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    Kent, England. April 10, 1557.


  




  

    My dear Catherine:


  




  I am dying. Or, rather, about to die—there is a slight (though unconsoling) difference. It is this: the dying can no longer write letters, whereas those about to die can and sometimes do.

  As this letter proves. Dear Catherine, spare me your protestations to the contrary. You have not seen me in many years (how many since you went into exile to Basle?); you would not recognize me

  now. I am not sure I recognize myself, whenever I am so ill-advised as to actually look at myself in a mirror—proving that vanity lives at least as long as we do. It is the first faculty to

  come and the last to go. And I, I who have made my livelihood at court mocking others’ vanity—I look in the mirror, like all the rest. And see a strange old man who looks decidedly

  unsavoury.




  But I was already twenty-five when old King Harry (who was young then, himself) took me into his household. And he has been dead ten years now, and that is what I am writing about. Let us come

  directly to business. You know I have never been sentimental. (I think Harry liked that best in me, being so incorrigibly sentimental himself.) I have a small legacy for you. It is from your

  father. I knew him rather well, even better than you yourself did. He was a magnificent man, and sorely missed today, even by his enemies, so I should think.




  I live quietly in the country, in Kent. It is far enough from London to afford one some protection from false accusations, but not so far that one cannot hear the false accusations against

  others. There have been more burnings at Smithfield; and as you have most likely heard yourself, Cranmer and Ridley and Latimer were roasted. How Mary must have hated Cranmer, all those years!

  Think of the times when she had to stand near him in some religious ceremony or other . . . such as Edward’s christening, where they actually had her bearing gifts! Dear

  Cranmer—Henry’s compliant churchman. If ever there were anyone who seemed an unlikely candidate for martyrdom, it was he. I always assumed the man had no conscience at all. I see I was

  wrong. Did you hear that first he recanted his Protestantism, in a typically Cranmerian fashion, and then—oh, marvellous!—recanted his recantation? It would have been humourous

  were it not so deadly.




  But then, you and those of your . . . persuasion . . . sensed that early, and had the prudence to clear out of England. I will ask you a question, knowing full well you will not answer it, not

  on paper if you hope ever to return here. Just how Protestant are you? You know the old King never saw himself as a Protestant at all, but merely as a Catholic who fell out with the Pope and

  refused to recognize him. A neat trick, but then Harry had some odd turns of mind. Then his son Edward, that pious little prig, was Protestant. But not the wild sort, the Anabaptist variety. Are

  you that sort? If you are, there will be no place for you in England. Not even Elizabeth will welcome you, should she ever become Queen. You should know that, and not pin your hopes on things

  that are unlikely to be. Some day you can return home. But not if you are Anabaptist or the like.




  England will never again be Catholic. Queen Mary has seen to that, with her persecutions for the True Faith and her Spanish obsession. Harry never punished anyone for anything save disloyalty to

  the King. As long as you signed the Oath of Succession you could believe what you liked, provided you were gentlemanly about it and did not run about in a sweating fervour, one way or the other.

  Thomas More wasn’t beheaded for being a Catholic (although the Catholics would like people to think that and have nearly succeeded), but for refusing to take the Oath. The rest of his

  household took it. But More did long for martyrdom and went to . . . heroic? . . . lengths to achieve it. He literally forced the King to kill him. And got that so-called heavenly crown he

  lusted after as old Harry had lusted after Anne Boleyn. Harry found the object of his lust not as palatable as he had imagined; let us hope More was not similarly disillusioned once he attained his

  desire.




  I forget. I must not make such jests with you. You believe in that Place too. Believers are all alike. They seek—what was More’s book title?—Utopia. It means No Place,

  you know.




  As I said, I live quietly here in my sister’s household in Kent, along with my niece and her husband. They have a small cottage, and Edward is . . . I hesitate to write it . . . a

  gravedigger and tombstone carver. He makes a good living at it. (Just such puns used to be my living.) But he tends his garden as others do (we had wonderful roses last year), plays with his

  children, enjoys his meals. There is nothing the least death-like about him; perhaps only that sort can stomach such a profession. Although I think being a jester is equally bound up with death. Or

  providing a scent to cover it, anyway.




  I came here before Edward had his coronation. The boy-King and his pious advisers had no need of a jester, and I would have stood about like a loose sail luffing in the wind. Neither is Queen

  Mary’s court the sort of place where one makes jokes.




  Do you remember, Catherine, that summer when you and I and all your Boleyn family and the King gathered at Hever? You and your brother Henry were brought to see your Boleyn grandparents. Hever

  is delightful in the summer. It was always so green, so cool. And the gardens had truly the best musk-roses in England. (Do you perchance remember the name of your grandparents’ gardener? I

  am not far from Hever now, and perhaps could consult with him . . . assuming he is still living.) And it was an easy day’s ride from London. Do you remember how the King used to stand on that

  hill, the first one from which you could glimpse Hever, and blow his hunting horn? You used to wait for that sound, and then go running to meet him. He always brought you something, too. You were

  the first Boleyn grandchild.




  Remember your uncle George that summer? He was trying so hard to be the gentil parfit knight. He practised riding about in his armour, ran lists against trees, and fell in love with that sloppy

  girl at The White Hart. She gave her favours to every man who frequented the tavern, except George, I think. She knew that to do so would stop the flow of sonnets he wrote exalting her purity and

  beauty, and she enjoyed laughing at them.




  Your mother Mary and her husband were also there, of course. I always thought your mother more than her sister Anne’s equal in beauty. But of a different sort. She was sun and honey; the

  other was the dark of the moon. We were all there that summer before everything changed so horribly. The tide has indeed gone out, leaving that little time as a brave clump of ground projecting

  above the muddy, flat rest of it.




  I am rambling. No, worse, I grow romantic and sentimental, something I abhor in others and will not tolerate in myself. Now, to return to the important thing: the legacy. Tell me how I may get

  it safely into your hands across the Channel. It is, unfortunately, a rather awkward size: too large to be successfully concealed on a person, too small to be its own protection against

  destruction. In fact, it can all too easily be destroyed by any number of things—sea, fire, air, or even neglect.




  I pray you make haste with your reply. I am distinctly less curious to discover at first hand the shape and disposition of my Maker than are you and others of your sect, but I fear I may be

  honoured with a celestial interview in the near future. The Deity is notoriously capricious in his affections.




  

    Ever your




    Will Somers


  




  

    [image: ] Catherine Carey Knollys to William Somers:


  




  

    June 11, 1557. Basle.


  




  

    My dearest Will:


  




  I beg your forgiveness in taking so long to place this answer in your hands. Messengers who will openly carry things from England to us here in exile are few in these times; the Queen makes sure

  of that. However, I trust this carrier and equally trust your discretion in destroying this letter once you have read it.




  I am distressed to hear of your ill health. But you, as King Henry’s favorite jester, were ever prone to exaggeration in your talk, and I pray God this is but a further example of your

  art. Francis and I have prayed for you nightly. Not in the idolatrous Mass, which is worse than worthless, it is a travesty (O, if the Queen should see this!), but in our private devotions. We do

  not do badly here in Basle. We have enough clothes to keep us warm, enough food to keep us fit but not fat; more would be an affront to God, many of whose poor creatures are in bodily need. But we

  are rich in the only thing worth having—the freedom to follow our consciences. You no longer have that in England. The Papalists would take it all away. We pray daily for that tyranny to be

  lifted from your shoulders, and a Moses to arise to lead you from spiritual bondage.




  But about the legacy. I am curious. My father died in 1528, when I was but six. Why should you wait near thirty years to hand it on? It could not have been scurrilous or treasonous. And that is

  another thing that puzzles me. You spoke of his “enemies.” He had no enemies. William Carey was a good friend to the King, and a gentle man. I know this not only from my mother, but

  from others. He was well regarded at court, and his death from the plague saddened many. I am grateful that you remember now to do it, but if I had had it earlier . . . No, I do not blame you. But

  I would have known my father better, and sooner. It is good to meet one’s father before one becomes an adult oneself.




  Yes, I remember Hever in the summer. And my uncle George, and you, and the King. As a child I thought him handsome and angelic. Certainly he was beautifully made (the Devil did it) and had a

  certain presence about him, of majesty I should say. Not all kings have it; certainly Edward never did, and as for the present Queen . . .




  I regret to say I cannot remember the name of the gardener. Something with a J? But I do remember that garden, the one beyond the moat. There were banks of flowers, and he (of the

  forgotten name) had arranged it so that there was always something in bloom, from mid-March to mid-November. And great quantities, too, so that the little manor of Hever could always be filled with

  masses of cut flowers. Strange that you should mention musk-roses; my favourites were the hollyhocks, with their big heavy bells.




  Your news about Cranmer saddened me. So he was one of us after all. I, too, had thought him merely a creature of whoever was in power. I am sure he has attained his crown and is (in the poor

  misguided Thomas More’s phrase) “merry in heaven.” More may be there as well, but in spite of his mistaken allegiance, not because of it. If he had trimmed his sails to the

  wind and survived until now, I doubt not that he would have been among the judges that condemned Cranmer. More was a vicious enemy of so-called dissenters; he is not honoured by us. His death

  diminished the ranks of our persecutors by one. Naturally there are many remaining, but time is our friend and we shall prevail.




  This is hard for you to comprehend as you are of the Old Order, and cautiousness has always been your watchword. But as Gamaliel, the Pharisee lawyer, said in regard to the persecution of the

  first Christians: “For if this council or this work be of men, it will come to nought: But if it be of God, ye cannot overthrow it; lest haply ye be found even to fight against God.” It

  is written in the fifth chapter of Acts. If you have no translation of the Scriptures available to you (as I believe the Queen has had them destroyed), I can arrange to have one brought to you. A

  trusted friend has business in London, and sees that we can receive things. My messenger here will give you his name, and we can exchange our things. Although I believe that, whatever the legacy

  prove to be, it cannot be so valuable as the Scriptures.




  Ever your servant in Christ,




  

    Catherine Carey Knollys




    [image: ] Will Somers to Catherine Knollys:


  




  

    July 21, 1557. Kent.


  




  

    Sweet Catherine:


  




  Your prayers must have had some salubrious effect, as I have made a partial recovery. God has evidently rescheduled our meeting for a more mutually convenient time. As you know, I shun the

  offices of all doctors as well as priests. Neither has meddled with me in over forty years. To this I attribute my survival. I have never been bled, never had ground-pearl ointments (of which Harry

  was so inordinately fond), nor have I cared what vestments the current high priest wore. I do not mean to offend you, Catherine. But I am not a believer in anything save the swift passing of

  things. Religion, too, has its fashions. Yesterday it was five Masses a day—yes, Harry did that!—and pilgrimages to Our Lady of Walsingham; next Bibles and sermons; now, Masses again,

  with burnings added; next, who knows? By all means pray to that Geneva God you have created in your own image. He is mighty for now. Perhaps there is something that is constant above and beyond

  mere fashions in worship. I do not know. My job has been always, and merely, to turn people’s faces away from change, loss, dissolution; to distract them while the scenery was being changed

  backstage.




  Catherine: do not send me any Scriptures, or translations. I do not wish to receive them, nor to be associated with them in any way. Are you unaware of what danger that would place me in?

  And for nothing. I have read them already (indeed, I had to, in order to banter with King Harry in public, and in private, to fill in whenever Cranmer or his last Queen was unavailable for his

  favourite pastime: a robust theological discussion). I have remained unconverted and singularly uninterested in being converted. As it is extraordinarily difficult to smuggle in these

  scriptures, give someone else the rewards of your efforts.




  I will, however, speak with your man about the transportation of the legacy. I must cease the mystery and tell it plain. The thing is a journal. It was written by your father. It is extremely

  valuable, and many people would like to destroy it. They know of its existence but so far have confined their efforts to asking the Duke of Norfolk about it, the remnants of the Seymour family, and

  even Bessie Blount’s widower, Lord Clinton. Sooner or later they will sniff their way to me here in Kent.




  There, I have told it all, except the last thing. The journal was written not by William Carey, your supposed father, but by your true father: the King.




  [image: ] Catherine Knollys to Will Somers:




  

    September 30, 1557. Basle.


  




  

    Will:


  




  The King was not—is not!—my father. How dare you lie so, and insult my mother, my father, myself? So you would rake up all those lies from so long ago? And I thought you my friend! I

  do not wish to see the journal. Keep it to yourself, along with all your other misguided abominations of thought! No wonder the King liked you so. You were of one mind: low-minded and full of lies.

  You will not muddy my life with your base lies and insinuations. Christ said to forgive, but He also told us to shake the dust off our feet from towns filled with liars, blasphemers, and the like.

  Just so do I shake you from mine.




  [image: ] Will Somers to Catherine Knollys:




  

    November 14, 1557. Kent.


  




  

    Catherine, my dear:


  




  Restrain yourself from tearing this letter to pieces in lieu of reading it. I do not blame you for your outburst. It was magnificent. A paradigm of outraged sensibility, morality, and all the

  rest. (Worthy of the old King himself! Ah, what memories it brought back!) But now admit it: the King was your father. This have you known always. You speak of dishonouring your father. Will you

  dishonour the King by your refusal to admit what is? That was perhaps his cardinal virtue (yes, my lady, he had virtues) and genius: always to recognize the thing as it was, not as it

  was generally assumed to be. Did you not inherit that from him? Or are you like your half-sister Queen Mary (I, too, regret your relationship with her), blind and singularly unable to recognize

  even things looming right before her weak eyes? Your other half-sister, Elizabeth, is different; and I supposed you were also. I supposed it was the Boleyn blood, added to the Tudor, that made for

  a uniquely hard, clear vision of things, not muddied by any Spanish nonsense. But I see I was wrong. You are as prejudiced and stupid and full of religious choler as the Spanish Queen. King Harry

  is dead indeed, then. His long-sought children have seen to that.




  [image: ] Catherine Knollys to Will Somers:




  

    January 5, 1558. Basle.


  




  

    Will:


  




  Your insults must be answered. You speak of my dishonouring the King my father. If he were my father, did he not dishonour me by never acknowledging me as his own? (He acknowledged

  Henry Fitzroy, made him Duke of Richmond—the offspring of that whore Bessie Blount!) Why, then, should I acknowledge or honour him? First he seduced my mother before her marriage, and

  now you say he subsequently cuckolded her husband. He does not deserve honour, but disdain. He was an evil man and brought horror wherever he went. The only good he did, he did merely as a

  by-product of evil: his lust for my aunt, Anne Boleyn, caused him to break from the Pope. (Thus the Lord used even a sinner for His purposes. But that is to the Lord’s credit, not the

  King’s.) I spit on the late King, and his memory! And as for my cousin, Princess Elizabeth (the daughter of my mother’s sister, naught else), I pray that she may . . . no,

  it is too dangerous to put on paper, regardless of the trustworthiness of the messenger or the receiver.




  Go thy ways, Will. I want no further correspondence from you.




  [image: ] Will Somers to Catherine Knollys:




  

    March 15, 1558. Kent.


  




  

    Catherine:


  




  Bear with me yet a little. In your wonderfully muddled letter I sensed one essential question; the rest was mere noise. You asked: If he were my father, did he not dishonour me by never

  acknowledging me as his own?




  You know the answer: He was taken out of his true mind by that witch (now I must insult you again) Anne Boleyn. She tried to poison the Duke of Richmond; would you have had her try her hand on

  you as well? Yes, your aunt was a witch. Your mother quite otherwise. Her charms were honest, and her thoughts and manner honest as well. She suffered for it, while your aunt-witch thrived. Honesty

  seldom goes unpunished, and as you know, your mother did not have an easy berth in life. He would have acknowledged you, and perhaps your brother as well (though he was less certain of his

  parentage), if the Witch had not prevented him. She was jealous, very jealous of your sweet mother, although, God knows, she gave the King ample cause for jealousy: the admiration of all the world

  was not enough for the Witch, she must have the services of all the male courtiers as well. Well, as she herself said, the King, having run out of earthly honours for her, provided her with the

  crown of martyrdom. Ha! All who are killed are not martyrs. She sought to ally herself with Thomas à Becket and even Thomas More, but it was not to be. She has failed in her transparent bid

  for posthumous honour and glory.




  And now take this journal, and make peace with yourself. If you cannot, then save it for your . . . relation, the Princess Elizabeth, against the time when . . . I, too, must say no more than

  this. It is dangerous, and even my wattly old neck does not find the feel of a rope particularly appealing. I cannot give it into her hands now, although as you have made clear, she is the obvious

  choice. Spies surround her, and she is watched constantly. Mary wants to send her back to the Tower, and make sure she never emerges again.




  How I came about the journal is this: I was, as you know (or perhaps you do not; why should we always assume our private histories are of general importance, and known to all?) first seen by

  Harry, the King, when my master, a wool merchant in Calais, happened to court. I was not a jester then, just a young man with an hour to pass in the galleries. I amused myself as I customarily did

  when without the more interesting offices of sack or wine: I talked. The King heard; the rest, as the common people say, is history. (Whose history?) He took me into his service, gave me cap

  and bells, bound me to him in more ways than I was at the time aware. We grew old together; but here I must set down what the young Harry was. The eye of the sun, that blinded us all . . . yes,

  even me, cynical Will. We were brothers; and when he lay dying in that stuffy chamber in Whitehall, I was the only one who had known him young.




  But I digress. I was speaking of the journal. When I first came to Harry in 1525 (just before the Witch enthralled him), he was keeping a sort of daily log, all full of rough notations.

  Later—after the disgrace of Catherine Howard, his fifth so-called Queen—when he was so ill, he began a personal journal to beguile the time and take his mind from the daily pain in his

  leg and the growing factions about him. Oh, yes, daughter—he felt himself to be losing control. He knew the parties forming about him, waiting for him to die. So he lashed out, in the open;

  and secretly, he wrote it all down.




  Toward the end, he could only make the roughest notes, which he (eternal optimist) planned to expand later. (Why, only one month before he died, he ordered fruit trees for his garden that would

  not bear fruit, at the earliest, until ten years hence. An irony: I hear they bloomed last year, and Mary had them cut down. If she must be barren, then the royal garden must perforce

  imitate the royal person.) He never did; he never will. I enclose them here, along with the rest, with my own notes and explanations. I hesitated to deface the journal, but when I read it, it was

  as though Harry were talking once again, and I was ever wont to interrupt him. Old habits persist, as you can see. As well as I knew him, though, the journal showed me an unknown

  Henry—proving, I suppose, that we are all strangers, even to ourselves.




  But I began by saying how I came to possess the journal. The answer is simple: I stole it. They would have destroyed it. They have destroyed everything else remotely connected to the

  King, or to the Old Times: first the Reformers and now the Papists. The Reformers smashed the glass in every church, and the Papists, so I hear, have gone one step further in bestiality, so that

  even I hesitate to write it. The Queen’s agents have taken Harry’s body—her own father!—from its grave, burnt it, and thrown it into the Thames! Oh, monstrous!




  This journal, then, is his last earthly remains. Will you be so unnatural a daughter as the Queen, and burn it, as well? If you are not his daughter (as you maintain), then be to him a better

  daughter than his true-born.




  How humourless this is. Humour is, indeed, the most civilised thing we have. It smooths all raw edges and makes the rest endurable. Harry knew that. Perhaps I should employ a jester of my own,

  having evidently outrun my own calling.




  The blessings of your enigmatic God upon you,



  



  

    Will


  




  Enclosed herein is the journal.




  I feel constrained to note: Bessie Blount was not a whore.
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  I




  Yesterday some fool asked me what my first memory was, expecting me to lapse happily into sentimental childhood reminiscences, as dotty old men are

  supposed to enjoy doing. He was most surprised when I ordered him out of the room.




  But his damage was done; and I could not order the thought out of my mind as easily. What was my earliest memory? Whatever it was, it was not pleasant. I was sure of that.




  Was it when I was six? No, I remember when my sister Mary was born, and that was when I was five. Four, then? That was when my other sister, Elizabeth, died, and I remembered that, horribly

  enough. Three? Perhaps. Yes. It was when I was three that I first heard cheers—and the words “only a second son.”




  

    The day was fair—a hot, still, summer’s day. I was going with Father to Westminster Hall to be given honours and titles. He had rehearsed the ritual with me until I knew it

    perfectly: how to bow, when to prostrate myself on the floor, how to back out of the room before him. I had to do this because he was King, and I would be in his presence.


  




  “You never turn your back to a king,” he explained.




  “Even though you are just my father?”




  “Even so,” he answered solemnly. “I am still your King. And I am making you a Knight of the Bath today, and you must be dressed in hermit’s clothes. And then you will

  re-enter the Hall in ceremonial robes and be made Duke of York.” He laughed a little dry laugh—like the scudding of leaves across a cobbled courtyard. “That will silence them,

  show them the Tudors have incorporated York! The only true Duke of York will be my son. Let them all see it!” Suddenly he lowered his voice and spoke softly. “You will do this before

  all the peers in the realm. You must not make a mistake, nor must you be afraid.”




  I looked into his cold grey eyes, the color of a November sky. “I am not afraid,” I said, and knew that I spoke the truth.




  

    Throngs of people came to watch us when we rode to Westminster through Cheapside. I had my own pony, a white one, and rode just behind Father on his great caparisoned bay. Even mounted, I was

    scarcely any taller than the wall of people on either side. I could see individual faces clearly, could see their expressions. They were happy, and repeatedly called blessings on us as we

    passed.


  




  I enjoyed the ceremony. Children are not supposed to enjoy ceremonies, but I did. (A taste I have never lost. Did that begin here, as well?) I liked having all eyes in Westminster Hall on me as

  I walked the length of it, alone, to Father. The hermit’s robes were rough and scratched me, but I dared not betray any discomfort. Father was sitting on a dais in a dark carved seat of royal

  estate. He looked remote and unhuman, a King indeed. I approached him, trembling slightly, and he rose and took a long sword and made me a knight, a member of the Order of the Bath. In raising the

  sword, he brushed lightly against my neck, and I was surprised at how cold the steel was, even on a high summer’s day.




  Then I backed slowly out of the hall and went into the anteroom where Thomas Boleyn, one of Father’s esquires of the Body, was waiting to help me change into my rich red ceremonial robes

  made especially for today’s occasion. That done, I re-entered the hall and did it all again; was made Duke of York.




  

    I was to be honoured afterwards, and all the nobles and high-ranking prelates were to come and pay homage to me, recognizing me as the highest peer in England—after the King and my older

    brother Arthur. I know now, but did not understand then, what this meant. The title “Duke of York” was the favourite of pretenders, and so Father meant to exact oaths of loyalty from

    his nobles precluding their later recognizing any pretenders—for, after all, there cannot be two Dukes of York. (Just as there cannot be two heads of John the Baptist, although some

    Papalists persist in worshipping both!)


  




  But I did not understand this. I was but three years old. It was the first time I had been singled out for anything of my own, and I was hungry for the attention. I imagined all the adults would

  cluster about me and talk to me.




  It was quite otherwise. Their “recognition” consisted of a momentary glimpse in my direction, a slight inclination of the head. I was quite lost in the forest of legs (for so they

  appeared to me; I scarcely reached any man’s waist) which soon arranged themselves into clusters of three, four, five men. I looked about for the Queen my mother, but did not see her. Yet she

  had promised to come. . . .




  A bleating fanfare announced that the dishes were being placed upon the long table running along the west wall of the hall. It had a great length of white linen upon it, and all the serving

  dishes were gold. They shone in the dull light, setting off the colour of the food within. Wine servers began to move about, carrying huge golden pitchers. When they came to me, I demanded some,

  and that made everyone about me laugh. The server demurred, but I insisted. He gave me a small chased silver cup and filled it with claret, and I drank it straight down. The people laughed, and

  this caught Father’s attention. He glared at me as though I had committed a grave sin.




  Soon I felt dizzy, and my heavy velvet robes made me sweat in the close air of the packed hall. The buzz of voices above me was unpleasant, and still the Queen had not come, nor any attention

  been paid me. I longed to return to Eltham and leave this dull celebration. If this were a festivity, I wanted no more of them and would not envy Arthur his right to attend them.




  I saw Father standing somewhat apart, talking to one of his Privy Councillors—Archbishop Morton, I believe. Emboldened by the wine (for I was usually somewhat reluctant to approach

  Father), I decided to ask him to allow me to leave and return to Eltham straightway. I was able to approach him unobtrusively as I passed the clots of gossiping nobles and courtiers. My very lack

  of size meant that no one saw me as I moved closer to the King and stood back, half-hidden in folds of the wall-hanging, waiting for him to cease talking. One does not interrupt the King, even

  though one is the King’s son.




  Some words drifted to me. The Queen . . . ill . . .




  Was my mother, then, prevented by illness from coming? I moved closer, straining to hear.




  “But she must bury this sorrow,” Morton was saying. “Yet each pretender opens the wound anew—”




  “That is why today was necessary. To put a stop to all these false Dukes of York. If they could see how it hurts Her Grace. Each one . . . she knows they are liars, pretenders, yet I

  fancied she looked overlong at Lambert Simnel’s face. She wishes it, you see; she wishes Richard her brother to be alive.” The King’s voice was low and unhappy. “That is why

  she could not come to see Henry be invested with his title. She could not bear it. She loved her brother.”




  “Yet she loves her son as well.” It was a question disguised as a statement.




  The King shrugged. “As a mother is bound to love her son.”




  “No more than that?” Morton was eager now.




  “If she loves him, it is for what he recalls to her—her father Edward. Henry resembles him, surely you must have seen that.” Father took another sip of wine from his huge

  goblet, so that his face was hidden.




  “He’s a right noble-looking Prince,” Morton nodded, so that his chin almost touched his furred collar.




  “I give you his looks. Edward had looks as well. Do you remember that woman who cried out in the marketplace: ‘By my troth, for thy lovely countenance thou shalt have even twenty

  pounds’? Pretty Edward. ‘The Sun in Splendour’ he called himself.”




  “Whereas we all know it should have been ‘The King in Mistress Shore’s Bed,’ ” Morton cackled. “Or was it Eleanor Butler’s?”




  “What matter? He was always in someone’s bed. Remember that derisive ballad about ‘lolling in a lewd love-bed’? Elizabeth Woodville was clever to exploit his lust. I do

  not wish to belittle the Queen’s mother, but she was a tiresome old bitch. I feared she would never die. Yet we have been free of her for two years now. Praised be God!”




  “Yet Henry—is he not—” Morton was clearly more interested in the living than the dead.




  The King looked about him to make sure no one was listening. I pressed further into the curtain-fold, wishing myself invisible. “Only a second son. Pray God he will never be needed. Should

  he ever become King”—he paused, then lowered his voice to a whisper as he spoke the unspeakable words—“the House of Tudor would not endure. Just as the House of York did not

  survive Edward. He was handsome and a great soldier—I grant him that—but at bottom stupid and insensitive. And Henry is the same. England could survive one Edward, but never

  two.”




  “It will never come to that,” said Morton smoothly. “We have Arthur, who will be a great king. The marks of greatness are already upon him. So learned. So stately. So

  wise—far beyond his eight years.”




  “Arthur the Second,” murmured Father, his eyes dreamy. “Aye, it will be a great day. And Henry, perhaps, will be Archbishop of Canterbury someday. Yes, the Church is a good

  place for him. Although he may find the vows of celibacy a bit chafing. Do you, Morton?” He smiled coldly, a complicity acknowledged. Morton had many bastards.




  “Your Grace—” Morton turned his face away in mock modesty, and almost saw me.




  My heart was pounding. I pressed myself back into the curtains. They must not ever know I was nearby, and had heard. I wanted to cry—indeed, I felt tears fighting their way into my

  eyes—but I was too insensitive for that. The King had said so.




  Instead, after I had stopped trembling and banished any hint of tears, I left my hiding-place and moved out among the gathered nobles, boldly talking to anyone I encountered. It was much

  remarked upon later.




  

    I must not be hypocritical. Being a prince was good sometimes. Not in a material sense, as people suppose. Noblemen’s sons lived in greater luxury than we did; we were the butt-end of

    the King’s “economies,” living and sleeping in Spartan quarters, like good soldiers. It is true we lived in palaces, and that word conjures up images of luxury and

    beauty—for which I must take some credit, as I have worked hard to make it true, in my own reign—but in my childhood it was otherwise. The palaces were relics of an earlier

    era—romantic, perhaps, steeped in history (here Edward’s sons were murdered; here Richard II surrendered his crown), but decidedly uncomfortable: dark and cold.


  




  Nor was it particularly adventuresome. Father did not travel very much, and when he did he left us behind. The first ten years of my life were spent almost entirely within the confines of Eltham

  Palace. Glimpses of anything beyond were, for all practical purposes, forbidden. Ostensibly this was for our protection. But it had the effect of cloistering us. No monk lived as austere, as

  circumscribed, as dull a life as I did for those ten years.




  And that was fitting, as Father had determined that I must be a priest when I grew up. Arthur would be King. I, the second son, must be a churchman, expending my energies in God’s service,

  not in usurping my brother’s position. So, from the age of four, I received churchly training from a series of sad-eyed priests.




  But even so, it was good to be a prince. It was good for elusive reasons I find almost impossible to set down. For the history of the thing, if you will. To be a prince was to be—special.

  To know when you read the story of Edward the Confessor or Richard the Lionheart that you had a mystic blood-bond with them. That was all. But enough. Enough for me as I memorized reams of Latin

  prayers. I had the blood of kings! True, it was hidden beneath the shabby clothes, and would never be passed on, but it was there nevertheless—a fire to warm myself against.




  
 





  II




  I should never have begun in such a manner. These jumbled thoughts cannot stand as a passable collection of impressions, let alone a memoir. I must

  put things in some reasonable order. Wolsey taught me that: always in order. Have I forgotten so soon?




  I began it (I mean this journal) in a vain attempt to soothe myself several weeks ago while suffering yet another attack from my cursed leg. Perhaps I was so distracted by the pain that I was

  incapable of organizing my thoughts. Yet the pain has passed. Now if I am to do this thing, I must do it properly. I have talked about “Father” and “the King” and

  “Arthur” without once telling you the King’s name. Nor which ruling family. Nor the time. Inexcusable!




  The King was Henry VII, of the House of Tudor. But I must not say “House of Tudor” so grandly, because until Father became King it was not a royal house at all. The Tudors were a

  Welsh family, and (let us be honest) Welsh adventurers at that, relying rather heavily on romantic adventures of both bed and battle to advance themselves.




  I am well aware that Father’s genealogists traced the Tudors to the dawn of British history, had us descended directly from Cadwaller. Yet the first step to our present greatness was taken

  by Owen Tudor, who was clerk of the wardrobe to Queen Catherine, the widow of Henry V. (Henry V was England’s mightiest military king, having conquered a large portion of France. This was

  some seventy years before I was born. Every common Englishman knows this now, but will he always?) Henry and the French king’s daughter married for political reasons and had a son: Henry VI,

  proclaimed King of England and France at the age of nine months. But Henry V’s sudden death left his twenty-one-year-old French widow alone in England.




  Owen’s duties were such that he was in constant company with her. He was comely; she was lonely; they wed, secretly. Yes, Catherine (daughter to one king, wife to another, mother of yet a

  third) polluted—so some say—her royal blood with that of a Welsh rogue. They had two sons, Edmund and Jasper, half-brothers to Henry VI.




  But Catherine died in her mid-thirties, and Owen’s sufferance was up. Henry VI’s Protector’s Council ordered “one Owen Tudor the which dwelled with the said Queen

  Catherine” to appear before them, because “he had been so presumptuous as by marriage with the Queen to intermix his blood with the royal race of Kings.” Owen first refused to

  come, but later came and was imprisoned in Newgate twice, twice escaping. He was elusive and supremely clever. After his second escape he made his way back to Wales.




  Once Henry VI came to maturity and discarded his Protector, he treated Owen’s two sons kindly. He created Edmund Earl of Richmond, and Jasper Earl of Pembroke. And Henry VI—poor,

  mad, sweet thing—even found a proper Lancastrian bride for his half-brother Edmund: Margaret Beaufort.




  To recount these histories is like unravelling a thread: one means only to tell one little part, but then another comes in, and another, for they are all part of the same garment—Tudor,

  Lancaster, York, Plantagenet.




  So I must do what I dreaded: go back to Edward III, innocent source of all the late troubles. I say innocent because what king does not wish an abundance of sons? Yet Edward’s troubles,

  and those of the next generations, stemmed from his very prolificness.




  Edward, who was born almost two hundred years before me, had six sons. A blessing? One would have thought so. But in truth they were a curse that echoes to this day. The eldest, Edward, was

  called the Black Prince. (Why I do not know, although I believe it was from the liveries his retainers customarily wore. He was a great warrior.) He died before his father, and thus his son,

  Edward’s grandson, came to the throne as Richard II.




  Now Edward’s other sons were William, who died young; Lionel, Duke of Clarence, from whence ultimately sprang the House of York; John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, progenitor of the House

  of that name; Edmund, Duke of York (later the heirs of Clarence and Edmund married, uniting those claims), and finally Thomas of Woodstock, ancestor of the Duke of Buckingham.




  It happened thus: Henry, son of John of Gaunt, deposed his cousin Richard II and was crowned Henry IV. His son was Henry V, who married the Queen Catherine Valois, who afterwards married Owen

  Tudor.




  Does this confuse you? I assure you that in my youth these tangled ancestral webs were known as today one might know the words of a popular ballad or the sequence of the Five Sorrowful Mysteries

  of Christ. They loomed over our lives, forcing us to take roles on either side; roles that led directly to fortune . . . or to death.




  But Henry V’s son, crowned in Paris as Henry VI, King of both England and France, could not hold his inheritance. As he grew older, he proved to be inept and half mad.




  When the anointed king is weak, there are others who imagine themselves strong. Thus was born the Yorkist cause.




  There is a legend that the wars began when Richard Plantagenet (later Duke of York) met with his companions and rivals Somerset, Warwick, and Suffolk in the Temple Gardens. Richard plucked a

  white rose from one bush, symbolizing descent from Lionel, third son of Edward III, and bade his sympathizers join him; Warwick, of the powerful northern Neville family, also took a white rose.

  Somerset and Suffolk picked the red, lining themselves up with the claims of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, fourth son. Then they prophesied that this would expand to encompass the whole

  realm.




  It is a pretty story; whether it be true or not I do not know. Yet it is true that within a few years hundreds of people died fighting for either the White Rose or the Red.




  Henry VI was deposed, ultimately, by that brave son of the Yorkists, later Edward IV. He fought thirteen pitched battles and lost none: a military genius.




  The strands of all three families were, as I said, interwoven. It is difficult for me to tell of the cruelties visited by one upon the other, as the blood of all now flows in my veins.




  Yes, Edward IV was a great fighter. I can take pride in that, as he was my grandfather. Yet my great-grandfather was fighting against him, aided by my great-uncle, Jasper Tudor. They were

  crushed, and Owen was captured after the Battle of Mortimer’s Cross in 1461. He was executed—by Edward’s orders—in the marketplace of Hereford. Until the axeman appeared to

  do his office, Owen could not believe he would actually die. The headsman ripped off the collar of Owen’s doublet, and then he knew. He looked about and said, “That head shall lie in

  the stock that was wont to lie on Queen Catherine’s lap.” Afterwards a madwoman came and took his head and set a hundred candles burning about it.




  

    I tell this so that when I recount that Owen’s eldest son, Edmund, married Margaret Beaufort, thirteen-year-old heiress to the claims of the House of Lancaster, you will not imagine they

    lived quietly. The battles raged all about them. Edmund escaped from all these cares by dying at the age of twenty-six, leaving his wife great with child. That child was my father, born when his

    mother was but fourteen. It was January 28, 1457.
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      Seeing this date chilled me. It was also on January 28 that Henry VIII died. In 1547—the reversal of the numbers—it is like a parenthesis. The father born, the son dying. . . .

      Yet I do not believe in such things. I leave them for Welshmen and the like.
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  She named him Henry, a royal Lancastrian name. Yet at that time he was by no means an important heir, merely a remote figure in the overall confusing fabric. This in spite of being the grandson

  of a queen (on his father’s side) and the great-great-great-grandson of a king (on his mother’s). But as the battles went on, those with higher claims to the throne were killed (Henry

  VI’s only son, Edward, and Richard, Duke of York), and each battle advanced Henry Tudor closer to the throne. In the Battle of Tewkesbury in 1471, every male Lancaster was destroyed, save

  Henry Tudor. And he fled to Brittany with his uncle Jasper.




  Henry VI was done to death in the Tower that same year. The Yorkists did it. It was a mercy: Henry VI was, perhaps, a saint, but he was not meant to be King. His poem,




  

    

      

        

          

            Kingdoms are but cares




            State is devoid of stay




            Riches are ready snares




            And hasten to decay,


          


        


      


    


  




  proves that. A Yorkist sword released him from the cares of his kingdom, and I cannot but say they did him a good office.




  

    But my father’s tale is also long to tell: there is nothing simple in these histories. Father went into exile, crossing the Channel to Brittany, where the good Duke Francis welcomed

    him—for a fee. Edward IV pursued him, tried to have him abducted and murdered. Father outsmarted him—Edward was stupid—and outlived him, watching and waiting in Brittany

    as Edward’s cruel brother, Richard, usurped the throne and did away with Edward’s sons Edward V and Richard, Duke of York. They say he had them smothered as they slept, and buried

    them somewhere in the Tower.


  




  Many men smarted under Richard’s rule and fell away, joining Father in Brittany until he had a court in exile. And in England there was such discontent that rebellious subjects invited

  Father to come and claim the throne.




  He tried first in 1484; but fortune was against him, and Richard caught and executed his principal supporter, the Duke of Buckingham. The next year things were again ready, and Father dared not

  wait longer, lest what support he had erode. He set sail and landed in Wales with an army of only two thousand men, against a known ten thousand for Richard III.




  What compelled him to do this? I know the story well, yet I also know Father: cautious to the point of inaction, suspicious, slow to decisions. Still, at the age of twenty-eight he risked

  everything—his life as well—on what looked to be a hopeless venture. Two thousand men against ten thousand.




  He was greeted wildly in Wales, and men flocked to join him, swelling his ranks to five thousand, still only half the number of Richard’s forces. Still he pressed on through the

  August-yellow fields, until at last they met a few miles from Leicester, at a field called Bosworth.




  There was fierce fighting, and in the end some of Richard’s men held back. Without them the battle was lost. Richard was slain, hacked in a dozen places by his own lost supporters as he

  sought to attack Father himself.




  They say the crown flew off Richard’s head in the heat of battle and landed in a gorse bush and that Father took it from there and placed it upon his own head amidst cries of “King

  Henry! King Henry!” I doubt the truth of this, but it is just the sort of story that is repeated and eventually believed. People like simple stories and will twist even the profound into

  something plain and reassuring. They like to believe that one becomes king by a Sign, and not by anything as inconclusive or confusing as a mêlée. Hence, the crown in the bush.




  In fact, it was not simple at all. Despite the battle and the crown in the divinely placed bush, there remained many recalcitrant people who simply would not accept Henry Tudor as King. True it

  was that he had royal blood, and had made the late Yorkist King’s daughter his wife, but diehard Yorkists were not so easily placated. They wanted a genuine Yorkist on the throne, or no one.

  Thus the treasons began.




  There were no Yorkists left, but the traitors would resurrect the smothered sons of Edward IV (my mother’s brothers). They did not dare to “discover” the eldest, Edward; even

  they were not that bold. Richard, the younger, was their choice. Each coterie of traitors found a ready supply of yellow-haired boys willing to impersonate him.




  The first was Lambert Simnel. The Irish crowned him as Richard IV. Father was amused and tolerant. After crushing the uprising in the Battle of Stoke in 1487, he appointed the erstwhile King a

  cook in the royal kitchens. Working before the hot ovens rapidly deflated his royal demeanour.




  The next, Perkin Warbeck, was less amusing. The Scots hailed him and provided him with a highborn wife. Father executed him.




  And yet the uprisings went on. There was a bottomless well of traitors and malcontents. No matter what Father did, there were always dissatisfied groups somewhere, plotting for his

  overthrow.




  In the end it made him bitter. I can see that now, and understand it. They had taken his youth (“Ever since I was five years old I have been either a prisoner or a fugitive,”

  he once said), and even after he had supposedly won his right to peace, they would not let him be. They meant to drive him from the throne, or into his grave.




  Father married his archenemy’s daughter. He hated Edward IV, yet he had made a solemn vow in Rennes Cathedral that should his invasion of England be successful, he would wed Elizabeth,

  Edward’s daughter.




  Why? Simply because she was the heiress to the Yorkist claims, as he was of the Lancastrian. He had never even seen her and knew nothing about her person. She could have been crook-backed or

  squint-eyed or pockmarked. Yet marrying her would end the wars. That was all he cared about.




  As I said, he despised Edward IV. And why not? Edward had tried to have him assassinated. Edward had killed his grandfather Owen. Yet he would marry his daughter. . . . He understood the times.

  You murdered people, and it was like cultivating a garden: you nipped tender shoots, or the whole trunk, of whatever plant you perceived might be a threat later in the growing season.




  I put a stop to all that. No one is put to death surreptitiously in England now. There are no more pillow-murders or poisonings or midnight stabbings. I count as one of the great achievements of

  my reign that this barbarism has passed forever.




  But I was speaking of Father’s marriage. Elizabeth, Edward’s daughter, was brought out of sanctuary (where she and her mother had hidden from the ravages of Richard III) and given to

  him as part of the spoils of war.




  Thus Elizabeth of York married Henry Tudor. Royal artists created an especial emblem for them: the so-called Tudor rose, combining the red of Lancaster with the white of York. Less than a year

  later they had their sought-for heir: Arthur. They named him thus to avoid all “claimed” names (Henry was Lancastrian, Edward and Richard Yorkist), and to hark back to the legendary

  King Arthur. That would offend no one while promising fine things.




  Then followed other children. After Arthur, Margaret (named for the King’s mother). Then me. (It was safe to give the third child a partisan name like Henry.) After me, Elizabeth. Then

  Mary. Then Edmund. Then . . . I cannot recall her name, if indeed she had one. She lived but two days.




  Father was twenty-nine when he married. By the time he was forty there remained to him four living children—two princes and two princesses—and the survival of his new dynasty seemed

  assured.




  I am told my father was handsome and popular when he first came to the throne. People saw him as an adventurer, and the English always like rogues and heroes. They cheered him. But over the

  years the cheering faded as he did not respond to it. He was not what they had expected after all. He was not bluff like Edward nor rough and plain as a soldier-king should be. In fact, he was

  hardly English at all in his thinking, as he had spent most of his life outside the country, or in Wales, which was just as bad. He was suspicious of people, and they sensed it and finally withdrew

  their affections.




  

    Here I am describing Father as an historian would, trying to note how he looked and how he ruled. Of course, as a child I saw and understood none of this. Father was a tall, thin man whom I

    saw but rarely, and never alone. Sometimes he would come to where we—the four children—lived, and pay one of his unannounced visits. We hated those visits. He would walk about like a

    general inspecting his troops, calling on us for Latin or sums. Usually his mother, Margaret Beaufort, was with him, and she was a tiny woman who always wore black and had a sharp face. By the

    time I was eight years old, I had reached her height and could look her directly in the eye, although I disliked her eyes. They were bright and black. She always asked the sharpest

    questions and was most dissatisfied with the answers, because she fancied herself a scholar and had even left her husband for a time to go and live in a convent so that she could read all

    day.


  




  It was she who selected our tutors and guided our education. Of course, the best tutors went to Arthur and the second-rank ones served the rest of us. Occasionally I shared some tutors with

  Arthur. Bernard André taught us both history, and Giles D’Ewes taught us French. And John Skelton, the poet laureate, began by teaching Arthur but later became my own tutor.




  Skelton was a profligate priest, and we liked each other immediately. He wrote coarse satires and had a mistress; I thought him marvellous. Until then I had assumed that to be scholarly, one

  must be like my grandmother Beaufort. The black, the convent, the books were all linked in my mind. Skelton broke those links. Later, in my own reign, scholarship was freed completely from the

  convents and monasteries. (And not simply because I closed the monasteries!)




  We studied Latin, of course; French, Italian, mathematics, history, poetry. I received an extra heavy dose of Scriptures, theology, and churchmen, as I was earmarked for the Church. Well, no

  learning is ever wasted. I made extensive use of the knowledge later, though in a way that would have horrified my pious grandmother and her chosen tutors.




  

    How we lived: forever moving. Father had—or, rather, the Crown had—eight palaces, and with every change in season, the royal household would move. But we, the King’s

    children, seldom lived in the same palace as the King and Queen. They preferred us to live in the country, or as near to open fields and clean air as possible. Eltham Palace was an ideal site. It

    was small and set in green fields, but only three miles from Greenwich and the Thames. It had been built for Edward IV, my pretty grandfather, and was all of stone, with a quiet moat and

    well-kept gardens. It was too small to house a full court, but was perfect for royal children and our reduced household of cooks and nurses and guards.


  




  And we were guarded. In our pretty little walled garden we might as well have been in farthest Scotland rather than ten miles from the center of London. No one was allowed to come and see us

  without Father’s permission; he remembered the fate of the Yorkist princes too well. We did not, and found all the restrictions irksome.




  I was sure I could defend myself against any assassin. I practised with sword and bow and soon became aware of how strong and dexterous I was for my age. I almost longed for an evil agent to

  make an attempt on me, so that I could prove myself to Father and win his admiration. But no obedient murderer appeared to grant my childish wish.




  We were to take exercise outdoors. As I said, I early discovered my facility in physical things. I rode easily and well, from the beginning. I am not boasting; if I am to record everything, I

  must be as honest about my talents as I am about my weaknesses. It is this: I was gifted in things of the body. I had more than strength, I had innate skill as well. Everything came easily to me,

  on the field or in the saddle. By the time I was seventeen I was one of the ablest men in England—with the longbow, the sword, the lance; in the tourney, in wrestling, and even in that

  peculiar new sport, tennis.




  I realize such a statement is suspect. They let him win, you will say. One always lets the Prince, or the King, win. For just this reason I competed incognito as much as possible. Of course, my

  enemies twisted that as well, claiming that my doing so was just a childish love of disguises. But no. I, too, wished to test myself and got no satisfaction from any contest I might suspect was

  controlled. God’s blood! Doesn’t a prince have honour? Would a prince take pleasure from being “let” win? Why do they assume a prince’s honour is less, or his

  self-knowledge less, than their own? An athletic contest is above all a test—a short, clean test. They would deny me even that, and darken my achievements on the field of my youth.




  But I am digressing. I was speaking of our tame little exercises within the palace grounds, not the later tournaments and contests in which I competed. Arthur hated any exercise and would try to

  avoid it. Margaret and I were most alike physically, and she was my chief companion in climbing trees and swimming in the moat. She was three years older than I, and utterly fearless—I should

  say even reckless. She never thought before she hurled herself over a fence, or forced her pony to jump, or tasted a strange wild berry. People have accused me of being fearless, reckless, but I am

  not and never was. I learned that about myself early from watching Margaret. (And her later behaviour as Queen of Scotland was the same as her childhood behaviour in the confines of Eltham. Quite

  uncontrolled, and finally disastrous.)




  If Margaret and I were alike bodily, Mary and I were alike in spirit. We were, quite simply, made of the same stuff and always understood one another instinctively.




  No one was like Arthur, and he was like none of us . . . high and solitary and solemn.




  
 





  III




  We joined the court at Christmas and Easter and Whitsun. I used to count the months in between. Christmas was my favourite, and the long months

  until then (six or seven, depending on how early Whitsun came) seemed interminable.




  It was Margaret and I, of course, who most longed to go to court. Margaret because she would get new clothes, be petted, and receive presents and sweetmeats. And I? For those things, yes. But

  most of all, I would see the Queen my mother. And perhaps, perhaps . . . I never completed the thought, and cannot, even now.




  The winter I was seven, the King decided to hold Christmas at Sheen Manor. I had never been there, or, if I had, could not remember it. It was one of the older palaces upstream on the

  Thames.




  Winter had come early that year, and by early December the ground had been frozen for two weeks and was already covered with a light layer of snow.




  On the day of our journey from Eltham to Sheen, we moved so slowly that it took us all day to travel the sixteen miles. Those of us on horseback could not gallop, but had to ride in pace with

  the twelve ponderous wagons carrying our goods. Not until late afternoon did we reach the great forest of Richmond. This was a royal hunting preserve, and there were stag and deer and boar here.

  But the loud noise of our rumbling carts scared away any game, and I saw nothing as I passed through.




  And then we were beyond the forest, looking down on the Thames—a smaller, shallower Thames than the one at Greenwich—bathed yellow in the flat rays of the low sun, with the red brick

  towers of Sheen Manor rising along the water.




  Still, it took a long time to reach the manor. The great carts had to be restrained on the descent and lumbered even more slowly. I looked over at Margaret.




  “Shall we run?” she asked, as I had known she would.




  “Yes,” I said, spurring my horse without looking back, and together we galloped madly toward the manor. Margaret was shrieking and laughing so loudly she drowned out the cries behind

  us.




  We reached the manor gates a mile ahead of anyone else. We had been so intent on our fast ride that we had not noticed that the cries came from the manor as well as from our own party. Now,

  standing before the gates, we heard the frenzied shouts of a large crowd, then a sudden silence. And no one came to open the gates for us.




  Margaret made a face, dismounted, and tethered her horse. “We must find our own way in, then,” she said, making for a small service entrance. Disgruntled, I also left my horse and

  followed her. She put her shoulder to the old door and shoved, but it held fast. Then she eyed the panels and began trying to scale the door. Suddenly it opened and threw her to the ground.




  An angry-looking youth stood there glaring. “And who are you?” he said. He was enormous, or so it seemed to me.




  “I am Princess Margaret,” she replied stiffly, picking herself up from where she lay sprawled in the mud, her skirt up over her buttocks.




  He looked disbelieving.




  “And I am Prince Henry,” I said, hoping to convince him that we were together and truly who we claimed to be. He stepped out of the gate and saw the rest of our party approaching. He

  looked rather surprised to be able to confirm our claim.




  “All right, then,” he said. “I will take you to the King.”




  Margaret scampered after him, but I stood where I was. “And who are you?” I asked.




  He turned. I expected him to be angry, but his expression was amused. “I am Charles Brandon,” he replied, as if I should know him. “At your service, my Prince.” He

  grinned and bowed; that great boy-man, then twice my age, declared himself mine. To my innocent self, it was not just a court-worn phrase, but a personal pledge of service, a bond between us. I

  extended my hand, and he grasped it.




  It was a handshake that was to last us all our lives.




  He shouldered his way through the crowd, which was thick. They were all straining to see something, something hidden from us. Then it came into view: four mastiffs being hoisted aloft on ropes.

  They were being hanged! They danced and jerked on the ropes, whined and then choked, writhing as they frantically clawed at the rope with their helpless paws. Soon they were dangling limply, their

  tongues protruding. They turned slowly, and no one made a move to cut them down.




  Then I saw why. The King appeared. He stepped before the dogs and raised his hands for silence. He was wearing a grey robe trimmed with old fur, and his voice was high and thin.




  “Thus you can see: traitorous dogs must not rise against a King.” With each word, his breath made a visible puff in the cold, still air.




  He stood back and regarded the dogs and then turned to leave. Just then someone stepped forward and whispered to him. “Ah!” he said. “My children are approaching. We must greet

  them.” He made a gesture, and the crowd turned obediently toward the main gate.




  Margaret and Brandon and I stood where we were. As the crowd thinned, we saw what was lying on the ground beneath the dogs: the body of a lion. It was maimed and bloody.




  “What is it?” cried Margaret. “Why is the lion dead? Why are the dogs hanged?” She seemed merely curious, not sickened. I myself felt a great revulsion.




  “The King set the dogs upon the lion. He meant it as a demonstration of how the King of Beasts can destroy all enemies. Well, the dogs had the best of it. They killed the lion instead. So

  the King had to punish the dogs as traitors. It was the only way to salvage his lesson.” Brandon chose his words carefully, but the tone of his voice told me he did not like the King.

  Immediately I liked Brandon better.




  “But the King—” I began cautiously.




  “Is very concerned about his throne,” replied Brandon, incautiously. “He has just gotten word of another uprising. The Cornish this time.” He looked around to be sure we

  were not overheard. “This is the third time. . . .” His voice trailed off. Or perhaps he sensed a coming welter of questions from Margaret.




  But her head was turned toward the crowd and the noise that met Arthur’s arrival into the manor grounds. The gates swung open, and Arthur rode in, clutching his saddle. He winced when he

  saw the eager faces and large numbers of people. A great shout arose on cue. The King stepped forward and embraced Arthur, almost dragging him from his horse. For a moment they clung together, then

  the King turned to the people.




  “Now my holidays will begin indeed!” he proclaimed. “Now that my son is here! My heir,” he said pointedly.




  He never noticed that Margaret and I were there; and a few minutes later we were able to slip easily in with our own party and endure nothing worse than a tongue-clucking from our nurse, Anne

  Luke.




  As we passed through the courtyard, I saw the body of the lion being dragged away.




  

    We were shown to our quarters, and our household servants began unpacking and assembling the furniture we had carted with us. Soon silver ewers of heated water were brought for us to wash

    ourselves with. The festivities were to begin that evening with a banquet in the Great Hall.


  




  Then Nurse Luke informed me that Mary and I were not to go.




  I could understand why Mary must remain in the nursery—she was but two! But I was seven and surely should be allowed to go. All year I had assumed that when this season’s Christmas

  revels began I would be part of them. Had I not reached the age of reason with my birthday that past summer?




  The disappointment was so crushing that I began to howl and throw my clothes upon the floor. It was the first time I had ever shown an open display of temper, and everyone stopped and stared at

  me. Well, good! Now they would see I was someone to take notice of!




  Anne Luke came rushing over to me. “Lord Henry! Stop this! This display”—she had to duck as I flung a shoe at no one in particular—“is most unlike you!” She

  tried to restrain my arms, but I flailed out at her. “It is unworthy of a Prince!”




  That had the wanted effect. I stopped and stood, quite out of breath but still angry. “I want to go to the banquet,” I said coldly. “I am quite old enough, and I think it

  unkind of the King to exclude me this year.”




  “A Prince old enough to attend formal banquets does not throw his clothes on the floor and scream like a monkey.” Satisfied that I was under control, she lumbered up from her

  knees.




  Now I knew what I had to do. “Nurse Luke, please,” I said sweetly, “I want so badly to go. I have waited for it all year. Last year he promised”—this was pure

  invention, but it might serve—“and now he makes me wait in the nursery again.”




  “Perhaps His Majesty has heard about what you and Margaret did this afternoon,” she said darkly. “Running ahead of the party.”




  “But Margaret is going to the banquet,” I pointed out, logically.




  She sighed. “Ah, Henry. You are a one.” She looked at me and smiled, and I knew I should have my way. “I will speak to the Lord Chamberlain and ask if His Majesty would

  reconsider.”




  Happily I began picking up the strewn clothes, already planning what I should wear. So that was the way it was done: first a show of temper, then smiles and favour. It was an easy lesson to

  learn, and I had never been slow at my lessons.




  

    At seven that evening, Arthur and Margaret and I were escorted into the Great Hall for the banquet. In the passageway outside I saw a band of musicians practicing. They hit many sour notes and

    looked apologetic as we passed by.


  




  As part of our education, all Father’s children were tutored in music. We were expected to be able to play one instrument. This was a source of much struggle to Arthur and Margaret. I, on

  the other hand, had taken as readily to the lute as to horses, and loved my hours of instruction. I wanted to learn the virginals, the flute, the organ—but my tutor told me I was to wait and

  learn one instrument at a time. So I waited, impatiently.




  

    I had expected the King’s musicians to be well trained, and now disappointment flooded me. They were little better than I.
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      This is misleading, as Henry was extraordinarily talented. Most likely at seven he performed better than slipshod adult musicians.
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  As we came into the Hall there was a fair blaze of yellow light. I saw what appeared to be a thousand candles on the long tables that ran along the sides of the hall, with the royal dais and

  table in between. There were white cloths for the full length of the tables and golden plate and goblets, all winking in the unsteady candlelight.




  As soon as we entered, a man appeared at our sides and bent over and spoke to Arthur. Arthur nodded and the man—all richly dressed in burgundy velvet—steered him toward the royal

  dais where he would take his place with the King and Queen.




  Almost at the same time, another man appeared and addressed himself to Margaret and me. This one was somewhat younger and had a round face. “Your Graces are to be seated near the King at

  the first table. So that you may see the jester and all the mimes clearly.” He turned and led us through the gathering number of people; it looked to me like a forest of velvet cloaks. He

  escorted us to our place, bowed, and left.




  “Who is he?” I asked Margaret. She had been at court functions several times before, and I hoped that she would know.




  “The Earl of Surrey, Thomas Howard. He used to be Duke of Norfolk.” When I looked blank, she said, “You know! He is head of the Howard family. They supported

  Richard III. That’s why he’s an earl now, and not a duke. He has to show his loyalty by seating the King’s children!” She laughed spitefully. “If he seats us often

  enough, perhaps one day he’ll be a duke again. That is what he hopes.”




  “The Howard family—” I began a question, but she characteristically cut it off.




  “A huge, powerful one. They are everywhere.”




  Indeed they were. Later I was to remember that until that banquet I had never heard the name. The Howard family. As King, I married two of them, executed three, and married my son to one. But

  they were all unborn that night, and I but a seven-year-old second son awaiting the day I must take clerical vows. Had I known what was to be, perhaps I should have killed Thomas Howard that night

  and forestalled it all. Or he, me. But instead he turned his back on me and disappeared into the crowd to pursue his business, and I propped myself up on one leg the better to reach the table, and

  the thing went forward as water running downhill toward its destination.




  A sudden fanfare of cornetts and sackbuts (slightly out of time) broke into the babble of the assembly. Instantly the people fell silent. The musicians then struck a slow processional march, and

  the King, the Queen, and the King’s mother filed slowly in, followed by Archbishop Warham, Lord Chancellor; Bishop Fox, Lord Privy Seal; and Bishop Ruthal, Secretary. At the very rear of the

  procession was Thomas Wolsey, the priest who served as the King’s almoner. He must have had little to do, as the King was stingy and gave no alms.




  She was here! My heart soared, and I could not leave looking at her—the Queen my mother. From earliest childhood I had been taught to revere the Virgin Mother, Queen of Heaven. There were

  figures of her in the nursery, and every night I directed my prayers to her. But there was one image I loved above all others: an ivory one in the chapel. She was slender and beautiful and

  infinitely merciful, and had a sad, faraway smile.




  Whenever I saw my mother, she looked so like the ivory figure that my heavenly mother and earthly mother merged in my mind, and I worshipped her.




  Now, as I stared at her slowly coming into the hall, it was as though I were glimpsing Mary herself. I strained forward and felt myself becoming dizzy with excitement.




  She walked beside the King, but her eyes were straight ahead. She did not look at him or touch him or speak, but walked on, ethereal and remote. Her robe was of blue, and her gold hair was

  almost hidden beneath her jewelled cap. She reached the dais. Arthur was beside her, and she reached out and touched his face and smiled, and they exchanged words.




  I could not remember her ever having touched me thus, and the number of times she had spoken privately to me were fewer than my years in age. She had borne me easily and just as easily forgotten

  me. But perhaps this time, when we were alone for the gift exchanges . . . perhaps she might speak to me as she had just spoken to Arthur.




  The King was speaking. His voice was thin and flat. He welcomed the court to Sheen. He welcomed his beloved son and heir, Arthur—here he made Arthur stand so that all could see

  him—to the revels. He made no mention of Margaret and me.




  Servers brought us watered wine, and the courses began: venison, crayfish, prawns, oysters, mutton, brawn, conger-eel, carp, lamprey, swan, crane, quail, dove, partridge, goose, duck, rabbit,

  fruit custard, lamb, manchet, and so on, until I lost count. After the lampreys I could take no more and began declining the dishes.




  “You are not supposed to take more than a bite of each dish,” lectured Margaret. “It is not like eating in the nursery! You filled your belly with prawns, and now there’s

  no room for anything else!”




  “I did not know,” I mumbled. I was feeling drowsy from the wine (watered as it was), the late hour, and my full stomach. The flickering candles before me and all up and down the

  table were affecting me oddly. I had to struggle to stay awake and upright. I hardly saw the grand dessert brought in, a sugared replica of Sheen Manor, and I certainly did not want any of it. My

  only concern was to keep from slipping sideways, lying down under the table, and falling fast asleep.




  

    Then the tables were cleared and jesters and mimes came in for what seemed an interminable time. I could not focus on them and just prayed for it to be over before I disgraced myself by

    collapsing and proving Father right—that I had been too young to attend the banquet.
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      A candid opinion of how jesters are perceived by their audiences. It was always a mistake to have us follow a banquet; full stomachs make people unreceptive to anything pertaining to the

      mind. After eating, a man does not want to laugh, he wants to sleep. I have always believed that in place of the old Roman vomitorium (where they could relieve their distended bellies) there

      should be a dormitorium, where people could sleep and digest. Perhaps royal architects could incorporate this design in their plans. It should, of course, be directly off the Great Hall.
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  At last it ended. The jesters exited, tumbling and throwing paper roses and paste beads out over the spectators. The King rose and prodded Arthur to do likewise. No one in the Hall was permitted

  to stir until the Royal Family had left the dais, and I wondered what Margaret and I were to do as I saw the King, the Queen, and Arthur making their way out. Suddenly the King turned and, with a

  solemn nod, indicated that Margaret and I were to join them. He had known all along, then, that we were present.




  They took no notice of us as we trailed along behind them. The King was busy talking to Warham, and the Queen walked alone, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. Behind her, like a raven, came

  Margaret Beaufort, all in black, straining to overhear the King’s private conversation. Beside me my sister Margaret walked, complaining about her tight shoes and the late hour and the roast

  swan, which was upsetting her digestion.




  The King’s apartments were on the opposite side of the Manor from the Great Hall, a matter for great grumbling in the kitchens. But when we finally reached them I felt a sense of

  disappointment. They were old and shabby, not even as spacious or well furnished as the nursery at Eltham. The ceiling was stained with soot from poor-burning tallow candles, the floor stones

  pitted and uneven. And it was cold, in spite of the fire. Drafts came from everywhere, making the torches and candle flames sway and flicker. All at once I was wide awake, and chilled.




  But the King appeared distracted and oblivious to the discomfort of his surroundings. He gathered Ruthal and Fox to his side and conferred with them for some moments before breaking away and

  saying in a strained voice, “Now we must make merry! It is Christmastide.” He smiled at the Queen, but it was more like a nervous tic.




  She stood up, a slender column of white. “My children!” she said, holding out her hands. “Without children, there are no holidays.” She turned to Arthur, standing just

  beside her. “My firstborn,” she said fondly, ruffling his hair. Then she looked out into the room. “And Margaret.” Margaret strode up to her, grinning. “And

  Henry.” Slowly I made my way up to her. “Ah, Henry! You have grown so. And I have heard such things from André about your progress in your studies.” The tone was warm but the

  words impersonal. They could have been directed at any one of us. For an instant I hated her.




  “Thank you, my Lady,” I said. And waited for something else. But there was nothing more.




  The King sank into an old, slack leather chair. He called for wine and drank two cups before uttering a word. This was a dismal gathering. I began to wish I had stayed in the nursery after

  all.




  Suddenly he heaved himself out of his chair. “It is Yuletide,” he reiterated, as if he had forgotten saying it earlier. “And I am thankful to have my family here with me. We

  will exchange gifts now—or rather, we shall present our gifts to our children.” He motioned, and a gentleman usher brought forth a tray of wrapped gifts. “To Arthur.” As the

  name was called, we were expected to come up and receive our gifts. Arthur took the bulky bundle, clutched it in his arms, and returned to his place.




  “No, no!” The King’s voice was harsh. “Open it!”




  Obediently, Arthur began tearing off the wrapping. There was something folded and soft underneath. It was white. It was—I could see it already!—a velvet cloak. With ermine trim. It

  fell across Arthur’s knees. He shook it out and had to stand to do so.




  The King was waiting expectantly. “Thank you, Father,” Arthur said. “Thank you, Mother.”




  “Well?” said the King, beaming. “Try it!”




  Arthur slipped it on, and there was a hideous pause. The cloak was far too big for him and hung grotesquely. It made him look dwarfish.




  The King saw it and waved his hand. “It is for your wedding,” he said testily. “Of course, it’s a bit large.”




  “Of course,” murmured the few chamber attendants present.




  Arthur took it off and folded it.




  Margaret received a pearl headdress. “For your wedding also,” said the Queen. “It will not be long,” she added gently. “In two or three years’

  time—”




  “Yes.” Margaret made a rough curtsey and tramped back to her seat. She plunked down, grasping the dainty headdress in her grimy hands and almost twisting it out of shape.




  “And for Henry—” I stood as they called my name and walked toward the Queen, who was extending her hand. “Also for your marriage.” She handed me a slim

  package, then nodded at me to unwrap it. I did so, and found an exquisitely illustrated Book of Hours. I looked up at her in surprise.




  “Your marriage with the Church,” she explained. “Now that you have progressed so far with your lessons, perhaps you can make use of this.”




  I was disappointed for inexplicable reasons. Yet what had I expected? “Thank you, my Lady,” I said, and returned to my seat.




  The evening continued in such strained merriment. The King spent much time conferring with his mother, and the Queen never left her ornately carved chair to speak with any of us, but fidgeted

  with her hands and the fastenings of her dress and listened to Margaret Beaufort’s urgent whispers beside her.




  Occasionally I caught some of her words. Cornish. Army. Tower. Defeat.




  And still no one had mentioned the lion or the dogs. That was the most puzzling part. I did not understand, but then I understood so little.




  I did not understand, for instance, why the King, who was known to be stingy, had had such a sumptuous banquet. I did not understand why, in spite of his words about making merry, he was so

  obviously glum. I did not understand what the Cornish had to do with all of it.




  I was trying to sort out all these things in my mind while dutifully staring at the Book of Hours to please my mother, when a messenger burst into the room. He looked around wildly and then

  blurted out for us all to hear: “Your Grace—the Cornish number some fifteen thousand! They are to Winchester already! And Warbeck is crowned!”




  The King sat, his face a mask. For an instant there was no sound but his heavy breathing. Then his lips moved, and he said one word: “Again!”




  “The traitors!” spat the King’s mother. “Punish them!”




  The King turned an impassive face to her. “All, Madam?” he asked blandly.




  I saw her expression change. I did not know then that her husband’s brother, Sir William Stanley, had just gone over to the Pretender.




  She met him, steel against steel. “All,” she said.




  Then the messenger went up to them, and there was a huddle of consultation and much alarm. I watched the Queen’s face: she had gone pale, but betrayed no further emotion. Suddenly she rose

  and came toward Arthur, Margaret, and me.




  “It is late,” she said. “You must to bed. I will send for Mistress Luke.” Clearly she wanted us gone, just when I most wanted to stay.




  Nurse Luke came promptly, to my great disappointment, and ushered us out. She was full of cheerful questions about the banquet and our gifts. As we walked back to our quarters, I could feel the

  cold, worse even than in the King’s chamber. It seeped into the open passageway like water through a sieve.




  The torches on the wall threw long shadows before us. They were burning low; it must be extremely late. As they dwindled down to their sockets, they gave off a great deal of smoke.




  In fact the passageway seemed blurred from the smoke, and ahead it was even thicker. As we turned into another passageway, suddenly the cold was gone. That was how I perceived it—not that

  it was abnormally warm, but that the cold was no longer there. I started to throw off my cloak. I can remember to this day just how it felt as I grasped the worn velvet and pulled open the

  fastening, and felt the heavy weight go off me. And almost at the same time I first heard the cry—“Fire!”—so that even today, if I grasp my cloak in just that way, I hear

  again that fearful sound. . . .




  And then we could see it—could see the flames in the Great Hall. They were inside, eating as greedily as we had done just hours ago, devouring everything. Already some, impatient for the

  next course, were licking up toward the roof. As yet there was no alarm raised, no people were pouring out into the courtyard. It was as if the flames were holding their own private revels.




  Nurse Luke screamed and turned and fled back toward the King’s chamber, with us rushing behind her. Along the way we passed two sleeping guards; she shook them and shrieked about the fire.

  We reached the King’s chamber and Nurse Luke, incoherent with fear by this time, just stood and stammered. The King was still talking to the messenger and looked annoyed at the interruption.

  Nurse Luke flung open the heavy door and a cloud of black smoke poured in. “Your Grace, Your Grace—” she babbled, pointing.




  The King ran to the window and stared outside. The flames had met and embraced above the roof. As we watched, horrified, the roof began to buckle and slowly cave in, like melting candy. Just

  then the wind shifted and a great wave of heat hit our faces.




  Then the King moved. “Outside!” he called, and his voice was no longer thin, but commanding. “Outside!” We all went into the corridor, thick now with smoke and alight

  with airborne sparks, and then down a private staircase which led outside the Manor walls. The guards followed. The King turned on them. “Raise the alarm! Get everyone out! And not into the

  courtyard! To the river!” He turned back to us. “Yes, to the river!” he said, pushing us toward the path to the landing-stage.




  Now the Manor itself was a torch. It had been dry and was nearly all of wood. Flames leapt from the roof, and as we hurried to the river, we heard a great groaning: the sound of the roof of the

  Hall collapsing inward. I turned to see it and saw a great arc of sparks fly upward, followed by a roll of smoke. Then I was knocked down by Arthur running behind me.




  “Don’t stop and stare!” he screamed. “Get up!” I scrambled to my feet and kept my eyes on the river ahead, which reflected the strange red light behind us. The

  unfrozen portions danced with the flames, indeed, seemed to be aflame themselves.




  The King stopped by the riverbank. “We’ll be safe here,” he said. Silently we all drew together and watched Sheen Manor burn.




  “Sic transit gloria mundi,” said Margaret Beaufort, crossing herself. She turned her snapping black eyes on me; I noticed, idly, as one does at such moments, how they

  reflected the flames in miniature. “A sermon for you someday, Henry. A lesson in how fleeting are the things of this earth.” Her language grew more florid by the moment. Clearly it was

  a sermon she herself wished to deliver on the spot. “It was God’s doing, to punish us for our vanity.”




  “It was the Cornishmen’s doing,” said Father. “Or their friends.” He took a stone and threw it angrily out into the river. It thudded on the ice, skidded for

  a few feet, then dropped silently into the cold water. Ripples spread out, each one red-rimmed.




  “Now we must go to the Tower. So it will look as if we had to take refuge. They planned it well.”




  Suddenly I understood it all. I understood the little, puzzling things: that Father had had the banquet in order to show the court and powerful nobles what a wealthy and mighty King he was, how

  secure, how established. He had brought his children to Sheen and obliged Arthur to sit by his side, had pointed Margaret and me out after the revels to show the solidarity of his family, to

  present his phalanx of heirs.




  He had hanged the dogs because there was treason all about, and he wished to warn potential traitors that they could expect no mercy from him. Appearances were important, more important even

  than reality. People credited only what their eyes beheld; no matter if it were calculatedly false or staged.




  And I understood the big thing: the enemy had its own resources and could pull everything down around you in an instant, leaving you to curse and throw rocks into the river. All enemies must

  be destroyed. One must ever be on guard.




  And the most frightening thing of all: Father’s throne was not secure. That fact hammered itself into my soul with cold nails. Tomorrow, or next week, or next year, he might be King no

  longer. . . .




  “O Henry, why?” wept Arthur, still clutching the white, ermine-furred gift robes against himself. Then he answered his own question. “I suppose it was a careless cook.”

  He pushed his hand across his nose, sniffling. “When I am King, I will make the kitchens safer.”




  Then I began to cry, too, and not for the burning Manor, but for Arthur, poor, foolish Arthur. . . .




  “Aye,” I said. “Make the kitchens safer. That would be a good thing.”




  

    Sheen Manor burned to the ground. We went to the Tower for safety, and Father’s forces defeated the Cornish, finally, but not before they had reached London itself. A great battle was

    fought across the Thames on Black-heath, and from the high window of the Tower we could see the men milling, see the puffs of smoke from guns. We could see, too, small sprawled figures that no

    longer moved, until, as the day went on, they outnumbered the moving ones.


  




  The pretender Warbeck was taken and locked securely in the fortress portion of the Tower, and we came out almost as he went in. A simple matter of which side of the walls one was on determined

  everything. Father was King again and could walk freely where he chose, while Warbeck was confined within the sunless walls.




  Father made grand plans to have Sheen Manor rebuilt in the modern style, with great numbers of glass windows. To emphasize his recent victory, he changed its name to Richmond Palace. (He had

  been Earl of Richmond before becoming King.) He spent uncharacteristic sums on the new palace, and as a result it was surprisingly magnificent.




  He also began making plans for Arthur’s long-standing betrothal to Princess Katherine of Aragon finally to lead to a wedding. He was determined to see Arthur settled in the marriage bed as

  soon as possible.




  
 





  IV




  Arthur had been betrothed practically from the font at which he had first been christened Arthur, “in honour of the British race.” And

  what better way to show the honour of the British race than to cross it with another royal house? Father, as always, aimed high. (I have lately come to realize that he would have made an excellent

  gambler. What a pity—and loss for his purse!—that he did not play, on principle.) Spain was an obvious choice, as Father preferred not to importune our ancient enemy, France, for a

  bride. If Spain would allow its princess to marry into the House of Tudor, this would constitute recognition that we were, indeed, legitimate rulers. It would be another bit of showmanship for

  Father, like the treasonous dogs. It would say to the world: Look, look, I am a true King. For the old, established royal houses would never sign marriage contracts with a Perkin Warbeck or his

  like. And once there were sons from that marriage, all unspoken reservations about the worthiness of the Tudor blood would be stilled. Arthur and Katherine’s children would be welcomed in

  every court in Europe.




  I think there persisted a feeling at the time that England was not a country in the civilized sense of the word. We were perceived as backward, remote, and barbarous—the latter because of

  our horrible dynastic wars, which had been going on since living memory. We were not truly wild, like the Scots or the Irish, but we were not yet an integral part of the rest of Europe.




  Everything took so long to reach us. When I was ten, that is, around the year 1500, glass windows in common dwellings were almost unheard of. No bluff, common Englishman would use a fork (or had

  even seen one), would wear anything but wool, would eat anything but the traditional “three B’s”: beer, bread, and beef. There were no rugs on the stone floors, nothing but dirty

  rushes where people spit and threw scraps. Even the King dined on a collapsible trestle table, and only women in childbirth could expect to have a pillow. This while Italian princes lived in open,

  sunlit villas, worked on inlaid marble tables, and sampled a variety of fine dishes.




  The Renaissance, the New Learning—those were but foreign terms to us, and anything foreign was suspect. Our great lords still tried to keep their own private armies of retainers, long

  after the princes of Europe had begun concentrating all military power in their own hands. Music, even at court, consisted of a small band of poor musicians playing outdated tunes on outdated

  instruments. Parliament was summoned only in order to raise money for the King, and then, often as not, the people refused to pay up. European ambassadors regarded a posting here as going into

  exile, where they would have to endure privations and exist among a baffling, unruly people. They prayed to endure until they could be rewarded by being sent to a “real” court.




  Of course, the common people would come out and gape whenever the English King would go from one palace to another. To them we were grand. They knew no better; but foreigners did. They used to

  mock the King and all our shabby, awkward, unfashionable grandeurs.




  At ten, of course, I did not know all this, but I sensed it. I saw how reluctant the Spanish were actually to send their daughter here, in spite of the signed treaties promising to do so. I saw

  that the French King or the Holy Roman Emperor never met Father, never came to his court or invited him to theirs. I saw that the ambassadors who were here seemed to be old and badly dressed, and

  that some countries sent no ambassadors at all.




  

    It would be different in Arthur’s reign, I hoped. I wanted him to be that old Arthur come again—to be a mighty King, so filled with honour and strength and a sort of shining that

    it would change everything. As I was trying desperately to shape myself for a churchman, I saw his reign as bringing a new Golden Age to the Church as well. Under Arthur, the monasteries would

    blossom forth in learning, the priests rededicate themselves to the Saviour . . . and so on. Yes, I tried hard to hew myself into a cleric. I have always felt that whatever the station to which

    one is called, one must embrace it wholeheartedly. Although the religious life had been chosen for me, I believed that it was meant to be. Was not Samuel the Prophet promised to God before he was

    born? God had chosen me: God must have special work for me to do. And it was true, although not in the way I had first thought. Have I not done God’s work as King? Defended the true

    faith and saved the English Church from the errors of Popery? And could I have done it, would I have been equipped to do it, had I not spent my childhood in holy studies? Nothing is

    wasted, nothing is pointless. God directs all. All, I say.
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      Have you ever heard such nonsense? Harry was always so tiresome when he got wound up on one of his religious huffs-and-puffs. This is a perfect example. Worse, he really believed

      himself.
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  I should have hated Arthur, but I did not. Even envy was forbidden me: if Arthur was to be King, it was God’s will, and I must not wrestle with God. Jacob had, but that was long ago, and

  he had been duly punished. When I studied Genesis I knew that.




  Arthur was hailed as a paradigm of princehood: handsome, brilliant, promising. His graces were admired, his looks, his studies. The sicknesses, the painful shyness, the lack of any physical

  prowess (this in the son of a King who had won his crown in battle!) were ignored. A King-to-be is always a prodigy, a phenomenon, a reincarnation of Alexander the Great.




  So, as the years passed and I grew taller and stronger than Arthur, and caught up with him in his studies (he used to ask me secretly to do his Latin translations for him), it was politely

  ignored, and I was ignored as well.




  Only Arthur himself did not flinch from me. He was fond of me and, in a strange way, envious. He thought me free.




  “You are so lucky, Henry,” he said quietly one day after the King had been to see us—praising Arthur and nodding perfunctorily at the rest of us. “They don’t see

  you. They don’t care what you do.”




  And for that he calls me lucky, I thought sourly.




  “You can do what you like,” he continued. “You can be whatever you like, do whatever your fancy tells you.”




  “No,” I finally said. “It’s you who can do that. Because whatever you do, they say it’s right. Whatever I do, they say it’s wrong.”




  “But don’t you see? That’s the freedom—to be wrong! How I wish—” Suddenly embarrassed, he stopped and changed the subject, that early spring day when he was

  fifteen and I was ten. “I want you to help me, Henry,” he blurted out.




  “How?” I was taken aback by the sudden, candid request.




  “You’re so good—such a skilled horseman,” he finally said. “You know I’ve never . . . liked horses. And now I’ll have to ride with Father to meet

  Katherine, my betrothed.”




  “You’ll be twenty before that happens,” I scoffed. Like everyone else, I knew that the betrothal to Katherine had been stalemated once again.




  “No. She’s to arrive this autumn. And we’re to be married right after. I know the Spanish prize horsemanship. Katherine’s own mother rode into battle when she was with

  child! I—well, I—”




  “You don’t want to fall off in front of Katherine,” I finished. “But, Arthur, you’ve ridden for years, had innumerable teachers. What can I do that they could

  not?” You hate horses and have no feel for them, I thought to myself, and no teacher can make up for that.




  “I don’t know,” he said miserably. “But if only—”




  “I’ll try to help you,” I said. “But if you aren’t a good horseman, why don’t you avoid horses in front of Katherine? Do something else. Sing.

  Dance.”




  “I can’t sing, and I’m a clumsy dancer,” he said, his face set. “You can sing, and you can dance, but I can’t.”




  “Recite verse, then.”




  “I hate verse.”




  What can you do, then? I wondered. “Then you must let others make fools of themselves dancing and singing and reciting, and look on with amusement.”




  “And there’s something else! The—the wedding night!” His voice sounded higher than usual.




  “Oh. That,” I said nonchalantly, trying to appear wise.




  He smiled wanly. “At least I can’t ask your help in that,” he attempted to joke—a joke that was to haunt me, literally, for years.




  

    So it was to happen at last. Arthur was to be married straightway, and the Spanish Princess was already en route to England. The voyage would take two months at least. But she was coming! And

    there would be a royal wedding and festivities, after years of nothing. Father would be forced to spend money as all the eyes of Europe would be focused on the English Court, watching and

    judging. There must be great banquets and elaborate allegorical arches and statues and pageants in the streets to celebrate the marriage, and the public conduits would have to run with red and

    white wine all day. (Already my confessor had pointed out that I had an inordinate fascination for the glitter and pomp of this world, as he put it.) Most important to me, I would have new

    clothes.


  




  I hated Father’s miserliness. I hated being in moth-eaten cloaks and wearing shirts whose worn sleeves ended halfway to my wrists. I was now just as tall as Arthur, yet I was put into the

  clothes of someone many sizes smaller. When I bent, the breeches cut into my backside; when I reached, the shoulders strained.




  “You’re your grandfather all over,” Nurse Luke kept saying. She could not see how I winced at that. “He was outsized, and you will be, too. He was six feet and four

  inches.”




  “Handsome, too.” I could not resist that.




  “Yes,” she said tartly. “Perhaps too much so, for his own good.”




  “One can never be too handsome for one’s own good,” I teased.




  “No? He was. Anyway, handsomeness is wasted on a priest. If you’re too handsome, you make people nervous. No one will confess to you.”




  “But the things I’ll have to confess!” I laughed.




  “Henry!” she snorted. “You should not plan your badness in advance.”




  “You are right, Mistress Luke. I shall just sin spontaneously.”




  I enjoyed seeing the look on her face as she bustled away. In truth, I hardly knew what sort of sin I was likely to commit, although evidently some of the court serving girls did: I had caught

  them looking at me with peculiar expressions.




  

    Katherine did not land at Dover, as had been expected. A storm blew her ship off course, and the Spanish were forced to land at Plymouth instead—a long, wet, and muddy ride from

    London.




    Protocol demanded, nevertheless, that Father go to meet her officially and welcome her to England. Arthur could not accompany him, that was plain. He had lately been ill with a racking cough.

    He must stay indoors, near fires, to conserve whatever strength he had to face the coming ordeal of his wedding. So it was that I was told to go with Father to bring Katherine to her new

    home.


  




  It was late autumn, foggy and cold. The leaves were already off the trees, and the countryside was brown and bleak, wreathed in ground mists. The ride promised to be long and clammy. Yet I did

  not care; I was excited to be out beyond the confines of the palace walls. I was wide-eyed and gaping at everything we passed: the cheering crowds, the muddy-pathed villages, the great yellow open

  fields, the dark forests.




  It took days to reach the place where the Spanish had landed. It was a dismal little huddle of tents; rain dripped off the proud corners of the middle tent, the royal one. The royal standard

  hung drenched and pathetic on the flagstaff.




  It was almost evening, the bone-chilling end of the day when the cold wraps around you and the chill seeps in underneath your cloak. I was glad to be within minutes of sheltering inside a warm,

  dry tent. I dismounted and sloshed along behind Father, who strode up to the door of the tent.




  And was promptly turned away. The King—turned away! He laughed, unbelieving. It seemed that the Spanish custom was that the bride must not be seen before her wedding day by any man outside

  her family.




  Father stopped, stock-still. Then, in deceptively quiet tones, he said, “I am King in this land, and in England there is no such law. Spanish law has no force here.”




  He pushed his way toward the tent-flap, shoving aside the protesting guard. “Do the Spanish think me a fool?” he muttered. “To marry my heir to someone I’ve never even

  seen—who might be pockmarked or deformed? I will see her for myself!”




  The remaining guard made a halfhearted attempt to keep him out, but he pushed past him and plunged into the tent. I followed.




  We found ourselves in a harem. It was clearly a woman’s tent, with women’s clothes and toilet articles scattered about, and several ill-at-ease serving maids. We felt very large and

  mud-splattered and clumsy, standing there surrounded by scarves and cushions and perfumes.




  Now there was a commotion in the veiled inner part of the tent: the Princess was told that we had blundered into her private quarters. Doubtless she would come out and chastise us. I could

  already picture her: thin and fussy and tight-lipped—a perfect bride for Arthur.




  I heard her voice before I saw her, and it was a low voice, and sweet, not scolding and shrewish. Then she emerged in her dressing gown, her hair still unarranged and free of any headdress; it

  fell, in thick, golden-brown waves, over her shoulders.




  She was beautiful—like a maiden in the Morte d’Arthur, like the fair Elaine, the lovely Enid. Or Andromeda, chained to a rock, awaiting rescue by Perseus in the myth I had

  been dutifully translating. All the heroines of literature came to life for me as I stared at Katherine.




  What can I say? I loved her, then and there. Doubtless you will say I was only a boy, a ten-year-old boy, and that I had not even spoken to her, and that it was therefore impossible for me to

  love her. But I did. I did! I loved her with a sudden burst of devotion that took me quite by surprise. I stood gaping at her, gripped by yet another unknown emotion: intense jealousy of Arthur,

  who would have her for himself.




  And now the betrothal ceremony must be arranged. I was to represent Arthur and be his proxy in the ceremony promising them to one another, and I thought I could not bear it.




  

  But I did. Early the next day we stood side by side and recited dull vows in Latin before a priest in her tent. Although Katherine was already fifteen, she was no taller than I. I could turn my

  eye just a little and meet hers on the same level.





  I found her continually looking at me, and it made me uncomfortable. But then I caught her expression and realized what she was seeing. Misled by my early height and thick chest, she looked at

  the second son and saw what no one else, thus far, had seen: a man. She saw me as a man, and she was the first to do it. And I loved her for that too.




  But she was Arthur’s. She would be his wife, and he would be King. I accepted it without question—or so I thought. Can secret wishes, so secret they are not admitted even to the

  self, come true? Even as I ask the question, I do not want to know the answer.




  

    The wedding was to take place on November fourteenth, and Arthur was expected to produce an heir within a year. The King never said so, but I overheard the jests and jokes among the servants

    (they always spoke freely in front of me, as if I were already a priest). They all wanted a baby by Christmas of the following year; indeed, they thought it their due.


  




  For someone charged with such prodigious responsibilities, Arthur was oddly unenthusiastic. As his wedding day approached, he became more and more listless. He shrank; he dwindled; clearly he

  did not want to be married. One day he came to my chambers, ostensibly to ask my help in trying on his new clothes, but in reality to cry and confess he didn’t want it—any of it.




  “I don’t want to go through a marriage ceremony before thousands of people,” he said in a tremulous voice, standing before a half-length mirror and looking pensively at his

  reflection, swathed in his white velvet cape. Three years later, he had finally grown into it.




  “Well, you must, that’s all,” I said, grabbing his plumed hat off his head and plopping it on my own, making faces at myself in the mirror. “Think about

  afterwards.” I knew something about that business—in a confused sort of way.




  “That’s the part I don’t want to think about,” he said quietly.




  “Then don’t. Perhaps it’s better that way.” I turned and observed how I looked in the hat. I didn’t like the curled brim.




  “You don’t know . . .” He paused, then muttered, “. . . anything.”




  Suddenly I was angry. “I know that you are afraid. About what it doesn’t matter. And if other people can see you are afraid, then it will be bad for you. It mustn’t

  show, Arthur. You mustn’t let it show.”




  “Aren’t you ever afraid? No, I don’t believe you are. . . .”




  I had to turn away then, lest I answer him: Yes. I am often afraid. Still, I had learned early to mask fear, to stamp it down. I could not help what it did inside me. But I was pleased

  that Arthur thought I was never afraid. It meant that others could not see what I really felt.




  With studied casualness, I tossed the hat across to Arthur, aiming at his head. It landed square on him, ringing his head perfectly. I heard myself laugh, and heard him join in.




  He believed me happy. That was enough for me: a minor triumph in the midst of his general victory. It tasted sweet as honey, almost as good as full-bodied wine. Which I was supposed to be too

  young to drink . . . just as I was supposed to be too young to love Princess Katherine.




  

    November fourteenth was clear and warm—it fell within St. Martin’s Summer, the last burst of sun before the drab winter. The warmth would bring the crowds to their height, I

    thought, surprised at how experienced that made me sound. In truth, I had not appeared before London crowds since I was made Duke of York seven years earlier.


  




  I must escort Katherine from her lodgings at Westminster Palace east into London to St. Paul’s, where she would wed Arthur. She must not see him until they met in the Cathedral; to do so

  was considered unlucky. Thus it came about that I would ride beside her through London and hear the shouts meant for Arthur.




  I had a new white velvet suit for the occasion. Both Katherine and I were to ride white horses, and she would be attired in white and cloth-of-silver, as befitted a virgin bride. Together we

  would make a white spot in the streets, easily seen a hundred yards away even by someone with poor eyesight.




  As she was led out on a fine white mare and we met in the Palace courtyard, I reached out to her, caught her hand. She was even more beautiful than I had remembered, and on her pale cheeks

  glowed two bright spots. Excitement, or fear? I grasped her hand and she tightened the grip. Her hand was cold. So it was fear.




  Then the Palace gates swung open. Beyond stretched a seeming sea of people, some of them having waited since daybreak. They broke into cheers as we rode out, throwing late-blooming flowers upon

  us. I saw Katherine shrink back, but I was exhilarated, felt a strange stirring in my loins. I loved the stares, the people, the cheers, and wanted the ride to last forever. I was thankful that the

  way to St. Paul’s was long.




  There were more than a hundred thousand London citizens, according to Father’s ever-diligent census-takers. I believe they were all out that day, watching us. Truly, I had never imagined

  people in such numbers. And all cheering . . .




  The road to St. Paul’s followed the unpaved Strand running beside the Thames. To our right were the large houses of the nobility and high-ranking prelates, with long, narrow gardens

  running down to the river where the watergates and boat-landings were. I could see clear across the river to the Archbishop of Canterbury’s palace at Lambeth, its weathering bricks looking

  pink in the midday sun. It stood alone, yet not far away I could make out scattered dwellings and shops. This area was called Southwark, and I knew (from Skelton) that taverns and hostelries and

  pleasure gardens and houses of prostitution thrived here in the very shadow of the Archbishop’s palace and the dwellings of other bishops. In fact the Bishop of Winchester’s house was

  so close to one of the larger bawdy houses that the women there were nicknamed “Winchester geese.” Evidently the south side of the river was undecided as to whether its true nature was

  holy or profane.




  At length we approached Ludgate and were abruptly in the thick of the city. It was but a short way up Ludgate Hill to St. Paul’s. A raised wooden walkway had been constructed before the

  Cathedral’s entrance and covered with a white carpet which we must walk over all the way down the great aisle to the altar where I was to hand Katherine over to Arthur.




  It was dim inside, and after the bright sun I could barely see. The Cathedral seemed to be a great cavern with a gleam of gold and flickering lights somewhere far in the distance. That must be

  the altar. I reached out to take Katherine’s hand and found it cold as death. I looked into her eyes and saw only fear there. Beneath her veiled white headdress her face was blanched.




  I longed to be able to speak to her and ease her fear, but her rudimentary English and my equally rudimentary Spanish could not meet. I put both my hands over hers and smiled. Just as she smiled

  in return, a silver blare of trumpets announced the beginning of the procession. We must walk to the altar, and I must yield her to Arthur. He waited, also attired in white, a pale moth in the

  vastness of the great nave.




  

    The wedding banquet following the ceremony was splendid. Enormous tables ran down the entire length of the Hall at Westminster, heavy with gold plate and extravagant dishes—three-tiered

    castles, pheasants, gilded swans, replicas of lakes—all created by the King’s clever pastry artists. The Spanish ambassador looked it all over critically. I saw him pacing up and

    down, pretending he was deciding upon a dish, but in reality inventorying the whole for his report to Ferdinand. He caught my eye once and smiled. He did not have to fear my opinion of him, as I

    was negligible, a nonentity—so he thought. The French ambassador and the Imperial one also took mental notes. I saw Father observing them from the royal dais. He was pleased that this

    expenditure would serve him so well in diplomatic reports.


  




  At the conclusion of the wedding feast, servers took away the dishes and removed the tables, clearing the hall for dancing.




  Although I had not been formally trained in it, I loved dancing and had managed to teach myself a great deal in the privacy of my chamber. Now I could try my skill with real musicians and real

  partners, and I prayed not to appear foolish.




  My prayers were answered; my self-taught steps served me well, and although I learned moment by moment with the help of my partners, I found I knew much already. I danced a pavane, a basse

  dance, and even a Burgundian, a difficult step. Soon I had to remove my jacket, I was so hot. I tossed it into a corner, and was surprised to hear cheers.




  “Young Lord Henry!” someone called. “Dance on!”




  And so I did, until sweat was pouring off me and I panted for breath. Exhausted, I made my way to a corner where I slumped against the wall. I could feel sweat trickling down my face and back,

  soaking into my shirt.




  “D’you want yer fortune?” a voice suddenly whispered into my ear. I turned and saw a well-dressed woman standing beside me. But she had an odd expression in her eye, and she

  leaned over in a conspiratorial manner, “I ain’t supposed to be here. If they find me, I’m gone. But I come to all the royal weddings. I was at the King’s,

  now”—she jerked her head to indicate Father—“as well as at poor Richard’s; and Edward’s . . . aye, not that one, since he married her secretly—if he

  married her at all, that witch!”




  She was talking about my other grandmother, Elizabeth Woodville. Still I sat stiffly and did not say anything.




  “So you are not curious?” she said, as if I had wronged her. Slowly she picked herself up and prepared to go elsewhere. As she stood up, one of the King’s guard recognized

  her.




  “That woman!” he choked, hurriedly coming over. “She’s a Welsh fortune-teller! A sorceress!” He apprehended her, hustled her toward the door, and shoved her out. He

  shook his head apologetically in my direction. “They cluster around like flies! I cannot keep them all out!”




  

    That night Arthur took Katherine into his bed. Alone in mine, I thought about what that Welsh woman had said about my grandmother being a witch, to keep myself from thinking what Arthur

    was—or was not—doing. Strange to think that in years to come that very question was to be debated by scores of learned men.


  




  
 





  V




  The next morning Arthur called for courtiers to attend him in his bedchamber. He demanded cups of wine and was full of boasts about how marriage

  was thirsty work, and so on. He kept repeating this all day. It was the first thing he said to me as he emerged from his room and saw me. He even attempted a manful chuckle.




  

    Arthur and Katherine were at court all during the Christmas holidays, and I found I could not bear to be with them. I sulked and tried to avoid the festivities. This was so unlike me that the

    Queen eventually sought me out in my secret, solitary spot: an empty room high in the eaves of the palace. I had thought no one knew I went there, but clearly she had noticed.


  




  It was cold there; no fires were ever lit. But I could hear faint music and laughter from the Great Hall below. It was another masque, another dance. I shut my ears against it and looked out the

  small cobwebbed window, seeing the late-December sun slanting over the Palace grounds, and far beyond. Everything was brown and golden and still. I could see the ships on the Thames, anchored and

  waiting. Waiting . . .




  I wished I could be a sailor and live on one of those ships; spend my life on the water, sailing all over the world. Being a prince—the sort of prince I must be—was dull by

  comparison. I would . . . I would start going down to the docks and learning about ships. I would go secretly! That way, Father could say nothing against it. I would disguise myself . . . and then,

  when I had become an expert sailor, I would sail away, forget my life here, disappear, become a vagabond prince—have high adventures! They would never know what had become of me; only

  I would know my true identity. There would be monsters, and sea battles, and—




  “Henry?” A soft voice interrupted me.




  I turned, guiltily, and saw the Queen.




  “Henry, what are you doing here all alone?”




  “I am planning my future.”




  “Your Father has already done that.”




  Yes. He thought to make a priest of me. Well, they would have to fit the chasubles and albs and cinctures to someone else. I would be sailing the high seas!




  “You must not worry about your place,” she said, thinking to soothe me, “nor hide yourself from the festivities.”




  “The festivities bore me,” I said grandly. “And the costumes for the masque were moth-eaten!” Somehow this one thing had greatly embarrassed me. I knew that the Spanish

  ambassador had seen, and laughed at us.




  She nodded. “Yes, I know. They are so old—”




  “Why doesn’t he get new ones, then?” I burst out. “Why?”




  She ignored the question and all that lay behind it. “There will be dancing soon. Please come. You are such a talented dancer.”




  “A talented dancer!” I said grumpily. “I must forget dancing—unless Arthur will permit the clergy to dance in their vestments. Do you think His Holiness might give us

  such a dispensation?” It was hopeless; it must be the sea for me, that was clear.




  Suddenly the Queen bent toward me and touched my face lightly. “Dear Henry,” she said. “I disliked it, too. So much.”




  So she knew, she understood. She had been the eldest, but only a daughter. Unable to be Queen in her own right. Unable. And waiting. Always waiting—to be assigned her secondary role.




  I nodded. And obediently followed her down to the Great Hall.




  The Hall was hot and crowded, with everyone dressed in satins, stiff jewelled brocades, and splendidly coloured velvets. I was only too aware of my plain clothes. I had been allowed only three

  new outfits for the wedding and Christmas festivities, and I had long since appeared in them.




  Arthur and Katherine sat at one end of the Hall. Arthur was gotten up like a jewelled idol, and he looked frail and doll-like in the overpowering chair. He kept glancing nervously at Katherine.

  He and his new wife were to leave London as soon as the holidays were over, and go to a cold, horrid castle on the Welsh border to play King and Queen in training. This was entirely Father’s

  idea; he believed in toughening Arthur, tempering him.




  Arthur clearly did not want to be tempered. Yet he was willing, because it was his duty. Arthur always obeyed his duty. He seemed to feel that was what distinguished a king, or even was the

  essence of kingship.




  The minstrels took their assigned places in the stone gallery. There were fifteen of them—double the usual number. Their leader announced that they were honoured by the presence of a

  Venetian lutenist and a shawm player from Flanders. There was a murmur of appreciation. Then he added that a French musician, well versed in French court dances, would play, as well as another

  artist who had trained at the Spanish court.




  Initially they played only English dances, and almost all the lords and ladies and company danced, as these measures were familiar to them. They knew the pavane, the bransle, and the almain.




  Arthur would not dance. He just sat, still and solemn, in his great chair, deliberately ignoring Katherine’s restlessness and tapping feet. She was longing to dance—it was evident in

  every line of her body.




  Suddenly I was determined to satisfy that longing in her and in myself as well. We were both prisoners of our station: she, wed to a husband who refused to dance; I, a future priest. It was

  decreed that we must spend the remainder of our lifetimes without dancing. Perhaps so, but there was still a little time. . . .




  I made my way over to her and, bowing low before the dais, indicated that I wished her to join me in a Burgundian. She nodded hesitantly; I held out my hand and together we went to the middle of

  the floor.




  I felt drunk. I had done what I longed to do, and in front of everyone! The exhilaration of it . . . it was a taste I was never to lose, was to seek from then on.




  I looked at Katherine. She smiled joyfully at having been rescued. And there was something else in her look . . . she found me pleasing, found my person attractive. I felt her acceptance of me,

  her liking, and it was like the summer sun to me.




  She was a stunning dancer and knew many intricate steps unfamiliar to us in England. I had to struggle to keep up with her. Her timing, her balance, her sense of the music were astounding.

  Gradually the others fell back and watched us as we progressed through a galliard, a dance du Roy, a quatre bransle, and a Spanish dance of the Alhambra that she showed me. When the musicians

  stopped, Katherine was breathless and her face flushed. The onlookers were silent for an awkward moment, then they began to cheer us.




  Alone on the dais, Arthur glowered like a pale, angry child.




  
 





  VI




  Four months later Arthur was dead—of consumption in that drafty Welsh castle—and Katherine was a widow.




  And I was, suddenly, the heir—the only thing standing between the young Tudor dynasty and oblivion.




  

    I was alone in my chamber when the news came. One of the pages brought me a brief note from the King, asking me to come to him right away.


  




  “Immediately?” I asked, puzzled. The King never sent for me, and certainly not in the middle of the day, when I was supposed to be doing my studies.




  “Yes, Your Grace,” he replied, and his voice was different from before. So markedly different that even a ten-year-old boy would take note of it. I looked over at him and found him

  staring at me.




  All along the passageway it was the same. People gaped at me. I suddenly knew that something terrible was about to happen. Was I to be sent away to some remote monastery, ostensibly to

  study?




  I reached the King’s Privy Chamber and pulled open the heavy wooden door. Inside it was dark and dismal, as always. Father never lit enough firewood, out of his perverted sense of

  frugality, unless he expected a high-ranking visitor. He normally kept his quarters so cold that the servants used to store perishable foods behind the screens. Butter kept especially well there,

  or so I was told.




  I saw a shadowy figure standing in the gloom, his back to me. The King. He turned and saw me.




  “Henry!” He came toward me, his hands extended. The fingers were slightly blue with the chill, I noticed. His face was drawn as if invisible weights were pulling at the skin.




  “Arthur is dead. Your brother is dead.” His thin lips spat out the words as if I were responsible.




  “When?” was all I could think to say.




  “Three days ago. The messenger has just come from Ludlow. It was—a chill. Consumption. I don’t know.” He shook his head and made helpless gestures with his hands.




  “You sent him there.” I heard my own voice; it was a stranger’s. “You sent him to Wales, to that horrible castle.”




  He looked stricken and old: a collapsing leather bag. “To learn to be King—” he protested feebly.




  “To die. Of course he would. He was never strong. He couldn’t survive that place. And he did not want to go.”




  Arthur is dead . . . Arthur is dead . . . the words kept beating against my mind, like rain against a window.




  “Yes. I sent him to Wales.” The King’s grey eyes seemed to ice over. “In so doing, it seems that I have made you King.”




  Until he said it, I had not realized the full implication. Arthur was dead: I would be King.




  “This is God’s doing,” I said automatically, without thinking. It was what priests always said whenever something catastrophic took place.




  Father’s eyes seemed to bulge, and he took a step toward me, his hand raised as if to strike me. “How dare you imply that God meant you to be King?” he whispered.




  “I only meant—” I began, but his blow cut me off.




  “Arthur is dead and you live!” he screamed. “I hate God! I hate Him! I curse Him!”




  I almost expected to see the Devil materialize in the cold chamber and drag the King off. The priests had told me that was what happened to those who reviled or cursed God. But nothing happened.

  I was to remember that too, later. . . .




  Suddenly the Queen—I had not even seen her in the shadows of the chamber—rushed over to us. “Stop!” she commanded. “How dare you argue and insult each other over

  Arthur’s grave?” Her face was wet and her hair hanging limp, but her voice was hard and strong.




  “He has insulted me! And God,” I added as a pious afterthought.




  I thought she would upbraid the King, but instead she turned on me. They all turn on me, I thought angrily, and suddenly I was weary of it. . . .




  “You will be King, Henry. Do you feel safe and smug, now that you’re the heir? But there’s nothing to keep you out of the grave as well. Being heir doesn’t protect you.

  It singles you out.” She moved closer to me and glared into my eyes. Her own were almost the colour of twilight, some other part of me noticed and recorded. “Now death will want

  you as well. He is hungry for heirs. That is his favourite food. You are now in his fattening pen. Is that your triumph?” With only a few words she was able to strike such fear into me

  that the history of my kingship would resound with my attempts to still it.




  Then she turned to the King, to whom she had always deferred and before whom she had kept silent. “You are mad with grief,” she said now, drily. “You don’t mean what you

  are saying. You do not mean to insult Henry, your only son. You do not mean that at all.”




  He nodded, dully.




  

    I had entered the King’s chamber a second son and future priest; I left it as heir apparent and future King. To say that everything changed thereafter is to say what any fool could know.

    By that they would assume I meant the externals: the clothes I wore and my living quarters and my education. Yet the greatest change was immediate, and in fact had already occurred.


  




  As I left the chamber, one of the yeomen of the guard pulled back the door and bowed. He was a very tall man, and I barely reached his shoulder. As he straightened, I found his eyes riveted on

  me in a most disturbing fashion. It was only for an instant, but in that instant I perceived curiosity—and fear. He was afraid of me, this great, strong man, afraid of what I might prove to

  be. For he did not know me, and I was his future King.




  No one at court knew me. I was to meet that selfsame look again and again. It said: Who is he? Shall we fear him? At length I developed the habit of never looking directly into anyone’s

  eyes lest I again meet that look of wariness coupled with apprehension. It was not a good or restful thing to know that merely by existing I threatened the ordered pattern of others’

  lives.




  They knew Father well and had duly observed Arthur for some fifteen years, grown used to him. But Henry was the unknown, the hidden-away one. . . .




  The man smiled, falsely. “Your Grace,” he said.




  The smile was worse than the look in his eyes, although they went hand in hand. I made some stiff little motion with my hand and turned away.




  No one would ever be candid or open with me again. That was the great change in my life.




  

    There were other changes as well, of course. I must now live at court with the King; I must exchange my priest-tutor for a retired ambassador. There were good changes: I was now allowed to

    practise dancing and even had a French dance-master to demonstrate the fashions in that court, where everything was elegant and perfect (to hear him tell it). I had my own band of minstrels and a

    new music teacher who taught me theory and composition, and even imported an Italian organ for me to use. Being constantly at court, I began to meet other boys of my own age, noblemen’s

    sons, and so I had friends for the first time in my life.


  




  The bad things: I was not to engage in any “dangerous” activities, such as hunting or even jousting, as my person now had to be guarded against the remotest mishap. As a result, I

  had to stay indoors and watch my friends at play, or join them outside merely to stand about watching, which was worse.




  I had to live in a room that connected to the King’s, so that I could go nowhere, and no one come to me, without passing through his chamber first. In that way he isolated me as

  effectively as one of those maidens in the Morte d’Arthur, imprisoned in a turret by her father. The only difference was that as long as my father lived, no one could rescue me or even

  approach me.




  And how long would my father live? He was only forty-five, and seemed healthy. He might live another twenty years, all the while keeping me prisoner in that little room off his own. How could I

  endure it?




  

    For several months after Arthur’s death he was withdrawn and took little interest in anything around him. He used to call for his lutenist to come and play for him. The lutenist was not

    very good, and his music-making grated on me. I once went in and offered to play for my father instead. He agreed listlessly, and I played several tunes that I had written myself. I could see

    that he was not really listening, and so I finally got up and returned to my room. He continued staring out the window and gave no sign that he was even aware that I had left.




    Stupidly, I was disappointed. I had not yet learned.


  




  But I was learning other things at Father’s behest. Every day the old ambassador would come to tutor me. He was Stephen Farr and had served Richard III, Edward IV, and Father on embassies

  to the Low Countries, to France, to Spain, and to the Pope and Emperor for over twenty years. He had a round face and a high red colouring that belied his years, although he must have been near

  seventy. Once I mentioned this and he said, “That’s my secret, you know. Being fat. People trust fat men. It’s the lean ones that seem possible dissemblers. Tell me, Your Grace:

  whom would you readier suspect of treason or plots—a fat person with a smooth face, or a lean one with a face like a withered apple? Could Friar Tuck have been evil? Or, conversely, could the

  Sheriff of Nottingham have been plump? Of course not. Employ only fat ambassadors, I beg you.”




  I laughed. (Some could accuse me of having chosen Wolsey on that basis, had they been privy to our conversation that day.)




  “It’s no joke, Your Grace, I assure you. People put much stock in appearances. And first feelings and impressions are never erased. The world is full of people who have a peculiar

  gift for sizing things up immediately. Jealous people call it ‘rash judgment.’ It is not that at all. I have heard”—he stood up and came toward me, a playful look on his

  face—“that Your Grace is an expert archer. That you draw the longbow with great accuracy. Tell me—on your best days, do you not hit the mark from the very beginning?”




  I nodded. And on bad days, it was just the reverse.




  “It is the same with people. The best judges never miss the mark. And from the very first.”




  “What has this to do with me?” I was anxious to get on with the lesson and impress him with the many facts I had memorized for his benefit since last time.




  “Everything. First, you must develop this uncanny skill in yourself, just as you developed your skill at riding or music. There is no greater gift a King can have. And, second, you must

  play to that gift in others.”




  “How?” How could I change a stranger’s impression of me? I, who could not even change my own father’s?




  He had turned and walked over to the window. He seemed old and tired. His cloak stirred the reeds. He stopped at the window and heaved a sigh. As well he might. The November rains had come and

  were pelting against the small panes of glass. His back seemed rounded; I had not realized how old he was.




  Suddenly he swung round and was reborn. He walked differently, almost jauntily, and his head was high. Watching him, I forgot November and thought of sun and summer.




  “You see?” He stopped in front of me. “It is all in the bearing, the demeanour. Actors know that. With a change of robe and a slight stoop, they go from young to old, beggar to

  king. It is simple: for a King, do like a King.”




  He sat down beside me, glancing toward the door. “And now I fear the King will come in and see that we are somewhat behind.” He seemed embarrassed at what he had just said, as if he

  wished me to forget it as quickly as possible.




  “Have you learned the things I told you?” he asked.




  “Yes,” I replied. I glanced over at the fireplace. I wished I could add another log to the fire, as my fingers were chilled. But there were no more there. Father allowed only six

  logs per day until after New Year’s, no matter how foul the weather. I blew on my fingers. “First, France. There are sixteen million Frenchmen. They are the most powerful country in

  Europe. As late as my father’s exile, Brittany was an independent duchy. But when King Charles VIII married Anne of Brittany in 1491, it became part of France. The French are our enemies. Our

  great King Henry V conquered nearly all of France—”




  “Not all, Your Grace,” admonished Farr.




  “Nearly half, then,” I conceded. “And his son was crowned King of France in Paris! And I shall recapture those lands!”




  He smiled indulgently. “And how many Englishmen live in the realm?”




  “Three million. Three and a half million!”




  “And sixteen million in France, Your Grace.”




  “What matter the numbers? An Englishman is worth twenty Frenchmen! They are terrified of us. Why, French mothers frighten their children with threats of les Anglais!”




  “And English mothers frighten their children with cries of bogymen.”




  “We still have Calais,” I persisted.




  “For how long? It is an unnatural outpost.”




  “It is part of England. No, I mean to pursue my heritage! To recapture France.”




  “Have you been reading those Froissart things again, Your Grace?”




  “No!” I said. But it was not true, and he knew it. I loved those chronicles of knights and their ladies and warfare, and read them late at night, often when I should have been

  sleeping. “Well—perhaps a little.”




  “A little is too much. Don’t fill your head with such things. They are silly and what is worse, dangerous and outmoded. Any English King who attempts to recapture France now would

  risk his life, his treasury—and being ridiculed. A King can perhaps survive the first two. But the third, never. Now, then, have you memorized the general map of Europe?”




  “Yes. The French have swallowed up Brittany and gorged themselves on Burgundy. And Maximilian, Emperor—”




  “Of what?”




  “The Holy Roman Empire.”




  “Which is neither holy nor Roman nor an empire,” he said happily.




  “No. It is merely a conglomerate of German duchies yoked with the Low Countries.”




  “But Maximilian has some twenty million nominal subjects.”




  “United on nothing,” I parroted.




  “Exactly.” He was pleased. “And Spain?”




  “Ferdinand and Isabella have driven the Moors out, and Spain is Christian once more. They have eight million subjects.”




  “Very good, Prince Henry. I believe you have been studying—in between Froissart.” He reached out and cuffed me playfully. “Next we will discuss Ferdinand’s schemes,

  and the history of the Papacy. Pope Julius is very much a part of all this, you know. He seems to be personally trying to demonstrate Christ’s statement: ‘I came not to bring peace, but

  a sword.’ Read further in the notes I gave you and read all the dispatches in the red bag. They cover the correspondence during my years in France.” He stood up stiffly. He was

  pretending we had come to the end of our lesson, but I could tell it was because he was so uncomfortable in that room. The fire was nearly out, and our breath was visible.




  “I forgot,” he said. “Tomorrow is St. Martin’s Day, and so there will be no regular lesson.”




  That was disappointing. It seemed that whenever we began anything, it was interrupted by the constant procession of saints’ days. There were more than a hundred of them in the year. Why

  couldn’t the saints be honoured by going to Mass? Why did they require that everyone stop work as well?




  “And Your Grace—please tell the Queen how happy I am with her news, and that I am praying for a safe confinement and a fair new Prince.”




  He bowed once and hurried out, back toward normal warmth and people. It was no matter; I could not have asked him, even had he stayed. I would never ask my tutor why he knew something I did not.

  The King had not told me of this, nor had the Queen. Why?




  I walked over to the window. The rain had changed to sleet and was pelting against the walls and window. The window was poorly fitted, and small particles of sleet were working their way inside

  with no hindrance.




  The window overlooked not the palace garden, but the ditches and outhouses. I hated all those ugly, straggling things attached to the palace, but especially the open, stinking ditches. When I

  was King I would have them all covered over. When I was King . . .




  The driving sleet had already covered the structures, making them white and smooth. But not pretty. They were no more pretty than a skeleton, which could be equally white and smooth.




  A violent shiver drove me from the window to the dying fire.




  
 





  VII




  It was true, what Stephen Farr had said. The Queen my mother was with child. She was confined in February, 1503, on Candlemas Day, and delivered

  not of an heir, but of a stillborn daughter. She died nine days later, on her thirty-seventh birthday.




  Even today I must hurry over those facts, state them simply, lest I stumble and—rage? cry? I do not know. Both, perhaps.




  

    There were many days of official mourning, days while the sculptors worked hurriedly to carve the customary funeral effigy that would sit atop her mourning-car. It must be an exact likeness,

    so that it would appear that she was still alive, clad in her robes and fur, as the cortege wound through the streets of London from the Tower, where she had died, to Westminster, where she would

    be buried. The people must see their good Queen again, must carry this last picture of her in their minds. Last impressions, too, were important. I wanted to tell Farr that.


  




  But I would not see her again. Never, never, never . . . And when I saw the wooden image I hated it, because it seemed so alive, and yet it was not. They had done their job well, the

  carvers. Especially as they had had to work from a death-mask and not from life. But then, she was but thirty-seven, and had not thought to sit for her funeral effigy. No, not that.




  

    I heard the King weeping, late at night. But he never came in to my chamber, never tried to share his sorrow with me. Nor did he acknowledge mine, save for a curt announcement that we were all

    to attend the funeral.


  




  The day of the funeral was cold and foggy. The sun never shone, but turned the mist blue, as if to drown us in eternal twilight. Torches blazed in the London streets even in midday as the

  funeral procession wound its way from the Tower to Westminster, to the beat of muffled drums. First came the three hundred yeomen of the guard, then the hearse, a built-up carriage some twenty feet

  high, all in black, pulled by eight black horses, with the (to me) hideous effigy of the Queen all smiling and in royal robes atop it. Then followed thirty-seven young women, one for each year of

  her life. They wore white, white which seemed like part of the mist, and carried white candles. Then came the King, and Margaret, and Mary, and I.




  The ordeal did not end with the procession. Once inside Westminster Abbey, I still had a Requiem Mass and a eulogy to endure. The hearse was driven to the end of the nave where it awaited the

  next, the awful, part: the burial.




  I believe Warham celebrated the Mass; I do not recall. But a young man rose up to deliver the eulogy. Someone I had never seen before.




  “I have composed an elegy for the Queen,” he said, “which with your gracious permission I should like to read.” The man’s voice was strangely compelling, yet

  gentle.




  The King nodded curtly. The man began. He had written it as though the Queen herself were taking leave of us all. That had hurt the most; she had said nothing, no farewell to me. Now this man

  was attempting to repair the omission—as if he had known. But how could he have known?




  

    

      

        Adieu! Mine own dear spouse, my worthy lord!




        The faithful love, that did us both continue




        In marriage and peaceable concord,




        Into your hands here I do resign,




        To be bestowed on your children and mine;




        Erst were ye father, now must ye supply




        The mother’s part also, for lo! here I lie.




        Adieu, Lord Henry, loving son, adieu—




        Our Lord increase your honour and estate. . . .


      


    


  




  His voice, his very presence, brought an extraordinary peace to me. It was not the words in themselves; it was, instead, a great, reaching compassion. Perhaps the first I had ever known.




  “Who is he?” I leaned over to Margaret, who always knew names and titles.




  “Thomas More,” she whispered. “The lawyer.”




  

    That night as I prepared for bed, I was more tired than I had ever been. It had been dark for hours; by the time we had left the Abbey the slight daylight was long fled.


  




  At my bedside was a posset. I smiled. Nurse Luke would have seen to it, would have remembered me, even though she no longer had charge of me. I picked up the goblet. The contents were still

  warm. They tasted of honey and wine, and something else. . . .




  I slept. But it was not a normal sleep. I dreamed I was standing at the end of the garden at Eltham. And the Queen came toward me, looking as she had the last time I had seen her—laughing

  and healthy. She held out her hands to me.




  “Ah, Henry!” she said. “I am so happy you will be King!” She leaned forward and kissed me. I could smell her rose-water perfume. “Such a lovely King! Just like my

  father! And you will have a daughter, and call her Elizabeth, just as he did.”




  I stood up, and as happens miraculously in dreams, I was suddenly much taller than she, and older, although she remained unchanged. “Stay with me,” I said.




  But she was fading, or retreating, I could not tell which. My voice changed to desperation. “Please!”




  But she had already melted into something else: a strange woman with a pale, oval face. I feared her. The woman whispered, “For a King, do like a King!” and laughed hysterically.

  Then she, too, faded.




  I woke up, my heart pounding. For an instant I thought there must be someone else in the chamber. I drew aside the bed-curtains.




  Nothing but six squares of moonlight, exactly reproducing the panes of my window. But it had seemed so real. . . .




  I lay back down. Had my mother really come to me? No. She was dead. Dead. They had put her into her tomb that afternoon. Later, Father would erect a monument on the spot. He had said so.




  With no one to overhear or stop me, I cried—for the last time as a child.




  
 





  VIII




  How fitting it was, then, that the next change in my life had to do with my coming manhood.




  We had left Greenwich and removed to Father’s new showpiece, Richmond, where he intended to spend the next few weeks awaiting better weather and attending to affairs of the realm. Each

  time I came there, I noticed something different. Now I saw that he had put down polished wooden floors on top of the stone. It was a great improvement. And the new panelled wooden walls were far

  superior to the old-fashioned bare masonry. It would be good to wait for spring here.




  But the ice was still on the bare branches of the trees when Father summoned me into his “work closet,” as he called it. It was a small panelled room off the retiring room, with its

  own fireplace which was, as usual, so meagrely lit it was scarcely functional. I always took a surcoat when I received a message that the King wanted me.




  He scarcely looked up when he heard me come in. He was bent over an array of papers on the flat, scarred table that served as his desk. I was expected to stand mutely until he decided to

  acknowledge my presence.




  Eventually he did so by muttering, “Another appeal about these cursed vagrants!” He shook his head, then suddenly turned to me. “And what do you say about it? More to

  the point, what do you know about it?”




  “About what, Sire?”




  “About the poor laws!”




  “Which?” There were so many of them.




  He raised his hand and pointed to his ear.




  “The one against quacks and fortune-tellers? On their second offence they have one ear cut off. On the third offence they lose the other ear.” I remembered the Welshwoman at

  Arthur’s wedding feast. I wondered if she still retained her ears.




  “But what if the . . . soothsayer wears the cloth and claims his revelations are divinely inspired? What then?”




  “It would depend entirely on what his revelations were.” I had meant it in sarcasm, but the King nodded in approval.




  “You surprise me,” he said tartly. “I would have thought—”




  He was interrupted by an official from one of the neighboring townships. When Father was at court, he held a sort of business open-house on Tuesdays, and this was Tuesday.




  The man entered, dragging something. It was a large, torn net. He held it up in distress. Evidently the King was supposed to gasp when he saw it. Instead he just grunted.




  “Well?”




  “Your Grace, look at the state of this crow-net!”




  “It is unfit for capturing anything smaller than a buzzard. Are you much troubled with buzzards in Oatlands?”




  “We need new crow-nets, Your Grace. When we sow this year—”




  “Then buy them,” he said curtly.




  “We cannot! The law says each town must provide adequate crow-nets to trap rooks, crows, and choughs. But we cannot, because of the taxes levied this year—and we cannot afford to pay

  the taker of crows his accustomed price, and—”




  “God’s blood!” The King leapt up and looked around accusingly. “Who let this beggar in?”




  The man cowered in the midst of his crow-net.




  “Yes, beggar!” the King roared. I was surprised at how loud he could speak when he chose. “Where is your licence? Your begging licence? You are required to have one, since you

  are begging outside your normal township limits. Do you expect me to pay for your cursed crow-nets? The taxes are levied on all my subjects! God’s blood, you’ve had a respite for

  years—”




  The man gathered up his spread nets like a woman bringing in laundry before a storm. “Yes, Your Grace—”




  The King flung a coin of some sort at him. “Put this in your alms-box!”




  When he was gone, the King asked calmly, “And what is the law regarding alms?”




  “If one should give alms into any place besides the lawful alms-box, he shall be fined ten times the amount of the alms he gave.”




  He beamed at me, as his mother used to when I successfully conjugated an irregular Latin verb. “You know the law, then. And will you apply it? No nonsense about the poor, and a Golden Age

  where we shall all be one and dance on the village green together, festooned in crow-nets?” He looked away. “It is natural, when one is young. . . . I too had ideas, when I

  was—how old are you?”




  “Eleven, Sire.”




  “Eleven.” He had a faraway look. “When I was eleven, I was a prisoner of the Yorkists. Two years later things changed, and poor, daft Henry VI—my uncle,

  remember—was on the throne again. My other uncle, Jasper Tudor, Henry’s half-brother, took me to him in London. And when the mad King saw me, he said, so that everyone nearby could

  hear: ‘Surely this is he to whom both we and our adversaries must yield and give over dominion.’ Henry was a saint, but he was feeble-minded. A prophecy? Should he have been

  punished, then?”




  “Clearly it depends as much on the status of the prophet as on his revelation. I amend my earlier statement.”




  He coughed—not a polite cough, but a true cough. Why did he refuse to heat his rooms adequately?




  

    “I pray you excuse me,” he said, making for the alcove off his work closet. Another innovation at Richmond Palace: he had had a privy closet built to house a magnificent structure

    where he could relieve himself. It was a great, throne-like chair, all padded in velvet. Beside it was a huge pewter pot, a royal version of the jordans kept in all bedchambers, that must be

    emptied every morning. (In the French term, a vase de nuit.) He turned to this and proceeded to void into the jordan for what seemed an interminable time, all the while conversing in regal

    tones.


  




  

    [image: ] WILL:


  




  

    

      When Henry became King, he tried to outdo his father in everything, and particularly in this area. He had a truly celestial “privy stool” (as he named it) constructed for his own

      use. It was so decorated, so studded with gems and padded with goose-down, that using it must have been a dazzling experience. How Harry restricted himself to retiring to it only once a day

      (unless he had some digestive upset, of course) is just one of the many puzzles about him. I would have arranged to spend half my day upon it.




      In spite of this—now that I think of it—Harry was abnormally fastidious about this subject. He never allowed me to make any references to those functions (a crippling injunction

      for a jester), nor even to use the good old words “piss” or “fart,” or—as he used to say—“the word that rhymes with hit.”
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  “I did not summon you here to talk about crow-nets or mad Henry VI, but about marriage,” the King said. I could hardly hear him above the furious sound of his body function.




  He turned and I stepped back, making sure my eyes were turned respectfully away. “Marriage!” he repeated, rearranging his robes. “It is much on my mind these days.”




  He smiled that thin-lipped, smug smile he affected when he thought himself clever. “Margaret will do for me what armies cannot.”




  He had just arranged the marriage of my sister Margaret to King James IV of Scotland. She would wed the middle-aged but lusty Stuart, and go to live in that barbarous, cold country, whether or

  not she fancied it (or him). A union of sorts between England and Scotland would result.




  He went to his desk and picked up a letter. “I have received . . . an interesting proposal. From Ferdinand and Isabella. That you marry Katherine, their daughter.”




  I try now to remember my first honest thought. And it was horror, a shrinking. Then, quickly—pleasure. “Arthur’s widow?”




  “Is there any other Katherine, daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella? The same.”




  “But she is—she was—”




  “The Pope can give a dispensation. That is no obstacle. Would it please you? Would it please you, boy?”




  “Yes,” I breathed. I did not dare to think how much.




  “It pleases me as well. To keep the alliance with Spain. To keep the dowry.” He shot a look at me. “A woman warms your bed, but money eases your mind. And can buy the woman for

  the bed to boot.”




  He disgusted me. And dishonoured my mother, whom he had certainly never bought. “Perhaps,” was all I could trust myself to say.




  “I will arrange the betrothal, then. And now you had best leave me to the plaintive cries of other crow-net men.” He turned back to his work table in exasperation, and indicated to

  his guard that he was ready to receive the next plaintiff.




  

    I was glad to be gone. I was hungry and knew Father never ate until late afternoon. Once I was back in my own chamber, I asked for some bread and cheese and ale to be brought. While I waited,

    I walked about restlessly, thinking about Father’s proposal. I picked up my lute, but could bring no good music from it. I looked out the window, onto the snowy palace orchard. The trees

    were writhing black lines against the flat white snow.


  




  A soft sound turned me round to see a server with a tray laden with food. I took it and sat at my small work table and ate. The cheese was exceptionally good, golden and mellow, and not hard as

  the cheese had been recently. The ale was dark and cold. I finished it all. No matter how much I ate, I never seemed to grow wider, only taller. I was hungry all the time, and at night sometimes my

  bones seemed to hurt. Linacre, one of the King’s physicians, said it was caused by my rapid growth. He said the bones were aching from being stretched. In the past year I had grown almost

  five inches. I was now taller than the King; I lacked only a little of the six-foot mark.




  My favourite time of day approached: the late afternoon, when the boys and young men at court gathered in the enclosed exercise area (yet another innovation) or in the Great Hall for martial

  exercises. Since it was not dangerous, the King grudgingly allowed me to participate.




  

    From November until March the boys at court were confined indoors. Their only release came during these exercises, which were rowdy, loud, and undisciplined. I was the youngest; most of the

    others were between fourteen and nineteen. Because of my size and natural ability I was by no means at a disadvantage by age, but because of who I was. At first they had been wary of me,

    inhibited, but, as always among young people, that wore off as we came to know one another. I was their future King; but I think that was overlooked as we (I can think of no better word) played.

    I certainly never felt anything except the usual striving the youngest feels to prove himself to his older companions.
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      Perhaps you did not, Harry, but I can assure you the others did. Reading this part of the journal saddened me. I never realized how naïve Harry had been, or how desperately a

      king can seek to convince himself that others are unaware of his position. Or how early the self-deception must, perforce, begin. Certainly the others were well aware that they wrestled and had

      mock swordplay with the next King. God’s blood, they spent the next twenty years using those childhood winter afternoons as the basis for their advancement!
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  There were a dozen or so of us. The oldest was Charles Brandon, the youth I had first met at Sheen. He was nineteen, but our age difference did not loom so large now. Unlike the others, he had

  not come to court with his father. His father was dead—killed in the same battle on Bosworth Field where Father had won his crown, singled out by Richard himself because he had held the Tudor

  dragon standard. Because he could not reward the dead man, the new King honoured his son instead, and brought him to live at court. Thus we were bound to one another by family ties as well as

  personal affinity.




  Nicholas Carew was sixteen. He was very handsome and took a great interest in fashion, saying it was very important to be au courant in the French mode. He was betrothed to the

  sister of Francis Bryan, his best friend and companion, an equally avid follower of French fashions. They were always discussing their wardrobes and what sort of feathers might eventually replace

  fur on caps. Their hearts were more in the banquet hall than on the playing field, and perhaps that is why Francis Bryan was later to lose an eye in a joust. He simply ran right into a lance.

  Afterwards he commissioned a jewelled eye patch to be made.




  Edward Neville, also sixteen, was a member of one of the most powerful families of the north country and had a more robust appetite for the outdoors than Bryan or Carew. There was an

  extraordinary physical resemblance between Neville and myself, so that from a middling distance it was difficult to tell us apart. This gave rise, in later years, to an absurd rumour that he was my

  illegitimate son. Quite an interesting thought, considering that he was about five years older than I.




  

    Henry Guildford, William Compton—they were fifteen, and cared for nothing but reading battle stories and dreaming of invading France. And Thomas Wyatt, son of one of the King’s

    councillors, was even younger than I, and was there only to watch. He was from Kent and, like me, had spent his earliest years in the country. Even at that age he liked to write poetry, although

    he never showed any of it to me.
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      For which you should have been thankful. One of Wyatt’s later pastoral pursuits in Kent was being his neighbour Anne Boleyn’s lover . . . perhaps the first? A signal honour,

      that. Later he wrote a number of indiscreet poems about her, which he wisely refrained from showing to Harry.
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  When I descended the steps into the Hall that afternoon, most of my friends were already there and trying on their padded doublets. So they intended to use the swords this afternoon, and perhaps

  do a bit of hand-to-hand combat as well.




  Bryan and Carew came in behind me, carrying a large black object, which they set down on the floor with a loud clang. “Look!” they called. “It’s the new Italian

  armour!”




  Quickly everyone rushed over to see it. Everyone except Brandon. He just stood, his large arms crossed. “Where did you get this?” he asked.




  “We stole it,” said Carew.




  “No,” amended Bryan. “We borrowed it. From a knight who came to petition the King. He left it in the guard room when he went in for his audience.”




  “Return it,” said Brandon.




  “We will,” they chorused. “But we only wanted you to see it. Look, the decorations—”




  “I said return it!” bellowed Brandon.




  Carew raised his eyes in appeal to me, as I had feared he would. Yet it was bound to happen, sooner or later. . . .




  “Yes. Return it,” I muttered. I hated being put in this position.




  “Only if you promise to establish an armoury of your own when you become King. There should be one in England, after all.”




  “Oh, go!” I said, embarrassed. They picked up the half-suit of armour and reluctantly took it back up the stairs.




  Afterward, as we watched Compton and Bryan facing each other in hand-to-hand combat across the rush-padded mat, I leaned over to Brandon. “Thank you,” I said, “for telling

  them. I dared not.”




  He shrugged. “Yet it was to you they turned. Best get used to that, Your Grace.”




  A thud. Compton had been thrown, and Bryan was bending over him. Neville and another boy took their places. The air was rank now from the sweat and exertion, which mingled with the odours of

  last night’s dinner in the Hall.




  Night was falling already. Someone had just come in to light the torches. Soon this must end, and I would have to go back to my solitary room.




  

    I looked at the others around me. They were well-favoured and healthy and—young men. Some were betrothed, one was already married, and most had had women. They talked about it sometimes,

    casually, which meant it was not even new to them. Like the first time one takes the Sacrament, one anticipates it and thinks much about it afterwards. But as it becomes part of one’s life,

    one says easily: “I have received my Maker.” Just so did Bryan and Compton and Carew talk of women.
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      How like Harry to find a religious simile for the sexual act! The Sacrament, indeed!
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  So I would think about Katherine alone. I was to be betrothed. I would not tell anyone yet. And I wondered: when was I to be married?




  

    We were betrothed, formally, three months later, with the provision that the marriage would take place on my fourteenth birthday.


  




  The ceremony of betrothal took place at the Bishop of Salisbury’s residence in Fleet Street. It was June then, an exceptionally cool and rainy June. It had been good for the flowers, the

  gardeners claimed, and certainly the plants continued to bloom an extraordinarily long time.




  Father and I and the lawyers were to meet Katherine and her Spanish lawyers directly at the Bishop’s. So we rode through London, but took separate routes, lest it appear that we were too

  familiar already.




  In truth, I had not seen Katherine since she and Arthur had left court to go to Ludlow. She had been ill herself of the same fever that had killed Arthur, and had not even attended the funeral

  or been able to return to London for some time. When she did come, she had been settled in a riverside house on the great open Strand between the city and Westminster. It was called Durham House.

  There she lived, surrounded by her Spanish household, speaking Spanish, wearing only Spanish clothes, eating Spanish food. For a time everyone had waited to see if she might be carrying

  Arthur’s child, but that soon proved to be merely wishful thinking on the King’s part. Arthur was dead indeed.




  And now I was to have his leavings. That rainy June day a little over a year since his death, I went to claim the first of them.




  

    We took the royal barge to the water steps of Blackfriars monastery. Horses awaited us there, and we rode up a muddy lane that led away from the river and up to Fleet Street, itself a muddy

    little path connecting the Strand to the streets of London. We saw few people, as we were outside the main part of London the entire time. It was not a pretty journey, and on the way it began to

    drizzle, just to complete our discomfort.


  




  At the Bishop’s house on that dismal little street, we were ushered into a small room where Katherine and her party awaited us. It stank of wet wool and too many bodies packed into a tight

  space. It seemed that the number of lawyers required as experts and witnesses had emptied the nearby Inns of Court. And they were all chattering away at once, like a great company of monkeys.




  Katherine was somewhere in the midst of them, but it took a moment to see her. When the noise of learned talking and the scratching of pens on parchment was done, they led her out and bade us

  stand together.




  She is so small, was my first thought. She had not grown, whereas I had.




  She is so beautiful, was my second.




  Katherine was now seventeen, and at her peak of beauty. She was seen by so few people in those days that there remains no legend, no popular memory of that beauty. She spent her young years

  almost cloistered, and by the time she emerged, some of it had already gone. But then . . . O, then!




  We stood side by side, stiff and awkward. The King’s lawyer thrust a paper into the Bishop’s hand on one side, and that of the Spanish lawyer on the other. Then we repeated vows

  without once looking at each other, long vows in Latin. And signed our names on several pieces of paper.




  That being done, we were immediately forced apart by our respective lawyers. We were not to speak to one another, apparently, until we found ourselves in bed together in two years’ time.

  We left the Bishop’s residence by separate doors, just as we had come in.




  Father said nothing to me until we were safely on the big, clumsy royal barge, crossing the Thames on our way back to Greenwich. The water was a flat, ugly grey-brown, reflecting the overcast

  sky. Here and there a piece of garbage floated by. People along the banks seemed to consider the river their own private sewer, in spite of an ordinance against “casting any corrupt thing

  appoisoning the water in and about London.” I saw a dead dog turn slowly over and sink from sight in the water. When I was King, I would see that something was done about the misuse of the

  river.




  “You understand,” Father suddenly said in a low voice, so that the boatmen could not overhear, “that you must not see or communicate with the Princess in any way. Leave her to

  her Spaniards in her Spanish house.”




  “But surely I should send her tokens, write—”




  “You fool!” He set his mouth in anger. “Do you see yourself as a suitor? Tokens!” He spat out the word. “You will do nothing. Nothing. Leave her

  be.”




  “But—why?”




  “Because this betrothal is on paper only. I doubt that a wedding will ever take place.”




  “Then why the ceremony? Why the arrangements?”




  “It means nothing. What one ceremony does, another can undo. Surely you know that! It is nearly the first rule of kingship. The ceremony was merely to buy us some time with the

  Spaniards, to make a show of our good intentions.”




  “Which are neither good nor honest nor kind.” Another dead animal swept past, churning in the foam. It stank. Everything seemed corrupted to me: the river, Father, myself. Everything

  except the Princess.




  “The Spanish are deceiving us about the dowry. There has been much lying and misrepresentation in the matter. I do not think it will be satisfactorily settled. Therefore I feel that a

  marriage between you and the Princess will not be feasible.”




  “Does the Princess . . . participate . . . in these deceptions?”




  “She knows nothing. She does as she is told. As you must.”




  I gripped the carved railing so hard I hurt my hands.




  I did not want to do as I was told.




  
 





  IX




  In the end, I had no recourse but to do precisely that. I could get no message to Katherine unless someone would agree to carry it, and no royal

  servant would go against the King’s express wishes. I must say, that loyalty impressed me. Father was well served.




  

    My fourteenth birthday approached, but no preparations were made for my wedding. Instead, I was to have a meagre celebration in honour of my newly attained manhood. (In diplomatic and official

    parlance, one was considered a man at fourteen, able to sign papers and take a wife and own property in one’s own right.)


  




  But I would not be a “man” until the exact date of my birthday, June twenty-eighth. On June twenty-seventh I was still a child, and could be treated as a child.




  That evening Father summoned me and peremptorily ordered me to dress myself and prepare to ride into London. He refused to divulge where we were going and why we must go at night.




  It was still twilight when we set out, for June twilights linger, and it would not be full dark until almost ten. We rode across the Bridge and found it busier than at noon. There were

  two-storey houses on both sides, and as dusk fell the people converted the main thoroughfare in between into their own private playground. They sat on benches, and the children played games and

  fished off the Bridge. They all seemed to know one another. That was the oddest thing to me. Here there were so many of them, such a great gathering of families, yet all so familiar.




  It was not that way at court. There were many families at court, to be sure, and often the husband would be in the King’s household as an attendant in the Privy Chamber, for example, and

  his wife serve the Queen as lady-of-the-Bedchamber and his children be pages and maids of honour. They were entitled to lodgings at court, which they usually accepted, and so the Palace might house

  some two hundred families. But it was not a close group, and there never was such camaraderie as I saw that June night among the bridge-dwellers.




  We wound through the streets in the very heart of London. Houses here were closely packed, and each must have sheltered twenty inhabitants, judging from the number pouring out into the street.

  They were celebrating the end of their working day, and for a few hours would revel in the fading violet light.




  As we turned west and went past St. Paul’s and then left the city by the Ludgate, I suddenly knew where we were bound. We crossed the little bridge over the stinking, sluggish Fleet River

  and were soon there, at the Bishop of Salisbury’s house.




  It was almost full dark now. Father dismounted and bade me do the same. Once we were standing side by side before the Bishop’s door, he gripped my arm and said harshly, “Now you will

  tell the Bishop you are here to make a solemn protestation against your betrothal to Princess Katherine. You will sign papers saying it troubles your conscience. Do you understand?”




  “Yes,” I said dully. So Father meant to have it both ways: an open betrothal, a secret disclaimer. The dowry business had not been settled. I had heard it from Brandon. People talked

  freely before him, and he in turn told me what I needed to know.




  Father gave me a shove and indicated that I was to knock for entrance. The Bishop opened promptly; it had clearly been arranged in advance.




  “The Prince is sore troubled in his conscience about the betrothal to his brother’s widow,” said Father. “He is here to assuage that conscience.”




  The Bishop murmured sympathetically and led us in. The papers were already spread out on his work table, neatly lettered, with a large space on the bottom for my signature.




  “He is anguished,” said Father. He played his part well.




  “Ah,” said the Bishop. “And what troubles you, my son?”




  Father had not rehearsed this with me. I had no idea of what to say, except the truth. “The thought of the Princess in my brother’s bed torments me! I cannot bear it!”




  Yes, that was true. The thought of her and Arthur together was repugnant to me. I wanted her entirely to myself, for myself. Yet she had lain with him. . . .




  “Because it would be incestuous,” supplied the Bishop. “To uncover thy brother’s nakedness, as the Scriptures say.”




  “No . . .” I wanted to tell him it was not so much because Arthur was my brother as that he was—had been—a man. I would have felt the same no matter who it had

  been.




  “He has a lively interest in Scriptures,” said Father quickly. “After all, he studied them in preparation for the priesthood. It would be strange, would it not, if he were not

  strict in his interpretation—”




  “Yes. It is an abomination to lie with a brother’s wife.” The Bishop smiled—an odd reaction to an alleged abomination. “We will put your conscience to rest, my

  Prince.” He drew himself up proudly and rattled off some words for me to repeat.




  “. . . detest . . . abominable . . . union with our dearly beloved brother’s relict . . .”




  Then he proffered a pen and made a gesture toward the waiting papers. I signed them, quickly. The pen was a poor one; it blotched the ink and dug into the parchment.




  “And by that my conscience is cleared?” I asked. It was a travesty, and I had perjured myself.




  “Indeed,” the Bishop said.




  “So easy,” I said. “So easy. One would expect that it should be more difficult. For a matter so weighty.”




  “The weightiest matters are often dispatched by a simple act,” he offered.




  

    “Come,” said Father, afraid I might say something else displeasing. “It is over.”
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      Although Henry purports to be disdainful of the machinations and underhandedness here, some other part of him must have taken it seriously. I suspect that the first “scruple” in

      his conscience was planted that night, transforming a perfectly natural sexual jealousy of his predecessor into something profound and scriptural. Henry was a ritualist, and a superstitious one

      at that. Once he had signed the papers, he must eventually come to believe them. Nothing sent him scurrying like the hint that he had displeased the Almighty. Indeed, he saw God’s doing

      in everything, and strove to keep hand-in-glove with Him. He saw theirs as a special partnership in which, if he did his part, God would certainly do His. Do you remember that remark

      (not remember, of course, as you were not yet born)—it was much repeated—of Harry’s: “God and my conscience are perfectly agreed.” Harry could be

      comfortable with nothing less.
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  Shortly afterwards, another wrangle with the dowry forced Katherine to abandon her separate household at Durham House and come to court to live off Father’s charity, such as it was.

  Neither her father Ferdinand, the King of Spain, nor her father-in-law, the King of England, wanted the expense of maintaining her household, and she could live cheaply at court once all her

  attendants were dismissed. In short, she was to live alone, penniless, friendless, and at Father’s sufferance. She was not to “come out” and mingle with the rest of the court, but

  keep herself apart and separate. Father warned me that on no account was I to attempt to see her, meet with her, or send letters to her. This in spite of the fact that as far as she knew, I was

  still her betrothed. (The secret of my journey into London on the eve of my fourteenth birthday had been well kept.)




  But word reached me of her pitiful state, regardless. She had no money at all, save what Father doled out to her, and he was hardly noted for generosity. If he kept his rightful son and heir in

  worn clothes and a cold, bare room, what would he do for a girl who could do nothing for him save remind him of the son he had lost, and plans spoiled?




  She had had no new clothes since coming from Spain, and those had been mended and turned many times. The fish on her plate was rotten and often made her ill. And she had found a strange

  confessor, a Fra Diego, upon whom she relied more and more. It was even said that he was her lover, and assigned her penance by day for the unspeakable things they did at night, and that she would

  do anything he said, so completely was she in his power.




  I never believed the more fulsome of these rumours, but the fact that they were being circulated at all meant something. I feared for Katherine, knowing that however difficult my own lot was,

  hers must be a hundred times more so. I, at least, was in my own country, speaking my own language, with my own friends and my own father (loathsome as he might sometimes be, yet he was mine). I

  was her only friend here, her only protector. I must see her, must help her.




  

    Now that she was at court, living in another wing only one floor removed from the royal apartments, it was far simpler to get a message to her. I had friends now, and those friends had

    friends. . . . I did not have to rely on the King’s servants.


  




  Where should we meet? I gave much thought to this. It could not be in the open. The ideal place would have been somewhere far from the Palace, some forest or open field, but that required too

  much cooperation from grooms and horses and even the weather. No, it must be a secret place, where no one would see, but where, if they did see us, neither of us could be compromised or

  suspected.




  In the mid-afternoon the Chapel Royal would be deserted. No Mass could be said past noon, and it would yet be too early for Vespers. No priest heard confession at that hour, unless by special

  appointment. But Katherine was known to be religious. . . .




  I sent her a message, asking her to come to the Chapel Royal where I would be waiting in the confession alcove, to help her examine her conscience, at three in the afternoon. I signed it,

  “T. Wolsey, King’s Almoner.”




  At a little before three I came to the chapel. It was small, as royal chapels are, but richly appointed. There was an image of Saint Margaret there, with a crown of jewels and a cape of pure

  gold. The chalice and paten and ciborium on the altar were also of fine-wrought gold.




  The smell of incense never left the enclosed little chapel. With the doors closed, there was no outside light, no light at all save the candles lit before the images. They winked and fluttered,

  throwing strange shadows on the carved wooden faces above them.




  There was still a little time. I hurriedly knelt and lit a candle to Our Lady, praying that she would have me in her keeping. Then I slipped into the confessional alcove and sat on the stool,

  pulling a hood up around my head.




  I did not have to wait long. Almost as the courtyard clock had finished striking, someone entered the chapel. A crack of light shone in, then the door closed quietly. A rustle of material

  betrayed the whereabouts of the person, who came closer and then entered the alcove on the penitent’s side. I kept my head bowed, so as to hide my face. I heard her sink to her knees on the

  prie-dieu nearby. Then a hesitation, as she breathed lightly and then began, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I have last confessed—”




  “Stop, Kate! I will not hear your confession!” I said, alarmed. I pulled back the hood from my head, revealing my face.




  She looked horrified. I could make out a pale face and the great, open O of her mouth. “Henry!” she whispered. “It is a sacrilege—”




  “I meant no disrespect for the Sacrament. But oh, Katherine, I had to see you!” I reached my hand out and grasped hers. “Three years! Three years they haven’t let

  me see you, or speak to you, or—”




  “I . . . know.” Her voice was soft and her accent heavy. Possibly she had understood very few of my words.




  “And you are my betrothed! I am—I am responsible for you.” Where I had gotten that notion I cannot say—certainly not from Father. It must have been from the

  knightly tales I still doted on. “It distresses me that you are alone, and have so little.”




  She flared. “And who told you that?” Spanish pride—my first glimpse of it.




  “It is well known. Everybody says—”




  “I have no need for pity!”




  “Of course not. But for love, my dearest Katherine—” My other hand sought hers. “I love you!”




  She looked discomfited, as well she might. “We must go back,” was all she finally said.




  “No one will find us here. Not for another hour,” I insisted. “Oh, stay a little! Talk with me. Tell me—tell me what you do, how you spend your hours.”




  She leaned forward. Our faces were only a few inches away in the close, warm darkness. “I—I pray. And read. And do needlework. And write the King my father. And”—this so

  low I had to strain to hear it—“I think of you, my Lord.”




  I was so excited I could hardly refrain from embracing her. “Is that true? And I think of you, my Lady.” If only I had had my lute and been some other place, I could have sung to

  her, sung of my love. I had already composed several ballads to that effect, and practised them well. “I will wed you, Kate,” I promised, with absolutely no authority to do so. “I

  swear it! As soon as possible.”




  “You promised to wed me on your fourteenth birthday. That was a year ago,” she said slowly.




  “I—” I could not tell her of the hideous “denial” I had made—been forced to make. “I know,” I said. “But I mean to, and soon. The

  King—”




  “The King does not mean you to wed me. That is clear. I am twenty years old, and no child—as others may be.”




  That seemed unnecessarily cruel to say to her only champion and protector. “I cannot help my age, my Lady. I was not free to choose the day of my birth. But I am not so young as you and

  others may think.” With those cryptic words (I had no idea then, and have none today, precisely what I meant by them), I squeezed her hand once more. “You shall see!” Then I

  whispered, “We had best leave. Priests will about be soon.”




  She rose hastily and gathered her skirts. A light lemon scent came to me, floating over the stale incense. Then she was gone.




  

    A moment later I stepped out of the confessional alcove, well pleased with my successful intrigue. I knew now that I loved Katherine and that I must marry her. I was also well satisfied that

    the scurrilous rumors about Fra Diego were lies. She had been too distressed by the thought of my desecrating the confessional by my innocent rendezvous. She was clearly a deeply

    religious, pious woman.
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      And better would it have been for Harry had she not been so “religious” and “pious.” If only she had cavorted with that disgusting friar (who, incidentally,

      was later deported for gross immorality in London—imagine that!—in London!), it would have been worth an earldom to him during Harry’s divorce campaign. But no,

      Katherine was pure. How Harry ever got any children on her is one of the mysteries of matrimony. Perhaps the Catholics are right in declaring marriage a sacrament. Sacraments bestow

      “grace to do that which is necessary,” do they not?




      It is interesting to note that even at this tender age, Harry used the Church for his own purposes. I have no doubt that, had she consented, he would have cheerfully copulated with her in

      the shadow of the altar itself.


    


  




  
 





  X
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  I now had a Mission: to rescue the Princess from her tower of imprisonment, as a proper knight should do. And being in love (as evidenced by the rush of excitement I felt whenever I pictured

  her) made it all the more imperative.




  Father was preparing to go on one of his summer “progresses,” which promised me freedom for the few weeks he was away. Once I had longed to accompany him and been hurt when he

  excluded me; now I just wished him gone.




  Considering that Father disliked going out among the people, detested being stared at, and was uncomfortable when he did not have complete control of everything around him, he made a surprising

  number of progresses. He viewed them as necessary, and then, the expense spared by living on another’s bounty for a month each year appealed to him.




  Ostensibly these progresses were to allow the monarch to escape from palace routine and business and go about, simply, in the country. In fact the purpose was to let the King see his land and

  subjects, and—more important—to let them see him. It was necessary to remind the people who their King was, and to show him at his finest. Wherever a royal progress went, people

  from miles around would line the roadside, waiting for a glimpse of their King. They would hold their children up to see. Sometimes a man with scrofula would stumble up and beg the King to touch

  him, as the common people believed this could cure the disease.




  A royal progress did not wander about aimlessly, enjoying the delights of the countryside, eating wholesomely rough country food by the unspoiled riverbanks. That was the pose. But in fact the

  route was carefully laid out during the winter months in order that all the wealthy landowners and nobles in the vicinity could prepare to entertain and house the monarch and his retinue. For the

  King did not travel alone; he took most of the court with him, which precluded simple rustic meals in the meadows. It required prodigious amounts of food, so that any man singled out to host a

  royal progress two years in a row stood in danger of going into debt.




  There was another, darker, reason for Father’s progresses: to ascertain the loyalty of the great nobles and to see for himself whether they were complying with his law against liveried

  retainers. One could never be sure. Edward IV had ordered the dissolution of these private armies maintained by the lords. They were a threat to him for obvious reasons. Once on progress he had

  stayed with the Earl of Oxford, one of the most partisan of Lancastrians. The Earl had his army of retainers lined up in uniform to greet the King with a great show of loyalty. Edward said nothing

  until he departed. “I thank you for your good cheer,” he told the Earl, “but I may not endure to have my laws broken in my sight.” He fined the Earl ten thousand

  pounds—a far greater sum then than today, when the value of money has eroded so alarmingly.




  

    On August first, the customary Lammas Mass was held in the Chapel Royal, in which a loaf of bread made from the first harvested grain of the season was brought up to the altar. That afternoon

    the King departed for his progress. He would not return until near Michaelmas at the end of September, when the year had begun to turn and slip toward winter. There was always goose on

    Michaelmas, a hearty autumnal dish.


  




  I sat in an upper window, watching the royal party gather in the courtyard below. It was hot and sultry, and autumn and Michaelmas seemed a long way off. I felt dizzy with freedom. Everyone was

  going on the progress. I could see Fox and Ruthal and Thomas Howard and Thomas Lovell, as well as Father’s two finance ministers, Empson and Dudley. The King must think of finances, if not in

  the country sunlight, then late at night.




  Only Archbishop Warham had stayed behind, and my grandmother Beaufort. The nobles and court dignitaries not accompanying the King would return to their own estates, as no business would be

  transacted at court during the King’s absence. Business followed him, and court was wherever he happened to be.




  But there would be little business, because the whole world, it seemed, was lying idle during those golden weeks of August.




  

    They were golden to me. I spent them in almost continual sport, participating in forbidden jousts and foot combats at the barrier with my companions, risking my person time and again. Why? I

    cannot tell, even now. Yet I sought danger as a man on the desert seeks water. Perhaps because it had been denied me for so long. Perhaps because I wished to test myself, to see at what point my

    bravery would break, to be replaced by fear. Or perhaps it is simpler than that. “Youth will needs have dalliance,” I myself wrote, and this was one form of dalliance, a knightly,

    death-defying one. . . .


  




  When I remember those contests, I cannot help but believe that Providence spared me, held me back from a severe punishment. It was that summer of 1506 cost Bryan his eye; and one of my comrades

  died from a blow in the head while jousting. The curious thing is that immediately after his accident, he seemed well enough. But that night he suddenly died. One of Linacre’s assistants (for

  Linacre had gone with the King) told me it is often so in head injuries. The bleeding takes place inside the skull, where it cannot be felt or stopped.




  We were shaken, frightened—and young, so that in just a few days’ time we were back riding toward one another on horseback. Thus quickly and naturally do we kill one another in

  memory as well as in deed.




  At night we would sup together, and then play our lutes and talk of our future conquests in France, where we would be brothers-in-arms. It was a good time for us, a little pause between what had

  come before and what must come after.




  Late at night, alone in my chamber, I found myself loth to sleep. Now that I was no longer confined, I relished my solitude after a day of boisterous companionship.




  At Greenwich I had two windows in my chamber. One faced east, the other, south. The eastern one had a window seat, and there I found myself often, near midnight. It was always darkest in the

  eastern part of the sky. By mid-August the slow, lingering twilights had gone, and night came earlier. The stars were exceptionally clear now. I tried to pick them out, as I had been studying

  astronomy. I knew a great number of the constellations already. The heavens and the stars intrigued me. I was impressed that eclipses and other phenomena could be predicted by mathematicians. I

  wanted to learn how it was done. Already they knew that the third full moon from now would be partly shadowed. How?




  I wanted to learn all things; to experience all things; to stretch and stretch until I reached the end of myself, and found . . . I knew not what.




  The small casement window was open where I sat. A hot gush of wind came in, and there was a distant rumble. Far away I could see bright flashes. There would be a storm. The candles and torches

  in my chamber were dancing.




  The wind was from the west. Without thinking, I felt myself at one with that wind, that hot, questing wind. I took my lute, and immediately the tune and the words came, as if they had always

  been there:




  

    

      

        O Western wind




        When wilt thou blow




        The small rain down can rain?




        Christ, that my love were in my arms




        And I in my bed again.


      


    


  




  Summer ended, and the King returned. Within a few hours of his arrival, he summoned me to his chamber. Someone had told him about the tournaments. If I had not expected it, I should have. There

  are no secrets at court.




  I fortified myself for the interview by drinking three cups of claret in rapid succession. (One of the changes I had instigated in Father’s absence was an abundant supply of unwatered wine

  in my chamber.)




  Father was in his favourite place: his work closet. (It was popularly referred to as his “counting house” since he did most of his finances there.) He was wrestling with a great mass

  of chewed papers when I arrived, his head bent over a veritable ball of them. I noticed, for the first time, how grey his hair was. He was without his customary hat, and the torchlight turned the

  top of his head to silver. Perhaps that was why he never appeared in public without a head-covering of some sort.




  “Curse this monkey!” He gestured toward the little creature, now impertinently crouching near the Royal Seal. “He has destroyed my diary!” His voice was anguished.

  “It is gone!”




  Evidently the monkey had decided to turn the King’s private papers into a nest, first by shredding the paper and then by trampling it.




  “Perhaps you should put him in the royal menagerie, Sire,” I said. Six months ago. I had always hated the creature, who refused to be trained like a dog for his natural

  functions, yet could not imitate humans in the matter either.




  “Yes,” he said curtly. “But it is too late. He has already destroyed that which was most dear to me.”




  Just then the creature shrieked and began climbing on the wall-hanging. Clearly he belonged elsewhere: if not actually at the bottom of the Thames (my choice for him), then certainly in the

  royal menagerie at the Tower, where all the other strange (and unwelcome) beasts presented to the King by various misguided well-wishers ended up. There were lions (the symbolism was overworked),

  large turtles (for perseverance), wild boars (some noble emblem or other), camels (for wisdom, I believe), and even an elephant (for memory?).




  “I am sorry, Father.”




  “You have other things to be sorry for.” He abruptly put down the tattered ball of papers. “Your conduct while I was away, for one. Did you think it would remain hidden from

  me?”




  “No, Sire.”




  “Why, then? Why did you do it?”




  “I don’t know. I had to.”




  He snorted. “You are a fool. One of your companions died. And I have been told that—” Suddenly he stopped, racked by a ferocious cough. I had never heard one so deep. When he

  regained his breath, he went on, “—that you met with Princess Katherine secretly, against my express wishes. No, I will not pause for you to deny it! You are a wilful, perverse boy! You

  will never make a King, never, never, never—” He was close to tears. Then he put his head down and wept.




  I left him in his distress, overcome with my own. Was he correct in what he had said? You will never make a King, never, never, never. . . . The words stung and ate at me. He had seen

  many kings, and he knew.




  
 





  XI




  During the autumn, the King’s cough worsened. It was no longer sporadic but became a permanent part of him, waking and sleeping. In November

  the blood first appeared in the sputum: a signpost pointing to death.




  How did he feel, seeing it? Of all the things God does to us, showing us our certain death is the cruellest. I pray that I may be spared such unambiguity when my time comes.




  The King carried on. And lived through that winter and the next.




  And so I was not to be a fifteen-year-old King. Nor a sixteen-year-old King. For which I thanked God nightly.




  I was not ready to be King; I was far too young. Should I become King now, I must inevitably have a Protector, someone who would rule for me in the interim. And how to dispatch that Protector

  once I came of age? Protectors often usurped the throne. One had to go back no further than Richard III for an example.




  I would have to deal with men many years older than myself within my own realm; men publicly my supporters but in truth out only for themselves. And there were the ever-present pretenders and

  factions. I had several Yorkist cousins; one in particular, the Duke of Suffolk, Edmund de la Pole, son of Edward IV’s sister, styled himself “the White Rose” and waited,

  grinning, in France, to move against me. And abroad, I must face rulers almost triple my age: Ferdinand, King of Spain; Maximilian, Holy Roman Emperor; Louis XII, King of France; Pope Julius. I

  would be a youth among a pack of veteran intriguers and dissemblers.




  Father had assiduously avoided any entanglements on the Continent, but that could not endure much longer, particularly since the French and Margaret of Burgundy (Edward IV’s sister, known

  as “aunt to all the pretenders”) persisted in tickling Yorkist fancies and harbouring pretenders and claimants to the English throne. Father had had to fight three pitched battles to

  win and defend his crown, and I, most likely, would have to do the same. How would I fare on the battlefield? I might make a good showing on the rigorously prescribed area of the tournament field,

  but a true battle was something else. Richard III had been brave, and a good fighter, it was said . . . but he was hacked in a dozen places, and his naked body slung over an old horse after the

  battle. His head bobbed and struck a stone bridge in crossing and was crushed, but no matter, he was dead. . . .




  There would be fighting, and a test, sometime, of whether I was worthy to be King. And I shrank from it. Yes, I must tell it: I did not want the test and prayed for it to fall elsewhere, at some

  other time, on some other man. I was afraid. As it came closer, I no longer wished to be King, so acute was my fear of failure. When I was a little younger, I had blithely assumed that since God

  had chosen me for the kingship, He would protect me in all my doings. Now I knew it was not so simple. Had He protected Saul? Henry VI? He had set up many kings only to have them fall, to

  illustrate something of His own unsearchable purpose. He used us as we use cattle or bean-plants. And no man knew what his own end or purpose was. A fallen king, a foolish king, made a good example

  of something, was part of the mysterious cycle.




  

    The year I was seventeen, there were but two overriding concerns at court: when would the King die, and how would he die? Would he expire peacefully in his sleep, or would he remain an

    invalid for months, perhaps years, becoming cruel and distracted on account of the constant pain? Would he lie abed carrying on his affairs of state, or would he become incapable, leaving the

    realm in effect without a King for an unknown stretch of time?


  




  And what of Prince Henry? Who would rule for him? The King had appointed no Protector, although surely the Prince could not rule by himself. Such were their fears.




  Outwardly, things went on the same as ever. Father continued to meet with ambassadors and discuss treaties, to haggle over the precise meaning of this phrase or that as if the outcome would

  concern him in five years’ time. He would stop every few minutes to cough blood, as naturally as other men cleared their throats. He kept a quantity of clean linens by his side for this

  purpose. In the morning a stack of fresh white folded cloths was brought to his bedside; when he retired, a pile of bloody, wadded ones was taken away.




  Father convened the Privy Council to meet by his bedside, and I was present at a number of these meetings. They were dull and concerned exclusively with money: the getting of it, the lending of

  it, the protecting of it. Empson and Dudley, his finance ministers, were unscrupulous extortionists. Evidently a King’s main concern (to be attended to every waking moment) was the chasing of

  money. It seemed sordid. Was Alexander the Great concerned with such things? Did Caesar have to fuss about Calpurnia’s dowry?




  For Katherine’s dowry still had not been settled to Father’s satisfaction. He continued to berate Ferdinand’s ambassador and threaten to send Katherine back, to marry me to a

  French princess, and so on. He quite enjoyed it, I think, as other men enjoy bear-baiting. And it kept his mind from the bloody linens.




  But the minds of everyone else at court were focused on them. It was a matter of great concern how many he had used today, and how much blood was on them. Was it thick or thin? Red or pink? Or

  black? The laundryman and washwomen were paid handsomely for this information.




  At the Christmas festivities Father continued his slow, agonizing Dance of Death, while by convention all onlookers pretended not to see. It was treason to “imagine” the King’s

  death but at the same time not humanly possible to avoid it.




  

    He continued playing political chess, using his two remaining unmarried children as his principal pawns and collateral. In a macabre (or perhaps only self-deceptive) gesture, he included

    himself in the marriage negotiations along with me and Mary. Just before New Year’s he put the finishing touches on his grand Triple Alliance, a confusing welter of marriages designed to

    weld the Habsburgs and the Tudors into a splendid family edifice. He himself was to become the bridegroom of Lady Margaret of Savoy, Regent of the Netherlands; I was to marry a daughter of Duke

    Albert of Bavaria; and thirteen-year-old Mary was to marry nine-year-old Charles, grandson of both King Ferdinand and Maximilian, and in all probability a future Holy Roman Emperor. (Although the

    Holy Roman Emperor must be elected, the electors seem singularly blind to the merits of any candidates outside the Habsburg family. It is no more an “election” than that of the

    Papacy, but is for sale.)
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      To the highest bidder, as Henry and Wolsey discovered firsthand when they tried to buy the election of the Holy Roman Emperor in 1517 for Henry, and then the Papal election of 1522 for

      Wolsey. Those offices do not come cheap, and Henry and his pompous, puffed-up ass of a chancellor were simply not willing to pay the full market value. Henry sometimes showed a streak of

      perverse frugality—perhaps as a sentimental gesture to the memory of his father?


    


  




  

    [image: ] HENRY VIII:


  




  Happy with this accomplishment, the King retired to his death-chamber. He went into it shortly after New Year’s Day, 1509, and never left it again. He chose Richmond as the place where he

  wished to die.




  Yet the outward pose must be maintained. The King was not dying, he was merely indisposed; not weak, merely tired; not failing, merely resting. Every day he sent for me, and I spent several

  hours at his side, but he stubbornly refused to confide anything of real importance to me. He must play his part, as I mine.




  When I came into his chamber, I must not remark upon his one luxurious concession to dying: the logs piled high in the fireplace and the abnormal warmth of the room. Nor must I sniff or allude

  in any way to the heavy perfumes and incense employed to mask the odour of illness and death. The rose scent was cloying, almost nauseating, but eventually I became used to it—after a

  fashion. I was to be always alert and cheerful, to appear as blind and insensitive as Father had once pronounced me to be.




  In spite of the splendid large windows, with their hundreds of clear, small panes set like jewels in a frame, the hangings were ordered closed, shutting out the abundant light. From where he

  lay, Father could have looked out upon fields and sky, but he chose not to do so. Instead he lay on his back on a long couch, surrounded by pillows and the ever-present small linens. He would talk

  idly, or say nothing at all, just stare sadly at the crucifix above the small altar at the opposite side of the room. He was very devout, like all the Lancastrians—although not insanely so,

  like his half-uncle Henry VI.




  “Yesterday I noticed that you used a fork for eating,” he suddenly said. His voice was so low I had to strain to hear it.




  “Yes,” I replied. All the younger men and women at court used forks now.




  “French thing,” he said dreamily. “The French can be clever. To use a miniature trident at the table—yes—clever. I once had a safe conduct from the King of France.

  Did you know that?”




  “No, Sire.” Why do the old always ramble so? Naturally I made a vow at the time never to do so myself.




  “King Richard bribed the Duke of Brittany when I was in exile. Or rather the Duke’s treasurer, Peter Landois. In exchange for my life, he promised Landois the income not only from my

  earldom of Richmond, but from all my followers as well. Ha!” He gave a short laugh, followed by a paroxysm of coughing. It ended with a hideous gurgling sound and a soaked linen. He shook and

  shivered.




  “Let me put another cover here,” I said hurriedly, pulling up something folded at his feet. Not until it was spread out did I recognize it: the lion skin from that gruesome

  exhibition so long ago. The tail hung off the side of the couch, its bush of hair looking strangely like an ornamental tassle.




  “Better. That’s better,” he whispered. “The King of France—he said I would be safe there. And so I was. So I was. First I had to escape from Landois, but that was

  easy. I simply disguised myself as a servant to my own servant. I changed my costume in the woods. Then we rode as fast as possible for the border of France, Brittany was not part of France then,

  you know,” he added.




  “I know.” I looked at him, trying to see the young Welsh adventurer somewhere within him. But there was only an old man shivering under the covers in an overheated room.




  “Sometimes the French are our friends, sometimes our enemies. They harboured me, but when I became King they also harboured the Duke of Suffolk, Edmund de la Pole.”




  “The White Rose,” I said bitterly. “Darling of the Yorkists.”




  “Not only did they harbour him, they recognized him as rightful King of England, and honoured him as such! Oh, he had a merry time in the French court. I have finally been able to force

  the lying French to extradite him. Now he’s in the Tower. As long as he lives, you are not safe.”




  “Even though we have him in captivity?”




  “You will have to execute him,” he said matter-of-factly. “His life is a luxury you cannot afford.”




  I was stunned. I could not imagine myself executing someone simply for existing, or for having the wrong (or right?) blood in his veins. “I cannot!” I said in horror. “He has

  done nothing!”




  “He exists. That is enough.”




  “No!”




  “He fled abroad and allowed himself to be honoured as rightful King of England by a foreign court. His intentions are treasonous.”




  “Intentions are not deeds.”




  “Henry! In the name of God, this is vital for you to understand: he is your enemy. There can be only one King in a land, and if your enemies perceive you to be hesitant or

  soft-hearted, you will go the way of poor mad Henry VI. They are ruthless; you must be, too. You are all that stands between peace and anarchy. Your life is the one thing keeping another round of

  chaos at bay. Preserve that life. It is your duty as God’s chosen instrument!”




  “By taking an innocent life?”




  “He is not innocent! He is guilty; a foul, loathsome traitor!” He was becoming so excited that he sat up and beat his fists against the lion skin, feebly. “It does not matter

  what you know or do not know about finances; you can rely on my finance ministers, Empson and Dudley. Or about the workings of the Privy Council; Bishop Fox, the Lord Privy Seal, can tell you

  anything you wish to know, and guide you. But in the matter of protecting your throne, you can rely on no one besides yourself.” He fell back, exhausted by the exertion. “To be a King

  is to be an unnatural man. You must be hard where others are soft, and soft where others are hard. And—”




  I waited, but nothing followed. In the dim light I could perceive his quiet breathing. He was asleep.




  I hurriedly left the chamber. Stepping out into the bright indoor light in the adjoining room, free from the clouds of incense and perfume, was dizzying. A number of servants were waiting in

  what was in effect an anteroom for the death-chamber. A priest stood ever ready in case of sudden need. Today it was Thomas Wolsey, the King’s almoner (whose name I had appropriated to lure

  Katherine into the confessional). He was reading quietly on a small bench near the window. He nodded at me gravely as I passed through.




  I returned to my own chamber, still shaken by Father’s order. To execute my cousin de la Pole . . . I went to my work table and took out my writing materials. I found a scrap of paper upon

  which I had earlier been composing a letter in Latin. I dipped the pen in ink and wrote, for the first time, Henry Rex. My hand shook and made a blot. I tried again, then again. By the third

  time the hesitation was gone, and there were no blots. Henry Rex.




  

    The winter passed; an early spring was promised. By late March the skies were blue, and there were bright yellow wildflowers by the banks of the Thames. But in the death-chamber there was no

    spring; the pulled curtains resolutely kept it away. When the apple trees in the orchard beneath his windows burst into bloom, Father could not see or smell them.


  




  As he became weaker, more attendants clustered about, and we had less opportunity for private talk. Father had left until too late all the things he should have told me. Now we were both bound

  in the web of court ritual, which extended even into the death-chamber and effectively prevented any confidences between us. Yet at the same time I was expected to be continually present, from the

  early hour when Wolsey first celebrated Mass, to the evening when the grooms of the bedchamber went through the elaborate sequence of steps in readying the King’s bed for the night (such as

  rolling on the mattress to search for knives, and sprinkling holy water on the coverlet), to the final, surreptitious removal of the day’s pile of blood-soaked linens. Then Wolsey came in to

  say evening prayers, and my day was done.




  One night I was not able to leave him before midnight, as he was in pain and could not sleep until his physician administered a poppy-syrup which soothed him. Rather than returning to my own

  chambers, I felt a great need for cold, fresh air. I descended the small staircase to the door leading outside and found myself in the palace orchard. The trees were in full bloom, and a bloated

  moon—not quite full—illuminated them. They looked like rows of ghostly maidens, sweet and young. Below me the Thames flowed swiftly with the new spring-water, sparkling in the moonlight

  as it rushed past.




  It was the first time since dawn that I had been alone, and I felt a shuddering relief. Day after day in that death-chamber . . .




  I walked slowly through the ghostly orchard. The shadows were peculiarly sharp, and the moonlight almost blue. I cast a long shadow, one that moved silently between the crooked, still ones of

  the trees.




  “—dead soon. He can’t last.”




  I stopped at the unexpected sound of voices. They seemed unnaturally clear and hard in the open night air.




  “How old is he, anyway?”




  “Not so old. Fifty-two, I believe.”




  The voices were closer. They were two boatmen who had just tied up their boat at the landing and were walking toward the palace.




  “He has not been a bad King.”




  “Not if you remember Richard.”




  “Not many care to.” They laughed.




  “What of the new King?”




  There was a pause. “He’s a youngling. It is said he cares for nothing but sport.”




  “And women?”




  “No, not women. Not yet! He is but seventeen.”




  “Time enough if one is disposed that way.”




  “Aye, but he’s not.”




  They were almost level with me now. If they turned they would see me. But they did not and continued trudging toward the servants’ entrance of the palace.




  “How much longer, think you?”




  The other man made a noise indicating lack of knowledge or interest.




  

    My heart was pounding. In that instant I resolved never to allow myself to overhear talk about myself again. They had said nothing of importance, and yet it had distressed me. The way they

    spoke so offhandedly about Father’s life and my character . . . as though they knew us, had proprietary rights over us.
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      It was a resolve Henry seemed singularly unable to keep—not to listen in on conversations. (Happily for me, as this penchant of his is what led to our meeting.)
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  For them, Father’s passing was of little consequence, as they assumed that it did not presage another bloodbath or upheaval.




  But to me? I did not want him to die and leave me . . . leave me alone. I loved him. I hated him. I had not known until that moment just how much I relied on his presence, on his being the prow

  of the boat upon which I rode, protected from the spray and all other discomforts inherent in the voyage. Once he was gone, it would all break upon me.




  The men were past. I stood up and continued to walk. I can remember the odd, damp smell of early spring, a sort of musty-earth odour. And the utter stillness of the blossoming branches. In the

  hard cold light, they looked carved, as though they were made of marble and nothing could shatter them.




  I reached up and shook one of the branches, expecting a shower of petals to fall on me. But it did not happen; the flowers had only just opened and were still firmly attached. It was not yet

  their time to fall. And when it was, they would shower profusely, let go of their branch with an ease I envied.




  I was seventeen, and about to be shaken, and fall elsewhere, but I feared I would not do it with ease, or gracefully.




  I was no longer afraid. That had passed, replaced by resignation. What must be, must be. In my churchly training I had been told that the great Saint Augustine had asked God to make him pure,

  “but not yet.” God honoured his request, making him holy late in life. My unspoken wish was similar—to be King, but not yet. God had denied my petition. I was to be King before I

  was ready. I waited for it like a condemned man awaiting the executioner’s strike.




  

    But when the blow that severed me from my past came, it came softly and from behind.


  




  I returned to Father’s Privy Chamber early the next morning, and the next, and the next. In truth it was no longer a privy chamber; it was swarming with all those whose business it was to

  attend a dying monarch. Linacre and two other physicians must be constantly by the King’s side; two priests must be on the other side, one to hear his last confession and the other to

  administer extreme unction, while a third intoned Mass at the altar at the far end of the chamber. Lawyers hovered about to consult the King about the usual general pardon for all non-felonious

  prisoners in the realm, and nurses and servers came in a steady stream like columns of ants marching to and fro, carrying food and medicines and linens. Even his Florentine sculptor, Torrigiano,

  came to consult about the tomb monument that Father had commissioned for his vault in Westminster Abbey, where his private burial chapel had been under construction for several years. Father was

  thorough to the end.




  There was much left unsaid between us, and doubtless he had meant, in his usual orderly fashion, to leave it to the last. Having never died before, he did not realize that there would be no

  time, no privacy. As it was, Mary and I (Margaret had married the Scots King James IV six years before and was now in the far north) stood about awkwardly, out of place. The King spent a great deal

  of time looking at Mary, and I think he was seeing her mother in her. Mary was thirteen then, and a slender, fair girl.




  On the fourth day he worsened and could scarcely draw his breath. He lay back on the great mounds of pillows, which were heaped to form an eerie facsimile of a throne, and looked whiter than the

  bleached linens surrounding him. Clouds of rose-petal smoke rose from a censer nearby, but he no longer coughed in response. It was all I could do to keep from gagging, so pungent was the

  odour.




  He indicated that he wished to say something to me, and I bent near him. “I forgot,” he whispered. His breath was foul. “Promise to fight the Infidel.” A pause. “No

  friends. You must have no friends.”




  When I made no reply, he went on, slowly. “You know about de la Pole. You know the danger. But friends can also be the door through which treason enters. Have no friends. A King has no

  friends.”




  I felt great pity for him. His strange vagabond life had precluded any opportunity to have normal boyhood friends, to make those bonds that last for life. I was deeply grateful that I had been

  given friends such as Carew, Neville, and Henry Courtenay, and I felt privileged, as they were precious to me. I remember the thought, which came to me vividly and insistently. (How honest I am to

  record it, in light of their subsequent treason. How much more wise I would have myself appear!)




  “I would not be a hermit,” was all I answered.




  “Then you would not be King,” he replied softly. “And I see now that you are singularly unsuited to be anything else. You were right—it is God’s doing. And you

  must—” He was interrupted by a fit of coughing so violent that blood flew out of his mouth and splattered on the floor. “A priest—” he whispered, when it had stopped.

  “Wolsey.”




  I rushed away from his bedside, seeking Wolsey. In the dim chamber, made more so by the clouds of smoke, I could not see him. Was he at the altar? I ran to it, but did not find him. He must be

  in the anteroom beyond. I ran at the heavy doors, bursting them open, and stood panting on the other side. Wolsey was sitting on a bench, calmly reading a Psalter. Even at that confused moment, I

  was struck by his almost unnatural composure.




  “My fa—”—I corrected myself—“the King calls you.”




  Wolsey rose, and together we entered the Privy Chamber.




  “Go to him!” I almost pushed Wolsey toward Father’s bed. But he did not move toward him. Instead he dropped to his knees by my side.




  “Your Highness,” he said.




  I looked about me. No one was facing Father; they were all turned toward me. Wolsey had seen it, whereas I had been blind.




  “The King is dead,” said Linacre, coming toward me slowly. I saw Father lying still on the cushions, his mouth gaping open.




  “Long live the King!” someone shouted from the back of the chamber, obscenely loud. Then someone else ripped asunder the closed velvet window hangings and wrenched open the casement

  windows. A flood of sunlight and wind rushed in, dispersing the clouds of sickroom incense.




  “Long live the King!” Others took up the cry, until the chamber resounded with it as Father lay unhearing, forgotten.




  My sister Mary came to me. I reached out to put my arm around her, to share our strange grief at being orphans. Instead she, too, fell to her knees in homage.




  “Your Highness,” she said, taking my hand and kissing it.




  “Mary! You must not—”




  “You are my King, to whom I owe all obedience,” she said, turning her shining young face up to mine.




  Shaking, I pulled my hand away. I pushed past Wolsey and confusedly sought a little-known door from the anteroom, which led directly to the orchard where I had stood only a few nights ago. I

  sought it as though it had some magic, some comfort for me.




  I pushed open the heavy, studded door and came outside, dazzled by the intense April green. The trees were in full bloom, the soft petals loose now, scattering in the wind and showering over me.

  At once everything seemed clear, sharp, remote, as if I were seeing through a prism. From far away I heard the herald at the palace gates proclaiming me “Henry VIII by the grace of God King

  of England and France and Lord of Ireland.” His voice floated along in the flower-scented air, a disembodied ghost.




  In a few minutes the peculiar otherworldliness passed away, and I was merely standing in a palace orchard I had known since childhood. There was nothing remotely supernatural about the orchard

  itself, but there was no denying the magic present that afternoon: there is always an element of magic in the making of a King.




  
 





  XII




  I stood there a long time, savouring the illusion of solitude, until voices broke into my thoughts—the voices of a great crowd of ground

  workers and servants who were converging on the orchard, trapping me.




  I turned in surprised dismay and was greeted with a rising shout. “Long live the King!” a large, red-faced gardener yelled. He raised his hands. “Long live King

  Harry!”




  I winced inwardly at the familiarity. Did they see me, then, only as Little Harry? There was no majesty, no dread in that. Just a plaything . . .




  “Pretty Hal!” an old woman called. Again I shuddered, remembering another woman’s call for Edward’s pretty face.




  I wanted them to be gone, to stop mocking me. I came toward them, wanting only to get past them and back into the palace. How had they found me so quickly?




  Then, as I came closer to them, they began cheering wildly. And rather than fearing them, something changed inside me, and I reached out for them. Another voice than mine (although it came from

  my own mouth) was saying, “I thank you. I have only one wish: while I am King, may you always be as happy as you are today.” The words sprang from within me, unbidden.




  “Wine!” I called, to no one in particular, knowing, somehow, that the order would be obeyed. “Wine for all!”




  This set them cheering and distracted them so that I could make my way back into the palace. I closed the door behind me, thankfully. I could still hear their shouts outside.




  Yet another knot of people—pages and servers and turnspits this time—was waiting on the other side of the door. They instantly fell to their knees and pledged loyalty to me, saluting

  me as their blessed King. Awkwardly I thanked them and continued on my way back to Father’s apartments. All along the passages it was the same: lines of people falling on their knees. How had

  they heard so swiftly? (I did not know then that within palace walls, news travels faster than the speed of the winged god—some say even before it happens. All I could think was: Will I never

  be alone again?)




  At length (it seemed forever) I reached the guardroom, the outermost of the royal apartments. I wrenched open the heavy door, expecting to find blessed solitude beyond it. And I was not

  disappointed: the vast room, hung with faded tapestries and outmoded armour, appeared empty. This was where men customarily awaited an audience with the King. The thought crossed my mind that

  Father had made it as dismal and comfortless as possible to discourage most petitioners before their turns came. Even in late April, the room was chilly.




  At the far end was the door leading to the Presence Chamber, the throne room. As I strode toward it, I saw a movement: a priest detached himself from the shadows and made toward the door. It was

  Wolsey.




  “Your Grace,” he said. “I stand ready to help you. As the late King’s almoner, I am well acquainted—”




  Already the self-seekers were at me. “I myself am well acquainted with the late King,” I cut him off.




  “You misunderstand me, Your Grace. I meant with the . . . distressing business that is attendant upon a royal death. The obsequies, the funeral, the interment—”




  “Father has already arranged for that.” I pulled at the door, but somehow he prevented me.




  “Of course, with the final details,” he persisted. He was extremely persistent, this Wolsey. “The magnificent tomb he has commissioned from Torrigiano, the dazzling chapel in

  the Abbey, already near completed. But the personal details, such unhappy things as the embalming, the lying-in-state, the funeral effigy—”




  “Minor things,” I said, trying once more to detach myself.




  “Distasteful things,” he said pointedly. “Things dealing with ugliness, when your mind should be engaged elsewhere. You have much to attend to, have you not? Where is the son

  who could joyfully oversee his father’s funeral? And you must be joyful, Your Grace: you must rejoice, even as the Kingdom does. No gloominess, lest you remind them of—” He broke

  off tactfully. A rehearsed break. Yet he had touched me on vital matters.




  “Then see to it!” I cried in frustration.




  He bowed serenely in compliance as I wrenched open the door and at last found myself in the Presence Chamber, alone.




  I walked across that large area, strangely plain in spite of the dais with the carved throne-chair upon it. It was situated so that the petitioner must cross the entire length of the room before

  seeing the King’s face. It was effective, no doubt, yet the overwhelming feeling of the room was of greyness, bleakness, which no amount of royal presence could overcome.




  And from there I passed into Father’s private apartments, where he actually lived. But he was dead, I reminded myself. . . .




  The great Privy Chamber, so lately turned into a dying chamber, was already changed. The incense burners were gone, the curtains opened. And the bed was empty.




  “Where have you taken him?” I cried.




  “The cry of Mary Magdalen,” said a voice behind me. I whirled around and saw Wolsey. Again, Wolsey. He must have followed me. “ ‘They have taken away my Lord, and I know

  not where they have laid him.’ ”




  “Do you seek to impress me with your knowledge of Scripture?” I said blandly. “All priests know such; I as well. I asked where you have taken him.”




  Wolsey looked apologetic. “There were things to be attended to immediately. I regret I did anticipate my commission. They have taken him to do the death-mask, then to disembowel and

  embalm him.”




  “I see.” It was sickening. I looked around, feeling a great need of wine. Then I felt a cup pushed into my hand, like a wish fulfilled. Wolsey again. I drank deeply, hoping to dispel

  the strange sense of inertia and otherworldliness that seemed to have gripped me.




  Wolsey vanished, but was replaced by a young red-haired page. It was magic. I almost laughed. It was all magic. I took another draught of wine. Ambrosia. I was immortal now, like a god. No, not

  immortal, I corrected myself. Kings die. Yet they are gods while they live. . . .




  I looked about me. This chamber was Father’s no longer, but mine. I walked, a little unsteadily, to the door leading to the King’s closet. This was where Father had spent much time,

  where he had summoned me often. (The term privy chamber was a misnomer. It was not private at all, but was the place where everyone personally attendant on the King converged: all the

  gentlemen and grooms of the chamber, the ushers, pages, servers, barbers, and so on. Beyond that, however, only select persons were allowed entrance. Thus the “closet” was truly the

  first privy chamber in a series of private rooms.) I flung open the door and stood looking at the bare, pitifully furnished room, recalling all the times I had been humiliated there. The hated

  monkey still chattered and jumped, even now at liberty to roam.




  “Take this creature away,” I said to the page. (I regret to record this as my second royal command.) I reached out and grabbed it by the scruff of the neck, thrust it into the

  boy’s arms, and said, “Dispose of it. I care not where!”




  The boy took the animal in his arms and carried it away. How easy that was! I stood amazed. Something I had had to endure for years, suddenly gone, swept aside with a word and a gesture. I

  laughed, delighted. Then I looked about the room, planning other changes. Was it cold? There would be fires. Was the desk old and lacking drawers? There would be a new Italian one, inlaid with rare

  woods. Was the room old-fashioned? Carpenters would repanel, sculptors redecorate, painters gild.
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