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        And I saw, and behold there was a white horse,

        and he that sat on him had a bow, and a crown

        was given unto him, and he went forth

        conquering and for to overcome.

        
          – The Revelation of Saint John the Divine, in the 1534 translation by William Tyndale
        

      

      
        In this year, Robert Packington, mercer of London, a man of great substance, yet not so rich as discreet and honest, dwelled in Cheapside and used daily at five of the clock, winter and summer, to go to prayer at a church then called Saint Thomas of Acres, but now named Mercers’ Chapel. And one morning amongst all other, being a great misty morning such as hath seldom been seen, even as he was crossing the street from his house to the church, he was suddenly murdered with a gun, which of the neighbours was plainly heard and by a great number of labourers there standing at Sopers Lane end.

        He was both seen [to] go forth of his house, and the clap of the gun was heard, but the deed doer was never espied nor known.

        
          – John Foxe, Acts and Monuments of the Christian Religion, 1563
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              Friday 19 May, 1536
            

          

        

      

      Someone was shaking me.

      ‘Master Thomas, Master Thomas, rouse yourself!’

      Master Thomas had not the slightest intention of rousing himself.

      ‘Sod off, Will!’ I thrust my throbbing head deeper into the pillow.

      I only half heard another voice. ‘Stand aside, Will. Give me that bowl.’

      The wave of icy water that crashed over my head brought me, gasping and coughing, into the garish daylight. The shutters had been thrown open and Robert Packington’s thin, grave, disapproving countenance seemed etched on parchment. He bent over me.

      ‘Jesu, but you stink! Have you brought the Stews home with you? At least you were too drunk to undress. That will save us time.’

      ‘Leave me alone.’ I rolled over to face the undrawn curtain on the far side of the bed.

      Robert grabbed me by the collar and yanked me into a sitting position. ‘You’ve an appointment at the Tower and I’m going to make sure you keep it – though the Lord knows why I bother.’

      I struggled but there was little strength in my arms and legs. Aided by my servant, Robert had little difficulty getting me on my feet. As I swayed, half-conscious, he tackled my unfastened doublet, doing up the points. ‘Will, fetch his best livery gown,’ he ordered. ‘We have to cover up these disgusting stains.’

      ‘Why all the fuss?’ My tongue seemed swollen to twice its size in my dry mouth.

      ‘You know why – we’ve been nominated to be among those representing the City companies. Fortunately it’s been postponed to a later hour. That’s more luck than you deserve. Don’t press it any further.’

      Slowly, grindingly, my memory’s clockwork whirred into action as the two of them wrapped my blue goldsmith’s gown around me. I recalled what ‘it’ was.

      I scrabbled for an excuse. ‘The king won’t —’

      ‘The king certainly won’t be there. But his eyes and ears will be. Your absence would be noted. There will be many who’d happily put their own interpretation on it in order to make trouble for you with your superiors. You’re already in bad odour in the Goldsmiths’ Company because of your recent behaviour. Any suggestion that Thomas Treviot was sympathetic to her —’

      ‘That’s absurd,’ I protested.

      ‘We live in times when many absurd things happen,’ Robert muttered bitterly. He stepped back as Will fastened the clasp of my gown and set a cap on my head. ‘Jesu, what a sight. It’s a mercy your father isn’t here to see you thus. Come on.’

      He half-steered, half-propelled me through the doorway and down the broad stairs to the shop, then out into Goldsmith’s Row. Our horses were waiting and with a shove from Will I scrambled aboard Dickon, my grey gelding. West Cheap was alive with its usual hubbub, the stalls already set out and people and horses moving along the paved thoroughfare. Despite the crowds, Robert insisted on leading the way at a bustling trot that jarred all my bones and rattled my still aching head. We must have completed the journey in a fast time, though it seemed to me as long as purgatory.

      I was certainly unwilling to arrive at our destination. Anyone hungover, melancholy or otherwise out of sorts should keep away from the Tower of London. I suppose my nurse must have planted the seed of fear in me. The threat ‘I’ll take you to the Tower’ was her standard way of dealing with naughtiness and it was usually effective. It was all too easy to believe that anything could and did happen within the walls of this monstrous soaring pile that crouched like a malevolent stone beast, keeping watch on the capital.

      My stomach churned as we emerged from Tower Street and jogged along the well-worn track across the green. We joined a file of other travellers on foot and horseback, most of whom attached themselves to a small crowd that surrounded the Bulwark Gate. I looked about as we pressed our way through. My bleary gaze passed over the mixed throng – a quiet, expectant blob of humanity. A hag thrust a grubby kerchief at me. ‘Fetch me some of the blood, Master,’ she screeched.

      We paused at the gate to have our credentials checked and were waved on to cross the causeway. We were stopped again by guards at the Middle Tower and the Byward Gate and I swear that if my hands had not been trembling on the reins I would have turned Dickon’s head and fled from the ordeal. Never before had I come this far within the concentric cordons of the fortress. Occasionally business took me to the Royal Mint but that was situated within the outer wall. As we dismounted I inadvertently cringed away from the uprearing stonework. It seemed to sway, as if about to crumble on top of us. Robert grasped my arm and urged me briskly forward. We entered the inner ward through yet another gateway and followed a path beside the White Tower – its pallid complexion pockmarked where the paint was flaking. And so to the green, the theatre where the tragedy was to be performed.

      An arena had been created in front of St Peter’s Chapel, Tiered staging arranged on three sides of the black-draped platform. The seats were already almost full. Prime positions were occupied by courtiers and government men. The upper levels were for prominent citizens, like ourselves. We clambered up and found two spaces at one end of the topmost bench. An elderly alderman grunted and grumbled as he made room for us. Clamped between him and Robert, my stomach still churning, I wanted it all to be over. Wanted to be back in the warm anonymity of my own bed.

      ‘Have you ever seen the new man, Cromwell?’ Robert asked, pointing to a thickset councillor seated next to the familiar figure of Lord Chancellor Audley.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, take a good look and remember what you see. Cromwell’s the future. He has more brains than all the rest of the king’s council put together. He’s climbing fast to the top. You’d do well to cultivate him.’

      I was scarcely listening. ‘How long is it going to be? Much longer and I’ll throw up.’

      But the waiting was over. The buzz of conversation stopped and all eyes turned towards a gateway beside the White Tower. It was a small procession: two pikemen, four female attendants, then the Constable, Sir William Kingston, and beside him a woman, small but walking very erect, in an ermine mantle over a grey gown, her face framed by a gable hood. Queen Anne of England, going to her death.

      She was helped on to the platform and spent some minutes talking with her ladies, two of whom seemed on the point of collapse with grief. One was on her knees clutching the queen’s gown and had to be pulled aside by a guard. Anne turned away and came to the edge of the dais. Not a flicker of movement from her audience as she lifted her head to speak. I leaned forward, focused on the slight figure. My head seemed suddenly clear.

      ‘No priest, Tom,’ Robert muttered in my ear. ‘No priest. Mark that.’

      It was a brief speech but I don’t recall all the details. I know what she did not say – the silence all London was abuzz with for days after. She did not confess her adulteries. She bade us pray for the king and for herself. Then the women helped her remove her cape and her headdress. Her long hair gleamed in the sunlight before she tucked it into a little cap. As she was composing herself, a tall figure stepped on to the stage behind her.

      I turned to Robert. ‘Who —’

      ‘The executioner. Brought specially from France. They say he’s very good. Pray God it may be so.’

      One of the ladies came forward with a blindfold. Before it was fastened, the queen looked around the ranks of men happy or content or indifferent to witness her destruction. As her gaze reached the end of the line, it rested on me for a long moment – or so it seemed. I could not tear my eyes away from the slight figure, who now knelt, her head bent slightly forward, her lips moving in silent prayer. Up to that moment the performance had proceeded at a slow, almost stately pace, like a sinister pavane. But now the Frog took a stride forward, swinging his large sword as he did so. It flashed down in a wide arc. The capped head fell to the floor, bounced and rolled a few feet. The body, fountaining blood, remained upright for several seconds before tumbling sideways.

      That was when I threw up all over the smart black gown of the man sitting in front of me.
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      The nauseating scene I was obliged to witness that May morning was the first in a series of violent acts that would change England for ever and involve a very reluctant twenty-two-year-old merchant in that revolution. The sequence of events would rob me of my truest friend, turn my life inside out and, in very fact, almost bring it to a precipitate end – and that more than once. Of course, I could not know that at the time. The queen’s death had no relevance to me, Thomas Treviot, freeman goldsmith of the City of London. I had no interest in the affairs of the royal court. For all I cared, Lecher Harry could have been a Musselman with a dozen wives and decapitated every one of them. I had problems enough of my own. Grief enough and to spare.

      A mere eight months before Queen Anne’s execution I had been one of the most fortunate young men in London. And I knew it. I was the only son (in fact, the only surviving child) of Thomas Treviot Senior and his wife, Isabel. My father was one of the leading City goldsmiths and, at the age of ten, I was apprenticed to him. Nine years later, having served two years as a journeyman, I was admitted a freeman of the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths of the City of London. I worked beside my father to build upon an already flourishing business. My life lay before me like the map of a familiar land. There were no spaces marked ‘Terra Incognita’ or peopled with speculative monsters, such as one sees on new charts of Africa or America. One day I would take over the business operating from the sign of the Swan in Goldsmith’s Row, continue running it on the lines laid down by my father, assume my place among the mercantile nobility of the City, grow into an old and respected member of the Worshipful Company and eventually be laid to rest with others of my peers in the Church of St John Zachary, next to our company hall. Life became even more agreeable a year later when, in May 1534, I married Jane Coutray, a daughter of one of the London aldermen. It was in every way a suitable match. Suitable, not only because it greatly pleased our families, but also because we were very much in love. Jane, with her flowing fair hair and heart-melting smile, was everything a successful young businessman could want in a wife. She kept house immaculately and presided with charm and wit over our table when we entertained. There was only one thing we lacked – children. But we were young and time was on our side. Or so, in the careless arrogance of youth, we thought.

      It was in December 1534 that Jane became pregnant. Any parent will know the joy and excitement that filled us over the following months. Yet no one was happier than my father. The prospect of a new generation to carry on the business delighted him. He dismissed as nonsense our protests that the baby might be a girl. He was right, but would never know it. The following summer he fell victim, like hundreds of others, to an outbreak of quotidian fever. Suddenly I was left alone, shouldering all the responsibilities of running the business, supporting my grieving mother and ensuring that Jane had everything necessary to bring her to term successfully. Her time came in early September of 1535. She was delivered of a healthy boy. Three days after the birth my lovely Jane was dead of the fever that kills many new mothers.

      Everyone was very kind. John Fink – my journeyman apprentice, who had been with the firm as long as I could remember and knew the business as well as I, if not better – eagerly took on fresh responsibilities – I knew I could leave much of the day-to-day running in his hands. I could also rely on the Goldsmiths’ Company’s excellent record of looking after distressed members. For several months brother craftsmen kept an eye on the workshop and supervised my accounts. Neighbours were sympathetic. But sympathy is a flower that soon fades and grief is a much hardier plant. Perhaps I might have come to terms with it more rapidly had I not had so much support. If I had thrown myself into supervising the workshop, the heat and din of precious metals being melted, hammered and fashioned into jewellery and table plate might have driven other thoughts from my mind for much of the working day. Discussing their needs with clergy commissioning chalices, patens and altar furniture, with courtiers wanting to impress the king with the New Year gift of an embossed cup and cover, with newly rich merchants wishing to adorn their tables and court cupboards with silver plates and dishes or young gentlemen seeking expensive love pledges would have kept me in the world that goes on despite all our personal tragedies. But I was left much to my own memories and they were unbearable.

      I fled from them. I had to escape from the everyday, the familiar. All that I saw, heard, smelled and felt reminded me of what I had lost. They spoke of happy days now gone beyond recall. My home at the sign of the Swan had become a mausoleum. The shop and the atelier were filled with my father’s shrewd, energetic presence. The parlour and especially the bedchamber enshrined the very essence of Jane. She had been my light, my warmth. Without her all was like a cold, blackened hearth on which no fire would ever burn again. Escape seemed to offer the only way to keep a semblance of sanity.

      So I took myself out. Out of the shop. Out of the house. Out of the City. Away from anywhere that conjured up images of lost happiness. I rode about aimlessly, steering Dickon along the solitary heights of Hampstead or the marshy banks of the Lea near Hackney village. I had no care for where I was; no interest in the things I saw and heard. Sometimes I shouted my rage into the empty autumn air. Rage against a cruel God, who had given me everything and then taken a perverse delight in snatching it all away. I even complained to the yellowing woods and new-ploughed fields about well-meaning friends who tried to comfort me with platitudes, sympathy and advice.

      Everyone warned me about riding unaccompanied along roads around the City infested with highway robbers. My response was that anyone killing me for my purse would be doing me a service. Colleagues urged me to put the past behind me, to abandon self-pity and look to my responsibilities. My son needed me, they said. But I could not bring myself even to look at him. To my distraught mind he was his mother’s murderer. Or, if he was not, then I must be, for I was responsible for the condition that had killed her. My mother and her ladies had decided that the boy was to be baptised with the name Raphael. Our parish priest had advised that the name of the archangel meant, in the original tongue, ‘God heals’. It was, he said, a good omen. I raised no objection. I was too much out of my wits to listen to any counsel. The counsellors themselves were abhorrent to me. I shunned them and wanted only to be alone. That was why I failed to notice the change in my mother. She, who had always been so calm and strong, was being destroyed from within by the canker of a grief even more virulent than my own. She became vague and absent-minded. Sometimes she spoke as though her husband were still alive. I should have seen the signs if I had not been blinded by my own feelings.

      My random wanderings seldom took me across the river but on a crisp January day in 1536 I stuffed half a manchet loaf and a flask of Canary wine into my saddle bag and set out across London Bridge. Islands of ice were drifting slowly downstream to grind against the bridge and break themselves on its piers. On the other side, I turned westward, deliberately avoiding the crowded Southwark streets clinging to the towering bulk of St Mary Ovey’s priory church and the Bishop of Winchester’s even more impressive palace, and jogged along Bankside. Steadily I put behind me the monastic hostelries and the fashionable houses built for nobles and bishops which gazed across at London and Westminster. A gaggle of onlookers were down by the royal barge house taking the opportunity to have a close look at the king’s magnificent river craft, which had been brought out and moored at the wharf for its annual redecoration. Three men were applying fresh crimson paint and gilding while others worked inside the windowed cabins. Apart from them, there were few people abroad on this raw winter’s day. That suited my solitary mood. I followed the river round the wide bend to Lambeth and rode on past Archbishop Cranmer’s palace. A bleary sun was wrapping itself in folds of translucent cloud as I rode out on to Kennington Common. I gave Dickon a canter to the top of the hill, unpeopled save for two bodies dangling from a frost-rimed gibbet in the breezeless air, and in their company I stopped to eat my simple meal.

      But not for long. The sky was darkening ahead, threatening snow. It was time for Dickon and me to retrace our steps. We had reached the semi-cultivated area known as Paris Garden and were just passing the bear pit when a sudden roar from one of the creatures caged there startled my horse. He skittered sideways, caught a hoof in a frozen rut, stumbled, recovered and broke into a frightened canter. I was almost unseated. It took me several moments to regain my balance, rein Dickon in and pat his neck to calm him. Then after a few more paces I realised that something was wrong. The poor animal was walking awkwardly. I dismounted and lifted his left foreleg. It was as I had feared: Dickon had cast a shoe.

      Unless I could find a farrier, I faced a long walk home. Either way I needed to make haste. Dusk would be early and I wanted to cross the bridge before the bascule was closed for the night. Southwark, a haunt of whores, cutpurses and criminal gangs, was no place for honest citizens after dark. Only months before, the king had tried to close the bawdy houses. He could as well have ordered the river to stop flowing for all the good his edict did. This side of the Thames fell under the sway of Bishop Gardiner of Winchester, one of Henry’s own councillors, and that good man of God earned too much from the rents paid by harlots and their panders to have the area cleared of the ‘Winchester Geese’, as these women were known. I took hold of the reins and set off, leading my horse, towards Southwark.

      I had not been walking many minutes when two riders coming in the opposite direction halted and greeted me. I eyed them carefully. The elder of the two seemed to be a man of some substance. Though his heavy cloak was well wrapped round him, I glimpsed beneath it short trunk hose of a style fashionable at court some dozen years or so earlier and the hilt of a short sword. His boots were shiny and of good hide. The other man, in a leather jerkin and worsted cloak, I assumed to be his servant. They looked respectable enough but many of the thieves and ruffians who infested our roads were masters of deception. I was automatically on my guard.

      ‘Good day to you. Do you have a problem with your horse?’ the senior enquired with a polite doffing of his cap.

      I was aware that Dickon and I were being scrutinised as carefully by these strangers as I was evaluating them. Well, I had taken no care of my dress. If they were contemplating villainy, they would have seen a dishevelled young man with three days’ stubble on his chin, who was unlikely to be carrying much money. There was, however, no disguising Dickon’s pedigree. He was bred out of sturdy, dark-haired Friesian stock but had taken his Irish mother’s colouring and easy temperament. It did not need a wily coper’s eye to recognise a beast that was strong, fleet and willing. He would be a considerable prize for any murderous villain. ‘Lost a shoe,’ I said, preparing to continue along the road. ‘Just my luck. It seems we’re in for snow.’

      ‘Do you have far to go?’ the older man asked.

      ‘Not too far,’ I replied non-committally. ‘But I must keep moving. God speed you.’

      The strangers exchanged glances and the servant nudged his mount sideways, blocking the path. ‘Take care, young sir,’ he said. ‘This ain’t the best place for a gen’leman travelling alone.’ By the man’s rough speech I marked him for a countryman, probably from Kent. ‘Why, if you knew the number of poor travellers what’s bin waylaid on this bit o’ road… Ain’t I right, Ned?’

      ‘You are, indeed, Jed. Now, sir, might I suggest you give my companion and me the pleasure and privilege of accompanying you as far as your lodging?’

      I glanced along the road. There was no one else in sight. ‘That’s remarkably kind, but I couldn’t allow you to delay your own journey for me.’ I tried to sound more relaxed and casual than I felt.

      ‘’Tis no more than our Christian duty, sir.’ ‘Ned’, or whoever he was, turned his horse. ‘Jed, let the gentleman have your mount. We cannot allow him to trudge the road like a wretched vagabond. You can lead his poor, afflicted beast.’

      I had to think quickly. I waited while Jed dismounted. Then, as he handed the reins to his companion, I leaped back into Dickon’s saddle, pulled his head round and legged him hard. There was no point in riding back along the road. The discomfort of the missing shoe would slow my horse down and I would have been swiftly overtaken. So I plunged in among the trees of Paris Garden. Despite its name, part of the area was still tangled and wooded and had the reputation of being a hideout for criminals and a place of assignation for those whose affairs called for secrecy. Desperately, I hoped that its deep shade would provide me with a hiding place from my assailants.

      The trees were very close together and the undergrowth beneath them a jumble of ferns and briars. We made what pace we could, dodging around trunks, slithering into gullies and leaping over fallen, rotting boughs. I had no idea how close we were being followed. All my attention was given to peering ahead through the gloom for obstacles and low branches. It was such a branch that I did not see which proved my undoing. It caught me full on the temple and knocked me clean from the saddle. I felt myself thrown to the ground and sudden pain as my shoulder struck something hard. Then nothing.
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      My first sensation when I came to myself was the smell – a mingled odour of latrines, stale sweat and something sickly sweet. When I opened my eyes I could only make out a blur of timber beams and mottled paintwork. I turned my head in an effort to identify my surroundings and was rewarded with a flash of pain across my temple. Then I sank back into welcome unconsciousness.

      When I awoke again the pattern of ceiling beams was clearer. They were wide, suggesting another floor above. They had been painted, as had the plaster between, but long since, for the surface was flaked. This was not my room, nor any room I recognised. I turned my head slowly and carefully to the right. A good-sized chamber with plain wooden walls and over a simple chimneypiece a single candle burned. Night, then. Painfully I shifted my position and the truckle bed creaked its protest. Immediately there was movement in the room. A young woman’s face and shoulders entered my vision. She wore her long, dark hair unbound but I could see little of her face which was in shadow.

      ‘So, Master Treviot, you have decided to rejoin us.’ The voice was soft but somewhat deep for a woman.

      I groaned. ‘Who is “us”?’

      She laughed – something between a trill and a chuckle. ‘Us? We are the Sisters of the Unholy Order of St Swithun.’

      ‘My head is bursting, woman. Don’t tease it with riddles. Be so good as to tell me where I am and how I came here.’

      ‘That is soon said. You are at the Sign of St Swithun in Southwark, close by the Clink prison. You had an accident not far from here and were unhorsed. Luckily for you, a couple of Samaritans discovered you and, not knowing what else to do with you, they brought you to us to tend till you regained your wits. Do you remember anything yet?’

      ‘Near the Clink, you say? Then I am in the Stews and you are…’

      ‘An honest woman serving the needs of travellers and fine citizens, like yourself, Master Treviot. Don’t pretend you’ve never been here looking for some comforting company away from home.’

      ‘Never. And how is it you know my name?’

      ‘Why, all London and half the country around knows your name. There have been bills posted everywhere and search parties out looking for you. It’s not every day a rich City goldsmith disappears without trace.’

      ‘Then I assume you have sent word to my home. My mother will be anxious…’

      ‘One matter at a time, Master Treviot. When you are fully yourself we can make arrangements for your return – and discuss suitable terms.’

      ‘Ah, I see. I am kidnapped and to be held to ransom by you and your accomplices.’

      The whore stepped back from the bed and for the first time I could see her features. The candlelight revealed pale, somewhat flat cheeks, and glinted from dark eyes. She had the slim figure of a woman not yet in her prime. Though faint lines had already appeared around her mouth, I judged that she could be no more than eighteen. She stood, hands on hips, glowering down at me. ‘Kidnapped, is it? If it weren’t for my “accomplices”, you’d be lying out there rotting under a foot of snow, waiting for the foxes and crows to make a meal of you!’

      ‘Well, then,’ I replied, ‘if I’m free to leave I’ll be on my way and put you to no more inconvenience!’ At that I tried to sit up. Pain juddered through my back and neck and I collapsed with a gasp.

      She laughed. ‘Going to stumble all the way back to Cheapside, are you, with a bruised head and a broken shoulder bone? The bridge is closed and no boatmen working the river as long as it’s littered with floating ice, so I suppose you’ll swim the Thames.’

      Gingerly I felt my left shoulder. It was tightly bound with linen strips. ‘Whose handiwork is this?’ I asked.

      ‘Our apothecary. We do have such things here, you know. We’re not quite the dregs of society you think us. Now you just go back to sleep. I’ve still work to do and a living to earn.’ She ran her fingers through her hair and patted her cheeks to bring colour to them. She left and I heard the rasp of a door bolt as I drifted once more into unconsciousness.

      Light filled the room from a wide, unshuttered window when next I woke. Inner illumination also seemed to be clarifying my thoughts. For the first time I remembered clearly the encounter on the road up to the moment of my flight into the Paris woods. I tried to imagine what must have happened thereafter. I envisaged the two supposedly solicitous strangers following me and coming upon my unconscious body. They would, undoubtedly, have stripped me of anything valuable and taken possession of Dickon. Why had they not, then, left me to perish of cold or despatched me themselves? There could be only one reason: I was worth more to them living than dead. So they had brought me here to this bawdy house to be patched up by their female partners in crime.

      Slowly, carefully, I urged myself off the narrow bed. With my dangling left arm thrust inside my doublet for support, I limped across to the window.

      What I looked out on was a courtyard enclosed on all sides by an old timbered structure three storeys high, the upper floors overhanging the one at ground level. Several windows had open shutters and, while some were glazed, many were filled with panels of grimy hempen cloth as protection against the cold. The weather had obviously improved a little since I had been brought here for the ground was covered in slush, churned into muddy mounds where wheels, hooves and boots had trampled it. Three urchins were playing a desultory game of snowballs, scooping up handfuls of the dirty, frozen mess to hurl at each other. Washed clothes hung on lines stretched between upper windows. Beyond this enclosed yard I could not see, for opposite my window the large doors that gave on to the street beyond were closed. This was clearly an inn lodging that had seen better days. Once the town house of a prosperous lord or, perhaps, a monastic hostelry for travellers to the City, it had, like many buildings in overcrowded London and its environs, been divided into tenements taken up by the poor and ‘undesirables’.

      The door behind me opened and, turning, I saw one of the villains who had waylaid me on the road. The one who had called himself ‘Ned’. I was able to get a better look at him and beheld a stout man of about fifty years, with thick white hair and a ruddy complexion. His doublet and hose were faded but clean and his beard was well trimmed. He wore an apron tied round his waist which bore streaks of what might have been blood and he carried a satchel. His confident and genial air suggested that in the community of this wretched dwelling he probably passed as a gentleman.

      ‘Master Treviot, how good it is to see you on your feet.’ He set down his bag on the bed.

      ‘No thanks to you,’ I growled. If there had been any strength in my body I would have lunged at him with my fists.

      He shook his head. ‘Now there, I fear you do me a disservice. Had my assistant and I not searched long and hard, found you and tended to your needs… well, you would not be standing where you are now with every prospect of a full recovery from your accident.’

      ‘Accident!’

      Before I could find words to vent my anger, my visitor held up his hand. ‘I must confess, sir, that the original fault was mine. I should have introduced myself properly when we met. Of course, I could not know that you would take such alarm at our appearance but… yes, I see now that you had some reason to suspect that we might be ruffians bent on taking advantage of your predicament. Yes, yes, I see that. Mea culpa, Domine.’ He lifted his eyes briefly heavenwards.

      ‘Then perhaps you will make good your omission now. Just who are you?’

      ‘Edward Longbourne at your service.’ He made a slight bow. ‘Late of the Priory of our Lady at Farnfield.’

      ‘A monk?’ I laughed and a stabbing pain in my shoulder made me regret it.

      ‘An ex-monk.’ He sighed. ‘The time is not far off when we shall all be ex-monks.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘The writing is on the wall for those who choose to see it. Royal commissioners sent to all the abbeys to poke and pry. Sent to find proof of irregularities – and to make up what they cannot prove. But that is nothing to the purpose.’

      He busied himself unpacking the satchel. ‘Now, let us have that shirt off and see how your shoulder is faring.’

      ‘The woman – I don’t know her name – said I was tended by an apothecary. Was that you?’

      ‘It was. Come, let me see if the bandages need tightening.’

      I had no option but to allow his examination and stooped so that he could ease off my shirt.

      He ran his eyes appraisingly over my torso. ‘Hm, yes, very fine. If I mistake not, you are a keen archer, Master Treviot.’

      ‘I practise regularly, as the king ordains… At least I did until recently.’

      ‘What deterred you? I prescribe regular exercise to all my patients. Now, turn round to the light.’ He ran his fingers over my upper back and neck and his touch was gentle but firm – like a woman’s.

      ‘Tell me, rather, how you came to leave the life of holy contemplation for this squalid haunt of whores and other outcasts,’ I said.

      ‘Did not Christ himself live among whores and outcasts? This may hurt a little.’ He pressed firmly on the broken bone. ‘This is what we medical men call the clavicula. It is particularly vulnerable to fracture but mends itself readily. What we have to do is make sure that it is straight when it reknits. You don’t want that fine physique marred by a crooked shoulder, do you? So we just tighten this binding a bit… like this.’ I winced as he did so.

      ‘Three weeks should see it completely mended,’ he continued, ‘though you should wait a little longer before you draw a bow again.’

      ‘You avoided my question,’ I said.

      ‘How came I here? I was the infirmarian at Farnfield for more than twenty years. Looking after the health of a community of men – many of them aged – provides one with a wide knowledge of simples and poultices, broken bones and fevers, herbs and tinctures. I had a good teacher and I also read the standard texts – Galen, Mundinus, even some of the Arab anatomists in Latin translation. But we were a small house and getting smaller, year by year. It’s hard to recruit novices these days. Young Jed – he was my companion on the road the other day – was the last to join us. Our prior was old and close to death. So, when Master Cromwell sent his commissioners out, Farnfield was ripe for the picking. We were all offered generous bribes to abandon our vows and threatened with being accused of unnatural vices if we refused. We took the easy option.’

      ‘But why come here?’

      Longbourne shook his head. ‘That’s enough of my story for one day. Let’s get your shirt back on. I’ve a sling here for your arm and a tonic of mugwort that will rebuild your strength.’ He gave a throaty chuckle. ‘You could say it was mugwort, or Artemisia, that brought us together. Jed and I were out gathering roots along the roadside on Tuesday when we came upon you.’

      ‘What day is it now?’

      ‘Saturday. You had a bad concussion but, God willing, there is no reason to fear permanent damage.’

      ‘Then, I may go home?’

      ‘Whenever you wish – though I would counsel another two days of rest to build up your strength. Jed makes a very efficacious chicken broth with leeks, and the women keep a good pottage on the go. Your horse is not yet rideable. He’s been reshod and I’ve poulticed his pastern. Come Monday he should be fit for duty again.’

      ‘You’ve taken a deal of trouble. I’m sorry I took you for a common highway thief.’

      Longbourne was busy repacking his knapsack. ‘You had reason. ’Tis not for nothing Southwark has its reputation. There are many of our neighbours who would have cut your throat for the clothes you stood up in. But not all men are bad and most men are not all bad and no man is so bad as to be beyond redemption. You might want to think on that.’ He shouldered his bag and left. Once more I heard the door being bolted.

      Still a prisoner, then, despite the apothecary’s assurance. I prowled the room, looking in vain for some means of escape. Manoeuvring through the window with one arm was out of the question. There were two doors but one led only to a tiny latrine closet. The stench suggested that the bucket had not been emptied for days and I quickly shut the door again. Sitting on a rickety chair beside a small table (these were the only items of furniture besides the bed), I assessed my situation. Should I watch for a chance to break free of my confinement or trust these strange people? How much easier it would have been, I reflected, if Ned and Jed had been murderous ruffians; if they had despatched me and thus reunited me with Jane.

      I was still nursing these melancholy thoughts when the woman came in. She set down on the table a kettle, from it ladled soup into a wooden bowl and plonked a small loaf of grey maslin bread beside it. It looked and smelled good and I stared at it.

      ‘Well, eat it,’ the woman said, hands on hips. ‘Or perhaps you think it’s poisoned.’

      ‘Would that it were,’ I muttered.

      ‘Oh!’ She gave a light laugh. ‘Weary of life today, are we? In that case I won’t waste good food.’ She stooped to retrieve the bowl.

      ‘No,’ I said hurriedly, taking up the spoon. ‘Thank you for the soup.’ I began to eat hungrily.

      ‘I’m sorry if I appeared ungrateful yesterday,’ I mumbled, not catching her eye.

      ‘You did not appear ungrateful; you were ungrateful.’ She shrugged. ‘But that’s no less than we’re used to.’

      ‘I don’t know your name,’ I said, trying to thaw the atmosphere.

      ‘Lizzie.’

      ‘Just Lizzie?’

      ‘We have no use for family names here. We’re all family.’

      Now that I could see her more clearly I realised that this young woman was quite pretty – in a basic sort of way. No vulgar stain coloured her lips. Her cheeks still had the bloom of youth and needed no creams. There was about her a strong smell of rosewater, presumably another concoction of Master Longbourne. Southwark had yet to turn her into a jaded bawd.

      ‘Your apothecary suggested I might walk free,’ I ventured. ‘Yet I see the door is still kept locked.’

      ‘There’s too much of the monk about old Ned.’ She scowled. ‘He says, because you’re a gentleman, you’ll see us right. Well, I don’t set no store by gentlemen. You see this?’ She pulled her hair back and turned her head to the light, revealing a long, livid scar across her neck. ‘That was done by a gentleman. Gentle is as gentle does in my reckoning. We aren’t a charity. I’ve given up several customers these last days, looking after you. Well, I deserve payment for my services, don’t I?’

      ‘Of course.’ I finished the soup and held out the bowl for a refill. ‘As soon as I get home I’ll have money sent to you.’

      She threw back her head and laughed. ‘Oh yes, my fine merchant. Part with the goods now and accept payment later? Is that the way you do business? When you walk through that door that’s the last I see of you, isn’t it?’

      ‘Then come with me and collect your fee in person.’

      ‘And have your servants send me off with a flea in my ear? I don’t think so.’

      ‘Lizzie, I don’t know what else to suggest. There has to be trust somewhere.’

      ‘What I trust is silver with the king’s head on it – here!’ She held out her hand.

      I could see her point. The question was whether I could make her see mine. I seized the hand and held it. ‘Look, we seem to have made a bad start. I’m sorry. Blame the bang on my head. You ask how I do business. Well, the answer is only with people I trust. And I find that trust breeds trust. That whole city over the water has its foundations in trust. Without trust London would not be one of the greatest trade centres in the world. I owe you a debt. You and your friends probably saved my life. I will honour that debt. Trust me. Please.’

      She withdrew her hand but her frown had gone. She looked thoughtful. I tried to read the thoughts behind her dark eyes and she quickly turned away. Then she stood suddenly. ‘Very well. I’ll probably regret this but I’m prepared to put your “honour” to the test. Come with me and I’ll show you something. Make a run for it and I’ll know what a sham your “honour” is.’

      She led me out into a corridor that had been formed by reducing the size of what had once been interconnecting rooms so that each chamber now had its own door and enjoyed privacy. We descended the original wide staircase into a hall where half a dozen women sat huddled around a hearth in which logs blazed. An outer door led into the courtyard, which we crossed to the main gateway and so passed out, under the creaking signboard with its image of a mitred saint, into a busy, narrow street.

      ‘This way,’ Lizzie said, taking my arm. We turned to the right and followed the lane until we were confronted by the high stone wall of Winchester Palace. Sometimes my guide nodded to or exchanged a word with passers-by – members of her own close-knit community. At one point a woman leaning from an upper casement called out, ‘Who’s your new darling, Liz?’ and Lizzie stuck out her tongue by way of reply. After we had passed the palace gatehouse, where she paused to flirt with the guard, my guide steered me off the lane and on to a track, barely distinguishable under the melting snow, which crossed the bishop’s parkland. A few more paces and she stopped.

      ‘There, do you see it?’

      I scanned the empty expanse of white, dotted with trees.

      ‘Where am I supposed to be looking?’

      ‘Just here, in front of us.’

      The ground closest to us was uneven, broken by a series of little mounds. There was nothing to attract attention.

      I shook my head. ‘I can’t see…’

      ‘Exactly. Just an unremarkable stretch of land, generously donated by His Grace, the Bishop of Winchester. It’s called the Unmarried Women’s Graveyard. You know, of course, what “unmarried women” means. This is where we end up – where I will end up – buried in unconsecrated ground, an unrepentant sinner not worthy of Christian burial. The bishop takes our rents. His priests use our services. But at the end the Church turns its back on us. We enter purgatory with no shriving, no passing bell, no sacrament. We can go to hell for all the Church cares.’

      There was a long silence. I stared at the bleak, unmarked hummocks and thought of my Jane’s memorial in the Berentine Chantry in St John Zachary with its carved, fresh-painted effigy; the tomb where I had often imagined myself being laid beside her – together again and supported by the obits of the priest performed every year’s mind. But for this girl-woman beside me no such comfort. It had never occurred to me before that respectability was just as much a barrier in whatever lay beyond death as it was in the London and Southwark of the living. We had begun our walk back to St Swithun’s House before I said, ‘At least you have one churchman who seems to care.’

      ‘Old Ned?’

      ‘Yes. How did he come to be here?’

      ‘I don’t know. Perhaps he regards it as a sort of penance. He and Jed had to quit the monastery.’ She paused, and seemed to be choosing her words carefully. ‘At St Swithun’s we ask no questions and make no judgements. Anyway, he’s useful to have around.’

      ‘For treating the pox and carrying out abortions?’

      I had not meant the words to sound judgemental but Lizzie stopped suddenly, glaring. ‘Mother of God, you spleeny, puffed-up ingrate! Ned and Jed should have left you to freeze to death. The folks here are flesh and blood, same as you. We get sick, same as you. Just because you can afford fancy physicians and barber surgeons don’t think you’re any different underneath your fine clothes.’

      We completed our journey in silence.

      That evening I asked for pen and paper and wrote a brief letter to the only man I could take into my confidence; a man whom I knew would provide ransom money without demur and without alarming my mother – Robert Packington. He was a prominent member of the Mercers’ Company, had been my father’s closest friend and was now a great stay to my mother in her widowhood. To me he had always been a sort of unofficial uncle, somewhat austere in demeanour but always understanding and encouraging. Without disclosing my whereabouts, I asked him to entrust to the bearer a sum of money that, I calculated, should more than compensate everyone at the Sign of St Swithun for my board and lodging. I showed it to Ned Longbourne for his approval and he arranged for Jed to deliver it and return with the cash.

      So it was that after spending six days in the Southwark Stews I returned to Goldsmith’s Row and respectability – and to the inevitable inquisition that, I knew, would await me.
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      I had a tub of hot water brought to my chamber, washed myself thoroughly and changed my clothes before going to my mother’s rooms on the upper floor. I found her in the window seat with one of her women bent over her sewing. As soon as she saw me she jumped up, the needlework falling to the floor.

      ‘Tom! Oh Tom! Thank God! Your father and I have been so worried, haven’t we, my love?’ She gazed past my shoulder into the empty space beyond. ‘We have had the servants out every day scouring the City. Your father posted reward notices and alerted the constables to look for you. We distributed your portrait – the one done for your sixteenth birthday. Master Holbein made a copper engraving. No one saw you anywhere. You really must stop going off by yourself without telling anyone. If you must go a-riding take one of the servants. What would happen here if any ill befell you? Tom, I don’t know whether to be cross or happy.’

      I was saved from responding to this torrent by a familiar footfall on the stair. A moment later the tall figure of Robert Packington was framed in the doorway. He was dressed in his usual black with a simple gold chain round his neck. The square cut of his grey-streaked beard made his frown look even more formidable. With scarce a glance at me, he strode across the room, scuffing up the herbs which the servants always kept fresh-laid. He made a slight bow.

      ‘Isabel, how are you today? I see the prodigal has returned.’ He turned to me. ‘God be praised for our answered prayers. Someone entered the shop and told me you’d been seen. I came round straightway. You’ve been attacked, I see. I’ll send straightly for Doctor Drudgeon to examine that arm.’

      ‘I thank you, Robert, but there is no need. ’Tis no more than a broken collar bone – my horse stumbled – and it’s been reset by… er… a professional.’ I had not yet decided how much I would tell Robert about my adventure. I was sure he would never understand the people at the Sign of St Swithun.

      ‘Excuse me, Mistress.’ My mother’s woman was hovering in the doorway. ‘The horse litter is here at the door from Mistress Galloway’s.’

      ‘Mistress Galloway?’ My mother shook her head, trying to remember.

      ‘Aye, Mistress, her time is nearly here and you promised to call.’

      My mother rose with a sigh. ‘Ah yes. Now, Tom, you’re not to set foot outside the house till I return. Stay and tell your father everything. Everything, mind! You understand?’

      When she had left, Robert drew a joined stool up to the window and perched himself upon it. ‘I’ve told her nothing about the letter or the uncouth fellow who brought it,’ he said. ‘It would confuse her, or, I should say, increase her already growing confusion.’

      ‘Thank you, Robert. That was thoughtful. And thank you even more for helping me. I could not leave my hosts without showing my appreciation. Before you leave I’ll reimburse you.’

      ‘You’ll do no such thing. I’m just happy that I was there for you to turn to. Now, tell me what happened.’

      ‘I really remember little about it. Poor Dickon stumbled in the icy ruts and I had a bad fall. I was unconscious a long time. Fortunately some kind folk found me and nursed me back to health.’

      Robert held me in an unblinking gaze. ‘And where did all this happen?’

      With a great effort I managed not to look away. ‘Somewhere south of the river. As I say, it’s all a blur in my mind.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Robert regarded me with a quizzically raised eyebrow. ‘Last week I was offered six bales of fine silk by a Spanish merchant who claimed to have imported them direct from the Orient. The price was good but I turned it down. Something about the man did not ring true. Later, news arrived that a Venetian merchantman had been waylaid by pirates off Coruna and despoiled of a cargo of silks. As I grow older I find my first impressions are usually reliable.’

      I stood up. ‘I’m forgetting my manners, Robert. Let me pour you some wine.’ I stepped across to the livery cupboard and returned with a goblet of Canary. ‘I’m sorry about all the fuss and worry I’ve caused but I really did contact you as soon as I could.’

      He waved a hand. ‘And I am sorry that you feel unable to take me into your full confidence. But, no matter, we’ve more important things to talk about. Solomon wrote, “A foolish son is grief to his father and bitterness to she who bore him.” If your father were here now he would, indeed, grieve to see how much you have let yourself be overwhelmed by the loss of Jane. As for your mother, she has had her own cross to bear these last months and you have seen how hard it is for her to bear it. You should have been here to comfort her instead of disappearing, day after day, to brood in private. And you must look to your standing within the Goldsmiths’ Company. Reputations are easier lost than gained.’

      I stood by the window, staring out at the busy street. ‘No man can know how deeply the loss of a loved one will affect him.’

      ‘Do you suppose you’re the only man to lose a wife? I have buried two.’

      I struggled to control the resentment boiling up within me. I turned to face my old friend. ‘Robert, you mean well and I am grateful but I have not come home after an unpleasant ordeal to be chided like a child.’

      There was no irritated response. I do not recall ever having seen Robert give way to anger. It would have been easier for me if he had. As it was, I could only stand there regretting my outburst but unable to apologise for it. Robert stood, slowly drained his goblet and set it down carefully on the stool he had vacated. ‘Then it is time for the pedagogue to withdraw.’ He walked towards the door. Halfway across the room he stopped. He turned, stood for a moment as though in thought, then thrust his hand inside his doublet and drew something out. He walked back and placed it on the stool beside his cup. ‘You might find this a valued companion on your lonely wanderings. But don’t let anyone know you have it.’

      From the oriel window I watched him emerge into West Cheap, turn right and stride purposefully through the throng towards his own home in nearby Sopers Lane. ‘Meddling fool,’ I muttered to myself and knew, even as I did so, that I did not mean it. After some minutes I picked up Robert’s parting gift.

      It was a small book, bound in hide and designed for the purse or pocket. I turned to the title page and knew immediately why Robert had advised me to keep it clandestinely:

      
         

        The New Testament, yet once again corrected by William Tyndale,

        whereunto is added a calendar and a necessary table wherein easily

        and lightly may be found any story contained in the four Evangelists

        and in the Acts of the Apostles.

        Printed in the year of our Lord God MDXXXIV

      

      I dropped it on the table in sudden alarm, as though it had burst into flames. Flames indeed – this was the notorious book men were burned for reading. I was astonished, shocked even. William Tyndale was a renegade priest who had fled to some Lutheran enclave on the Continent from where he had been smuggling his heretical text into England. Now the bishops were busy seizing every copy they could find and making bonfires of them – and sometimes of the men and women who owned them. What was Robert doing with such a dangerous book? I knew a couple of young men who boasted about reading Tyndale’s Testament. They were Inns of Court students – bold anti-establishment fellows who liked to consider themselves ‘advanced’ thinkers. But Robert Packington? No one was more staid, conservative, respectable and orthodox than Robert. He was the very epitome of the correct and successful London merchant. He had grown rich from his trade in woollen cloth and risen to be Upper Warden of the Mercers’ Company, overseeing all its affairs. He was on the Common Council of the City and a member of parliament. Could such an establishment figure be a covert Lutheran? The idea of connecting him with the wild-eyed preachers who stood in the public pulpits ranting against the evils of Rome was absurd.

      It was a puzzle – but one I did not tax my brain with. Religion was something I was content to leave to the bishops and the learned doctors. However, I had become the surprise recipient of a dangerous book and Robert had, wisely, warned me to keep it away from prying eyes. I slipped the little volume in my purse, carried it to my own chamber and locked it in a coffer, meaning to get rid of it at the earliest opportunity.
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      Until my shoulder healed and I had fully recovered the use of my left arm, I could not venture out on solitary expeditions, nor was the dismal winter weather conducive to them. Despite myself I was obliged to give more attention to matters at home and in the workshop. My son had been put to a wet nurse who was provided with quarters on the top floor of the house. As far as I knew his progress was satisfactory. I saw little of him but any neglect of mine was more than compensated for by the attention and adulation lavished upon him by my mother and the women of the household. Business matters were less easy to avoid.

      The morning after my return, my deputy, John Fink, presented himself in my chamber carrying a ledger. He was a small, spare, saffron-haired young man who wore a permanent frown of concentration and who stood now almost apologetically in the middle of the room.

      ‘You’ll be wanting to check the accounts, Master,’ he suggested.

      ‘I’m sure they’re all in order, John,’ I replied. ‘You’ve been doing a splendid job these last weeks.’

      He stood rooted to the spot. ‘I really would rather you took a look, Master.’

      I sighed. ‘Very well.’ I cleared a space on my table and settled into my wainscot chair.

      John set down the large leather-bound volume and unlocked the metal clasp. He drew up the joined stool and perched on it. The first thing I noticed as he turned to the most recent entries was that there were fewer of them on the later pages.

      ‘Business slackening off?’ I asked.

      He nodded mournfully. ‘Some customers will only deal with you personally, Master. My Lord Basing’s man called several times but… well, Master… what with your affairs so often taking you from home… I believe His Lordship took his order to Master Leyland. Then there were the loans. I issued some for smaller amounts, as you can see.’ He turned the pages and pointed out four or five entries. ‘But anything over a hundred pounds I durst not sanction. Sir Arthur Talbot became… well… rather abusive when I tried to explain; though I think, Master, you would have turned him down yourself. As you know, he gambles heavily at court. He said he would make sure that it was well known how ill we used the king’s friends.’

      ‘Poor John.’ I smiled at him. ‘I have been preoccupied and I see what a burden that has laid on you. Don’t worry about Talbot. He’s angry because he knows how heavily he is already indebted to us. He’s in the process of mortgaging his family into penury. I have no plans to be absent in the next few weeks. Leave me a list of customers you have had to disappoint and I’ll contact them.’

      Promises are easily offered.

      I did make an effort. I spent more time in the workshop. I talked with the goldbeaters. I examined the gem-setters’ work. I discussed with the draughtsmen the designs they brought in for new jewellery. I despatched letters to our more important customers assuring them of my personal attention to their requirements. Yet my heart was not in it all. It was not just my yearning for Jane that frequently burst in upon my waking thoughts and kept sleep at bay; I could not get the St Swithun’s people out of my head.

      Shrove Tuesday in 1536 fell on 3rd March. That afternoon I was obliged, with all members of the Company, to attend the Shrove Feast in Goldsmiths’ Hall. After mass in St John Zachary we processed across Maiden Lane into the hall – or, it would be truer to say, we scurried, for it was a day of squally rain and we had to tread quickly but carefully to avoid soiling our shoes and hose with mud or our livery gowns with the water trickling from the roofs. Once inside we were glad of the good fire roaring in the hearth and the light from the candelabra overhead from which smoke spiralled into the dim recesses of the rafters high above us. Ours was not a large building by comparison with those of the other merchant companies and could in no way be compared to the impressive edifice of the Mercers’ new hall, but none could rival us for display. All along high table and the long table that ran the length of the hall, at right angles to it, light glinted on plates, salts, goblets and dishes of gold and silver gilt, while other no less impressive items stood ready for service on the livery cupboards and buffets along the walls.

      We were seated in strict order of precedence, which meant that I was closer to the screens passage than the high table where our Prime Warden, Sir William Beaumont, and senior officers sat with the guests of honour.

      ‘I thought Gardiner was on embassy in France,’ Will Fitzralph, my friend and left-hand neighbour, observed, indicating the man on Sir William’s right, resplendent in a scarlet cope festooned with gilt embroidery.
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