbulent days.


The country is fraught with tension. And with the King’s son and heir just nine years old, there are many power-hungry councillors who will stop at nothing to better themselves. Now as the King’s health fails, rebellion threatens. With few allies remaining, will Henry himself become the final victim of his reckless, bloody reign?


Paul Doherty weaves his magic in an epic tale of murderous schemes and a ruthless, blood-smattered political order that will do anything to upstage the most notorious of kings.




As always, to my beloved wife Carla.




Historical Characters
  

The House of Tudor


Henry VII (1485–1509): victor of Bosworth, founder of the Tudor dynasty


Henry VIII: King of England (1491–47)


Henry Fitzroy: Duke of Richmond (1519–36): bastard son of Henry VIII by his mistress Bessie Blunt


Edward VI (1537–53): Henry VIII’s sole male heir by Jane Seymour


Mary (1516–58): daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon


Elizabeth (1533–1603): daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn


Henry VIII’s wives


Catherine of Aragon (died 1536)


Anne Boleyn (executed 1536)


Jane Seymour (died 1537)


Anne of Cleves (divorced 1539)


Katherine Howard (executed 1542)


Katherine Parr (died 1548)


The House of York


Edward IV: king 1471–83


Edward and Richard: sons of Edward IV, both mysteriously disappeared whilst lodged in the Tower of London


Elizabeth of York: daughter of Edward IV, wife of Henry VII, mother of Henry VIII


Richard III: king 1483–85, brother of Edward IV


Henry VIII’s ministers


Thomas Wolsey (1473–1530): Cardinal Archbishop of York, Henry’s principal minister before falling into disgrace


Thomas Cromwell (1485–1540): chief minister to Henry VIII, executed 1540


Thomas More (1478–1535): humanist, scholar and statesman, executed 1535


Henry VIII’s Council 1546–47


Edward Seymour: first Earl of Hertford, courtier and general


Thomas Seymour: brother of the above, courtier and admiral


John Dudley: son of Edmund Dudley (executed by Henry VIII), courtier and soldier


Sir William Paget: self-made courtier and secretary to the Council


Thomas Wriothesley: chancellor under Henry VIII


Thomas Cranmer: scholar, Henry VIII’s confessor and Archbishop of Canterbury; presided over Henry VIII’s divorce and his break with Rome


Stephen Gardiner: scholar, Bishop of Winchester; a conservative, secretly a Romanist who wanted England to return to the Church of Rome


Thomas Howard: third Duke of Norfolk; one of Henry’s principal ministers


Henry Howard: Earl of Surrey, son of the above, executed 1547


Foreign rulers


Charles V: Holy Roman Emperor, nephew of Catherine of Aragon


Francis I: King of France, contemporary and rival of Henry VIII




Prologue


In the wilds of Lincolnshire, at the very heart of the Fens, there once stood a sprawling gloomy tavern called the Hoop of Hades. God knows why, but this place had acquired a fearsome reputation as the gathering hall for devils. The tavern once served local villages totally annihilated during the Great Pestilence. Now, according to legend, on St Walpurgis Eve, the vigil of All Saints, a local necromancer could summon in all the demons and ghosts who roamed the surrounding wastelands. I freely admit, demons from Hell do not frighten me. I have met so many in the flesh, I would hardly turn a hair if an evil sprite popped up to confront me in a Cheapside alleyway. Nevertheless, this legend fascinates me, because in order to achieve this great summoning the necromancer had to use a chamber at the heart of the tavern called Haceldema – ‘the Place of Blood’. An interesting conceit which I can only report, as both tavern and chamber were burnt to the ground during the Great Revolt against His Malignant Majesty King Henry VIII in that unholy Year of Our Lord 1536.


This journal, by my good self, Will Somers, is my gathering place. I was born in the year of terror 1485, when the present king’s father toppled Richard III at Bosworth. To be sure, I have travelled far since then, in body as well as soul. I first glimpsed the light of day at Much Wenlock, in Shropshire. In my tenth year, my family moved to Easton Neston in Northamptonshire, where I entered the service of a local lord, Sir Richard Fermor. I graduated as his minstrel, fool, jester, innocent; whatever men wish to call me. In 1525, the year Rome was savagely sacked, I met our present King Henry at Greenwich. My master, Sir Richard, allowed me to perform at a royal banquet and there I pitched my standard. In brief, I made Henry laugh until the tears poured down those smooth, round royal cheeks and those light blue eyes, which later froze into icicles of pure terror, brimmed with merriment. Henry threw coins at me, bribed my master and cosseted me like a woman with her babe until I entered his service.


Oh, those were the golden days when the royal lion was magnificent in size, spirit and strength. A prince amongst princes who would stride out, one hand on my scrawny shoulder, the other looped around the arm of More, Wolsey or Cromwell. Of course he eventually sent all of these to the scaffold; as the skies clouded black, Henry’s heart turned hard and the laughter finally ended.


All men talk to themselves, either directly or in private. Henry talks to me. I have become his listening post, his whipping boy; a ready, always attentive audience for the royal tantrums, temper, tears and troubles. So, with Henry’s knowledge, now, in these last of days, November 1546, I have begun this journal. Some twenty years have passed since I met the Merry Monarch of Greenwich, who has now shape-shifted to become the Malevolent Monster of Westminster. This journal will be my Haceldema, my place of blood, my gathering place, like that long-vanished tavern chamber. (I trust my own heart. Henry is plotting, and when that comes to full flower, blood will flow.) Here I will summon all the demons, and God knows their name is legion. First comes harsh-faced John Dudley, Viscount Lisle, son of a traitor, who has climbed through the tangled branches of politics’ thorny tree. A dog of a man, a brutal but brave soldier, Dudley has pitched his standard alongside that of two other soldiers, Edward Seymour, Earl of Warwick, sly and subtle, and his proud-faced, womanising brother Thomas. These two have gained access to the Council because their sister, Henry’s queen Jane Seymour, died giving birth to Henry’s only male heir, the puny nine-year-old Edward. Others appear. Whey-faced Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury and, very rarely now, the King’s conscience. Sir William Paget, vixen-eyed and sharp-featured; a self-made man, Paget has risen to be secretary to the Council and strives to maintain harmony amongst the wolf pack. Last, and certainly the worst of the wolves, Sir Thomas Wriothesley, the constant coat-turner and time-server who likes nothing more than to see a man (or, more deliciously, a woman), writhe in agony.


This league of self-serving, bloodthirsty opportunists are the reformists, dedicated to making the break with the Church of Rome deep and permanent. Confronting them are the Howards of Norfolk, led by Thomas Howard, third duke, a man steeped in years and guile. Norfolk is a heavy-eyed, long-faced hypocrite. At court he drapes rosaries and relics around his neck, but in his bed at Kenninghall he keeps his blowsy mistress, Bess Holland. Norfolk, like Paget, is secretive; both observe the rule ‘Never tell a secret to more than one person’. He is always accompanied by his son, who is a far better man. Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, is a roaring boy, a soldier, a courtier, and above all, something more lasting: a brilliant poet, whose verses dazzle the mind and catch the heart. With his wayward eye and foppish ways, he has one vice: an overweening arrogance. Perhaps Surrey has not forgotten, as Henry certainly has not, that the Howards fought against the Tudors at Bosworth, and that his grandfather won England’s greatest victory of the age, the destruction of James IV and all the flower of Scottish chivalry at Flodden Field. While the Seymours crouch close to the throne through poor dead Jane, the Howards crawl more slowly. Norfolk’s daughter was married to the King’s only bastard son, Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond, but poor Fitzroy, of weak stock, died young, and his widow, if gossip is correct, has certainly caught our king’s lecherous eye. In politics, the Norfolks are like the others: self, self and self again. In religion, they hark back to the Church of Rome. They are guided in this by the jug-eared, proud-hearted Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester.


In the antechamber beyond, to continue the metaphor, others wait. Princess Mary, sallow-featured but kindly-eyed, constantly mourns her dead mother, Catherine of Aragon. Henry’s sixth wife, the prim, pure Katherine Parr, also mourns, or so I think. She grieves at being locked and chained to her royal husband, whilst secretly cherishing, perhaps, the unmasked admiration of the lecherous Thomas Seymour. Somewhere too, but deep, deep in the shadows, stands Balaam, son of Beor, the man with the far-seeing gaze. Oh yes, Balaam the spy, the scurrier, the twilight man, always cloaked in the dappled shadow of secrecy. He is Princess Mary’s link with those abroad who watch like hawks the maze of treacherous politics that has become the English court, and those rash or brave enough to thread that maze. All these assemble here in this journal, my Haceldema. They wait to dance attendance on their dread lord, the Master of Menace, the leader of the swirling, dangerous masque, Henry the King. No longer is Henry the golden-haired, fair-bonneted chevalier, resplendent in face and form. No, he has grown gross and heavy, eyes black slits in his podgy, moon-like face. A slow-moving mass of murderous deceit. ‘Hola!’ as the Spanish say; the King has arrived and the swirling dance takes another sinister turn.




2 December 1546


Is our king dying? This constant question opened the doors of darkness and agitated my heart even as I returned to Westminster today. Henry, once the proudest monarch and the most glorious prince, is certainly declining, his sun setting in tawdry splendour. I was still pondering upon this when I disembarked at King’s Steps to be met on the quayside by Sir Anthony Wingfield, Captain of the Spears, His Majesty’s personal bodyguard of halberdiers. Scarlet-faced Wingfield, moustache and beard all bristly, questioned me closely about my journey along the river. He listened to my replies, nodded sagely and led me deep into Westminster Palace towards the King’s secret chambers. It was late afternoon and the light was dying. Squares of pure wax glowed in their silver dishes. Torches flared beneath their caps in the cobbled yards, lamps glittered along the galleries. We passed empty chambers and rooms, the dwelling place of ghosts, though the palace kitchens we went through seemed merry enough, their fleshing tables heaped with slaughtered larks, storks, gannets, capons and pheasants. Master Bricket, master chef and a very valiant trencher-man, explained how he was preparing a stew of sparrows, gelatines, and game pie with a mess of cucumber lettuce and succulent herb purslane, all favourites of the King.


Deeper into the palace we went, where the floors of the chambers were strewn with fresh rushes, moist and piquant to the smell. The royal presence chamber I passed lay empty. The royal table on the dais was unattended, though steaming dishes were still served for the King by bare-headed courtiers who scuttled and bowed as if they really were in the presence of His Dread Majesty. In the antechamber councillors clustered in their dark-furred robes, only the white of their cambric shirts and the glitter of jewellery catching the light. And yet, a true hall of shadows! A contagion, a miasma seems to infect Westminster Palace, a place crammed with the forfeited chattels of those caught up in the furious thunder around the throne. Henry’s court remains steeped in dark deceits and false favours, a shadow court paying service to a shadow king.


The King’s sickness seems to infect the elegant galleries, their ceilings marvellously wrought in stonework and gold. The news of his weakness creeps like a ghost past the wainscoting of carved wood and a thousand resplendent figurines in their countless niches. Everything appears tarnished. The heavy gold- and silver-thread tapestries are moth-nibbled. The thick glass in the mullion windows is stained and dirty. The courtyards, herb plots and gardens overlooked by these same windows remain weed-choked. The gilded butterflies of the court whisper how the King is past caring; oh, how wrong they are! He cares very much. He reminds me of a boar, heavy and shaggy-coated, hunted and wounded, so even more ferocious and dangerous for that. Memories of the past throng the dark chambers of Henry’s marble heart. Is he trying to exorcise them? Is that why he wants me, Will Somers, hollow eyes in a lean face, shoulders hunched, in constant attendance upon him, as I have been for the last twenty years? I know Henry. He may be failing, but he is still plotting furiously, and that is why I keep this journal. I wish to chronicle these times, as well as record any coming storm.


This King is never more dangerous than when he broods. He worries about the ghosts of executed traitors that throng Westminster, unwilling to leave the goods seized from their estates: the purple-embroidered velvet bed coverings trimmed with gold that once belonged to Buckingham; the chamber furnishings of Edward Neville; the robes of the de la Poles, not to mention the fourteen thousand pounds of gold and silver, crosses and chalices looted from Cromwell’s house at Austin Friars. Memories of those who served and failed him haunt my master. He mumbles how the ghosts of all the Thomases ring his bed at night: Wolsey, More and Cromwell. They are brought by Thomas Becket, whose sanctity and relics the King so resolutely destroyed, blowing Becket’s blissful bones from a cannon. Henry wakes in the dead of night and complains of these creatures of the mist, who cast no shadow in the moonlight, noiseless in their tread, fresh from the wastelands of the dead where no bird sings. All this rests heavily on our king, though not on his Council, that pack of ravenous wolves, greedy for power, those pernicious bloodsuckers of fallen men. As I passed through the chambers, I glimpsed my lords Dudley, Seymour, Wriothesley and others, Achitophels incarnate, all seemingly busy on this or that. In other rooms scurriers, couriers and messengers lounged booted and spurred, their horses ready in the freezing courtyards below to take messages across Henry’s ice-bound kingdom.


A place of shifting murky light is how Goodman Balaam describes the palace. Long deserted galleries, fitfully lit; antechambers where those who move do so like the slippery shades of shape-shifters. The King’s own inner chamber was closely guarded, its door half open. Inside, my lord Paget, that master of Hell, fur cloak still gleaming with river wet, as were his bonnet, beard and moustache. Paget’s eyes glowed with cunning. Had he also been busy in the city and just returned? As always, I acted the humble commoner overcome by his surroundings. I kept my eyes down, shuffling my feet. In truth, the royal chamber is luxurious, hung with tapestries, chairs covered with cloth of gold, stools capped and cushioned with silk and taffeta. The purest candles glow and pots of smouldering dry herbs scent the air. Nevertheless, none of these can stifle the rank odour from the straw-covered urine flasks in their holdings or the stench of the close stools, their potted cisterns covered in black velvet fringed with silver. One of the King’s trams, or moving chairs, stood half covered with tawny silk in a corner beneath a crucifix. His Satanic Majesty himself, clothed in a white bed shirt, his head towelled, sprawled on the great bed with its tester of scarlet, curtains of crimson and taffeta and counterpane of silk serge with golden-fringed pillows of the softest down. He lay back against the bolsters, a writing tray before him. On a table to his right were his rings and bracelets, placed there because the King’s hands and joints are mightily swollen. These precious items, as always, caught my eye: rings set with diamonds, rubies and emeralds, all looted from ransacked monasteries. Precious stones of all kinds, including the Great Sapphire of Glastonbury, hacked from golden crosses. I suspect such plunder plays on our king’s conscience.


Oh, how the mighty have fallen! His Majesty of England is no great prince now but a mass of bloated flesh and dry broken skin. I try to recall him in his prime. A painting by Master Holbein hanging in one of the royal palaces boasts of a time when this king was haughty and regal, fearing neither God nor man. All has changed. Gone are the gowns of scarlet and gold brocade, the crimson cloak and jewelled daggers. No more the skirts slashed and puffed with white satin and clasped with jewelled brooches. No magnificent collars of twisted pearls and ruby medallions, no velvet cap jewelled and plumed with red and white feathers. The King is much declined, his eyes mere slits, black and gleaming. He uses glasses or spectacles, which he removes as he lifts his head; his lips are flaking, his cheeks and jowls sag and the skin of his face and hands has turned a puffy grey, dried and cracked, its bleeding dirtying the sheets and counterpane. The stench from his body is offensive, and now, as he moved, fresh gusts of putridity wafted towards me. His Majesty was studying a document; he pushed this away and lay back as Physician Huicke, with Paget, Seymour and Dudley fawning behind him, made the most humble obeisance.


‘Good Dr Huicke, good sweet Will.’ The King’s voice was piping and laboured, like that of a marsh bird, as if his very breath had to squeeze itself out. ‘Good sirs, I am indisposed with fever again.’ His Majesty glanced swiftly at me standing there in my green hooded jacket fringed with white craul, my red stockings pushed into dirty boots. For a few heartbeats he seemed to drop his mask of suffering, as if he was relishing playing the patient, those sunken slit eyes bright with malice. God be my witness, the chamber itself harboured a menace, as if foul spirits curled like vipers behind the tapestries, ready to lunge. Henry is the proudest of men and the self-styled most glorious prince, but he is a better mummer than I. I recalled the legends about him. How he had been likened to the Mouldwarp of ancient prophecy, a hairy man, a royal devil with a hide like goatskin who would first be praised before being cast down by sin and pride. His Majesty has certainly lived his life in war and strife, and in these, the last of days, danger still presses in from every side. Those who approach Westminster are terrified. They hang rue around their necks as an amulet against witchcraft and put sprigs of mountain ash and honeysuckle in the harness of their horses against the evil that allegedly seeps from the King’s decaying flesh.


His Majesty is certainly sick in both mind and body. He can no longer hunt, mount a horse or even climb a step. He has, according to himself, the worst legs in the world, and has to be carried up and down stairs and move in a travelling chair from chamber to chamber. He has two of these chairs, one upholstered in gold velvet and silk, the other in russet, each of them complete with brocaded footstools, for the royal legs are grossly bloated and bruised. The physicians, in their long, fur-sleeved gowns and black velvet caps, hover like carrion birds. They wave their urine flasks and, like the fools they are, constantly examine the King’s water and close stools. Balaam’s spy in the Bucklebury Place spice market, a man who moves easily among the apothecaries and herbalists, has devised a list of the potions, plasters, poultices, medications and elixirs being served to His Majesty: capathol water and rhubarb pills, tablets of rasis to fend off the plague, onions for his belly and greasy fomentations for his piles. Herbal mixtures and soft poultices are laid against His Majesty’s head, feet, neck, spleen and anus. The King’s face is swollen like a pig’s bladder, his back is humped, whilst his legs, ever since a fall some years ago, throb like pangs of fire from open ulcers. He has concocted his own pulses made from marsh mallows, linseed, silver, red coral and dragon’s blood, mixed with oil of roses and white wine. Yet despite all this, he is much fallen away, so unwell, considering his age and corpulence, he may not survive the winter. Sin, death and Hell have pressed their seals on this king, and all their retainers flock to attend on him.


I do not rejoice in such ruin. Henry reminds me of one of his tawny-coated lions kept in a cage at the Tower; Princeps was its name, a veritable prince amongst beasts, but it grew mangy, weak and wounded, though still dangerous. Henry the Magnificent, the striker-down of popes and princes, surveys his past and, believe me, mourns for what could have been. If only he’d begotten sons; not just sickly baby Edward or young Fitzroy, his bastard, now buried deep, but a pride of young lions to seal this kingdom as Tudor’s fief once and for all. If a scribbler poet wrote a tragedy about this king, this is what he should describe: what might have been. How Henry strove for this dream yet, in the end, failed so disastrously. A tyrant, yes, but if I sift amongst the years, I detect a true greatness and majesty, though deeply flawed and heavily tainted by so much blood.


‘I am ill.’ The King’s voice grew more strident, like the spoilt child he is. Eyes pleading desperately, he beat his fists against the bloodstained counterpane, demanding Physician Huicke attend him at once. Paget and the others withdrew, leaving only Huicke and myself. I helped the good doctor pull back the sheets and lifted the royal nightshirt to reveal the gruesome condition beneath. In truth, our king is a bolting hutch of beastliness. Ulcers perforate his legs, open fissures that Huicke tries to treat with horse hair and silk filament, tightening the skin around each ulcer so as to make it weep. The stench from the festering wounds is offensive. His Majesty lay cursing quietly, though now and again he would cry out for this person or that, some of whom are dead.


Next Huicke treated the King’s bowels and belly, the latter so swollen and extended the stomach alone is fifty-five inches in circumference. His Majesty, laughing weakly at some comment made by me, complained bitterly how his bowels were so tight all journeys to the close stool had proved futile. He was then turned on his stomach, legs apart, his body sprawled like that of a huge sow on a fleshing table, much extended like a corpse left for days on a battlefield. No more than a great flabby sack of flesh, horrid to see, foulsome in smell, bruised and marked a purplish-blue.


‘I am suffering,’ His Majesty cried out, ‘because of my sins against the innocents.’


‘What innocents?’ I retorted, thinking he was referring to Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, or the other great lords and ladies executed during his reign. The King, however, did not reply. He stretched out a puffy hand, picked up a set of coral Ave beads and began to thread these carefully through his fingers. I recognised them; they once belonged to the King’s mother, Elizabeth of York.


‘Your Majesty?’ I insisted, hoping to distract him. ‘What innocents have you sinned against?’


Henry beckoned me on to the bed, pulling me down beside him. ‘The princes,’ he murmured. ‘You know, Edward and Richard, the sons of my grandfather, Edward IV of York, the nephews of the usurper Richard.’


‘But we have the truth of that,’ I replied hoarsely. ‘Thomas More?’


The King’s eyes did not flicker; they remained cold, hard black stones in that hideously white puffy face.


‘More claims that Richard the Usurper killed the princes in the Tower.’


‘Not so, not so,’ murmured the King. ‘More was wrong on that, as he was about so many things.’ He stretched out, ignoring Huicke, who was working on his ulcerated legs again, a mass of dirty red blotches and festering scabs. ‘Those two boys died of a fever. They were walled up in a chamber in the royal lodgings; the room is still there. It contains two skeletons. I swear to God,’ Henry continued, ‘once I recover, I will remove those corpses and give them honourable burial.’


‘Why hasn’t someone done that before, Your Majesty? They were your mother’s brothers.’


‘Both princes died of the sweating sickness during the brief bloody reign of their usurping uncle. Richard was trapped. No one would believe their deaths were the result of a plague.’ Henry heaved a great sigh. ‘After all, they had been in his care. They shouldn’t have been in the Tower to begin with. In the summer heat, that fortress is a midden mess with evil vapours from its stinking moat.’


‘And your own father?’ I asked.


Henry forced a laugh. ‘Trapped also, Will. After his victory at Bosworth, my father entered London. He became affianced to Elizabeth of York, the princes’ sister. For her sake, he made careful search for her brothers. The secret chamber in the royal lodgings at the Tower was opened and the remains of the two boys found. My father could not publish what he had discovered without raising the suspicion that he may have been party to their murder. Yorkist sympathisers still thrived in London. It would be only a matter of days before common report would claim how both princes were hale and healthy until my father arrived. In the end, the hidden death chamber was walled up again and kept secret, its whereabouts known only to my father and his closest councillors. The secret was bequeathed to me. I swore on my mother’s soul that one day I would give her brothers honourable burial.’ His Majesty, beating his fists against the bed, continued to bemoan the problems bequeathed to him by his father. At last, growing tearful, he recollected himself, asking what hour of the day it was.


In truth, His Majesty does not bemoan the deaths of two Yorkist princes. Oh no! What he truly fears is that once he dies, his own three children, Edward, Mary and Elizabeth, young and vulnerable, will themselves be spirited away to that sinister fortress to be walled up or secretly murdered. And where will Tudor then be? What reward for all of Henry’s dalliances, alliances, wars and the great tumult he’s caused in his own kingdom and beyond?


The King grew agitated. Huicke begged him to be at peace. The physician then had His Majesty’s body anointed with oil, and delivered an infusion through the anus by means of a pig’s bladder to which a greased metal tube was fixed. Despite the King’s moaning and retching, a pint of lightly salted water mingled with herbs was also given, followed by a mixture of soothing honey and pap to lessen the soreness of his angry red piles.


After a while the King pronounced himself better, comfortable enough to sit in one of the moving chairs whilst Huicke brought in servants to change the bed sheets. His Majesty waited, a furred cape about his shoulders. He demanded his spectacles and had me bring in his tray of numerous clocks and timepieces, fashioned like miniature books or set in crystals and adorned with rubies and diamonds. He studied these carefully, as if fascinated by the time, before waving his hands for me to take them away. Only once did he stare long and hard at me, eyes as glassy and empty as those of a dead pig on a butcher’s stall. He seemed lost in thought, gazing dully around, smiling briefly when I told him some crude jest about a cardinal and a lady of Rome. Dr Huicke mentioned how he intended to visit the Queen at Greenwich. The King simply grunted. Huicke then gave me the ingredients for a poultice for the ulcers on the King’s legs before he was curtly dismissed. I was aware of others clustering around the door outside, impatient to present themselves. I felt the pot of court intrigue was bubbling merrily, though with what I could not say, except that the King instructed me to tell all the others to stay withdrawn.


For a while he waited, listening to the sounds fade in the gallery outside. Then he turned to me, that large moon-like face, those bloodshot piggy eyes, the pursed lips all petulant with unspoken grievances.


‘How long have you been with me, Will?’


‘Twenty-one years, nine months, two weeks, three days and six and a half hours.’


The King gestured at me to sit on the stool beside him.


‘Is that candle straight?’ he asked.


I turned, and as I did, he grasped the slender white cane close to him and brought it down time and again across my back. Despite his weakness, and my quilted jacket stuffed with flock, the blows hurt. As always, the King made sure he never cut my skin, though this time he missed and scored my neck. I felt the welt rise even as Henry, coughing and spluttering, threw the cane down. He breathed noisily, his fat-jowelled face quivering.


‘You were busy,’ he rasped. ‘Now you are insolent.’


‘I am always busy, sire. I am your conscience, your eyes, your ears. I listen to conversations that would never be uttered in your presence or that of your loyal councillors or spies. Terrible things they say about you.’ I was thoroughly enjoying myself. Do I hate my master? Yes. Do I love my master? Yes. I might be his whipping boy, but I am also his friend, sometimes his enemy and always his father confessor. My stool is his mercy pew. I shrive the King of his worries and his anxieties. For over twenty years it has always been so. He regards me as the world turned topsy-turvy. I reply that we have a great deal in common because he has done the same. He rejected Rome, but he also poured scorn on Master Luther and Master Zwingli. I chide him. I grieve him and he beats me. I give him good counsel and he provides me with robes every quarter, a bulging purse of coins and, above all, his protection. He likes to bestow upon me some of the goods of those he executes. He even gave me Thomas Cromwell’s fine purse, snatched from the great man’s corpse when it lay spouting blood on Tower Hill scaffold. Henry demanded that the executioner hand it over or face the same axe he wielded. I always wear it on my belt, the purse once filled by the great despoiler.


‘I remember Cromwell.’ The King clapped his hands like a child and grinned, showing his yellow and black teeth in bloody sore gums. ‘I can read your mind, Will.’


‘Thank God you cannot,’ I retorted, ‘otherwise you’d know how I truly feel about you.’


The King’s hand dropped to the white wand on the floor beside him.


‘If you try and beat me, I will run away like any apprentice boy from his master.’ I jabbed my finger at him. ‘You cannot read my mind. You watch me. You saw me touch my purse; it’s empty because of the bribes I’ve paid to collect the gossip you want.’


Henry’s shoulders sagged. He made a sound as if sucking on a sweetmeat.


‘I remember my good Thomas.’ His lower lip quivered like a child’s; tears filled his eyes. ‘I could do with Cromwell now, Will.’


‘He gave you wise advice.’


‘Howard,’ Henry spat the name out, ‘Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, advised me to turn Cromwell out. He hated him. He blamed him for my marriage to that ugly cow Anne of Cleves.’


‘Hypocrite, hypocrite, you now call her your sweet sister!’


Henry snatched up the cane more swiftly than I’d anticipated. I tried to dodge, but he still lashed my shoulders. Then he tapped me on the top of the head as if I was some kind of performing dog.


‘Stay here,’ he murmured. ‘Do you know, Will, what Surrey said when Cromwell lost his head? Surrey, Norfolk’s proud brat?’


‘“Now that foul sow is dead”,’ I retorted, rubbing my shoulder. ‘“So ambitious of other men’s blood, now he is stricken with his own staff.” That’s what he said. You almost did the same with your own sword to your most hated enemy, Cardinal Pole. You would have had him executed along with the rest.’


‘Friend of the Howards!’ Henry took up the story. Oh, how my monstrous master loves to reminisce! ‘Pole called Cromwell the messenger of Satan.’ He sniffed. ‘The day will come, Pole once declared, when Cromwell will feel the same pains of all those he has sent to die. On that day Londoners shall witness one of the most joyous entertainments.’ Henry turned to the table beside him. He picked up a silver necklace and threw it at me. I caught it deftly. ‘You can’t keep it,’ he pouted, ‘it’s mine.’


‘No it isn’t,’ I replied, admiring the insignia on the central pendant. ‘It belonged to Margaret, Countess of Salisbury, daughter of George of Clarence, niece to both Edward IV and the usurper Richard III.’ I do love taunting His Majesty. ‘She claimed to have better rights than you to the throne. She was also the mother of Cardinal Reginald Pole.’


‘I know, I know,’ the King moaned. ‘Why do you remind me of that? Pole still refuses to return to England; he moves from university to university. Do you know, Will, when I divorced Catherine of Aragon, he at first supported me?’


‘He then changed his mind,’ I interrupted, ‘like so many did. He condemned your execution of More, Fisher and the Carthusians. He likened you to the tyrants Nero and Domitian of Ancient Rome. Little wonder he will not come home!’


The King did not stretch down for his cane, so I moved a little closer. ‘He said you did not deserve your title of Defender of the Faith. How you had torn to pieces and slaughtered all true defenders of the Faith. How you had been led away, like Solomon of old, by your passion for Anne Boleyn, whose head you must sever if you were to rid yourself of all your offences against God.’


‘Well I did cut her head off.’ The King forced a smile, more of a grimace in that fat face. I recalled a line from a song about someone who can smile and smile again and still mean murder. Henry closed his eyes, head drooping; he may have been nodding off, or he may have been brooding about Cardinal Reginald Pole, one of the few men he really fears.


His Majesty certainly did not forget Pole’s insults. The cardinal’s younger brother Geoffrey was arrested, and after two months of strict confinement and brutal interrogation in the Tower, he accused his own family of treason. Geoffrey later tried to commit suicide, but was released to live terror-stricken for all his days. Reginald’s other brother Henry was executed on Tower Hill. Their mother Margaret, the aged Countess of Salisbury, was also confined so closely in the Tower, she greatly protested that she lacked the necessary apparel to change and keep herself warm. The countess refused to confess to any treason, and was so strong in her denunciation that her interrogators complained they had not dealt with her like before, proving to be more strong and constant than any man. She did not face trial, but was dragged out of prison to the scaffold on Tower Green, where she refused to lay her head upon the block, saying that it was for traitors, and she was no traitor. She kept twisting her head, screaming at the executioner that if he would have it, he must get it as best he could. He did so, hacking and cutting the old woman’s head, neck and body.


Before her execution the good countess had taunted His Majesty about the faith of his own family. His parents had devoted themselves to relics and pilgrimages, so why had he rejected such cherished beliefs? She reminded him that his father had treasured a piece of the True Cross brought from Greece, as well as the leg bone of St George, to whose memory the old king had been most devoted. That his mother, Queen Elizabeth, had sent purses of silver to Our Lady of Walsingham, the Rood of Grace at Northampton and Becket’s shrine, not to mention Our Lady of Eton, the Child of Grace at Reading and the Holy Blood at Hailes Abbey. His Majesty never replied to such tauntings. Now, in his last days, he fears Reginald Pole, a cardinal living in Venice. Reginald has sworn great vengeance and has taken a blood oath that if Fortune ever turns her wheel and he returns to England after His Majesty’s death, he will have the King’s corpse dug up and his bones blown from a cannon as His Majesty has done to so many of this kingdom’s sacred relics. In truth, Reginald is a man after my own heart; I keep him close in my secret thoughts, one of the few men to truly frighten our nightmare king.


According to reports, His Majesty has, out of fear of what Cardinal Pole intends, issued strict instructions in his will about his own secure interment in a pure marble sarcophagus, once the property of Wolsey, that now resides in St George’s Chapel, Windsor. He also, according to Princess Mary’s spy Master Balaam, hired a professional assassin, one Ludovico dall’Armi, a Venetian, to kill the cardinal. However, Ludovico murdered two other men in a vendetta and His Majesty had to use all his good offices with the Doge and council to save the assassin from being garrotted.


‘Cromwell!’ Henry roused himself, voice powerful like it used to be. ‘Cromwell swore to make Cardinal Pole eat his own heart.’ The King moved to grip the arms of his chair, hands sticky with blood. He picked up a goblet of water and sipped noisily at it. I wondered if Dudley and the other wolves would come snuffling at the door. They had been warned often enough to stay away. If the King wanted them to whisper and to plot, to play hazard or chess, he would ring that damn little bell, which, like the cane, is never far from his reach. ‘Norfolk destroyed Cromwell.’ Henry’s voice was now nothing but a whisper, a trick of his whenever he recalls the past and wishes to be absolved of all blame. ‘I can’t bring Cromwell back,’ he turned, grinning at me out of the corner of his eye, ‘but I will avenge his ghost.’ He wiped his nose on the back of his hand and fell silent.


I knew the story well enough. Whatever he claimed, the King had agreed to his minister’s destruction, so Norfolk had spoken privately to the captain of the guard and instructed him to arrest Cromwell after dinner on the appointed day and take him to the Tower. The captain wondered very much at this, but the duke insisted he need not be surprised, for the King had so ordered it. On the chosen day, as was the custom, the Council went to Parliament at Westminster. When they came out and were about to cross the yard to the palace for dinner, the wind blew Secretary Cromwell’s bonnet to the ground. Now the courtly convention is that when a gentleman loses his bonnet, all those with him must doff theirs, but on this occasion the other gentlemen did not. Cromwell noticed this and exclaimed: ‘A high wind indeed, which blows my bonnet off but keeps all yours on.’


They pretended not to hear, and Cromwell took this as a bad omen. They went to the palace and dined, and all the while they were eating, the other councillors did not converse with Secretary Cromwell as was customary. Once they had finished, the rest of the gentlemen went to the Council chamber. Now it was Cromwell’s habit after dinner to go close to a window to hear petitioners once the others had left. As usual he remained at his window for about an hour, then joined his colleagues to find them already seated.


‘You were in a great hurry to get seated, gentlemen,’ he declared. The other councillors made no reply, but just as Cromwell was about to sit down, the Duke of Norfolk exclaimed, ‘Cromwell, do not sit there. There is no place for you, a traitor, to sit amongst gentlemen.’


‘I am no traitor,’ Cromwell retorted.


With that the captain of the guard came in.


‘I arrest you!’ he declared.


‘What for?’ cried Cromwell.


‘That you will learn soon enough,’ Norfolk jibed. Then the duke rose and said, ‘Wait, Captain, traitors must not wear the Garter.’ He ripped this from him, pushed Cromwell to the door and the guards took him to the Tower.


I know the story by rote. I should do. The King has recited it often enough.


‘Why?’ I asked abruptly. ‘Why did you really destroy Cromwell?’


‘He failed me, Will. Melted like wax in the heat of my temper. He roused the beast in me. He should have known better. What did Thomas More say to that court-ier who said I was as playful as a bear? To be careful lest the fun prove fatal and turn to’


‘Murder?’


Henry leaned across and snatched away Salisbury’s silver necklace.


‘Cromwell begged for your mercy,’ I added, eager to distract him.


‘And he got it.’ Henry pulled a face. ‘For seven weeks he languished in the Tower, wondering if he’d be dispatched to Hell by the headman’s axe or burnt to a cinder as a heretic at Smithfield. Norfolk wanted that. He said he’d arrange for the faggots to be green and supple so they would burn slowly. He was insistent that Cromwell should have no gunpowder tied around his neck nor, when the smoke billowed, be quietly strangled by the executioner.’ He raised his hand. ‘Will,’ his voice was almost pleading, ‘I showed Cromwell great mercy.’


‘No you did not.’ I pushed back my stool. ‘You gave him the sweeter, swifter way to judgement by making him confess to certain secret conversations he’d had with you which proved you never consummated your marriage to the German, Anne of Cleves. You could then separate from her without offending her brother and the other German princelings.’ Henry was now quietly sobbing to himself. He likes to reminisce, then to justify. He is fearful of Cromwell and the rest of the ghosts; he complains persistently of how they haunt him day and night. He has even made careful search on reports about strange events and sightings at the Tower, where, according to the testimony of members of the garrison, the earth-bound souls of the King’s victims cluster about while their headless bodies lie crammed and rotting in arrow chests beneath the flagstones of St Peter ad Vincula. Even more disturbing are stories from Blickling in Norfolk, once the home of Anne Boleyn. The ghost of the executed queen has often been glimpsed there, walking close to the great lake. She has even spoken to some local villagers, claiming she is searching for something she will never find.


‘So, you went into the City.’ Henry’s blood-streaked fingers curled in the light of a square of burning beeswax.


‘I went to St Paul’s, that house of news, the mill of chatter and rumour which provides grist and grain for all those who take it.’


‘And?’


‘The lawyers and merchants parade arm in arm, faces close together along Duke Humphrey’s Walk.’


‘But what do they say?’


‘Oh, how silent you have fallen … they wonder about the succession.’ There, I had said it, a word that bubbles the fires of fear in our dread king’s heart. I decided not to wait for his questions.


‘They talk about the Princess Mary, daughter of your first wife, the Spanish Catherine. She is still popular because of her mother. Some people claim she has already been removed. Others chatter how imperial war cogs lie off the coast ready to whisk her away, of conspirators milling in houses close by where she lives, waiting for the sign to move.’


‘I would like to see Mary soon.’ Henry’s voice was all sweet and cloying. ‘I did her wrong, but there again, her proud Spanish blood wouldn’t make her bend. What else do they say? Come on, Will, you must have heard the chatter?’


‘You have only got yourself to blame for there being so little!’


Indeed he has. The recent Treasons Act has declared that ‘If any person or persons do maliciously wish, will or desire by words or writing, or by craft imagined, invent, practice or attempt any bodily harm to His Majesty, he is guilty of high treason and shall suffer the full penalty of hanging and disembowelling.’ Speculating about the King’s death could provoke this. Those who are prudent heed such grisly warnings posted the length and breadth of both this city and the kingdom. It is now no novelty to see men slain, hanged, quartered and beheaded for trifling expressions later interpreted to have been spoken against the King. Indeed, when a man is a prisoner in the Tower, none dare meddle with his affairs unless to curse him, for fear of being suspected of the same crime. At court a man can neither speak nor be silent without danger. It is certainly perilous when the truth can be twisted into error by the altering of one syllable, either penned or spoken.


‘What, Will?’ bleated the King, clapping his hands. ‘What else?’


‘How your courtiers turn on each other. How my lords Seymour and Dudley play cards with you, but in the antechambers beyond they circle like wolves and search for the least sign of weakness in their rivals. A true carnival of blood! How your lords hide their naked villainy with scraps from Holy Writ. They seem the saint when in truth they play the devil.’ I sighed to disguise my grin. ‘People do not know what will come of it except that it is wise to plan for the worst because the best will provide for itself. How at court reformers and Romanists clash; even the bible, on which your councillors swear their oath of loyalty, has become a battleground. They say new men compete against the old, and some of the latter will never rest until they have done as much evil as they can to all who supported Cromwell. Yet even if this is settled, there are others, fresher yet, who will begin the bloody carnival again.’ I paused. ‘Do you really want to hear this, sire?’


‘Nothing but divisions.’ Henry grunted. ‘Nothing new, it’s safer that way. Continue, do not spare yourself.’ He smirked. ‘Or me!’


‘Allegations of treason and treason yet again are thrown and hurled back, and if this does not suffice, the mere suspicion of treason can bring a man down. How the Lord Mayor of London has been commissioned to enquire secretly into all who speak ill against you or your Council. They say you are out of your wits yet you remain dangerous. What may be made today can be unmade tomorrow. Old men, new men, commoners or nobles. Have you not said there is no head, be it ever so fine, you could not make fly?’


Henry chuckled, clapping his hands. ‘Remember, Will,’ he hissed, ‘it’s best to lead men with love, but it is a sad reflection on human wickedness that most must be led by fear. Go on! I see you enjoy yourself!’


‘In truth, never have you made a man but you later destroyed him with either displeasure or the sword. Brutal death has shattered anyone noble, whilst fear has shrunk up the rest.’


‘And the succession?’ Henry picked up the white wand and tapped it on the floor, pushing at the Turkey rugs like a shepherd would lambs with his crook.


‘They say Princess Mary is illegitimate; that you made her so.’


‘And I have changed that.’ Henry glared at me. ‘You know that. She is second in line if Heaven’s own imp,’ his voice trembled, ‘my beautiful Edward dies without issue.’
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