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I


It was devised that the Lord Percy should marry one of the Earl of Shrewsbury’s daughters—as he did afterwards. Mistress Anne Boleyn was greatly offended with this, saying that if ever it lay in her power she would work the Cardinal as much displeasure as he had done her.

Cavendish, The Life of Cardinal Wolsey



BLICKLING HALL, NORFOLK. OCTOBER 1523




THE SERVING WOMAN WENT AND knelt by the hearth and busied herself with the kindling of the fire. Every movement, every line of her body, proclaimed that she was making a concession to unusual circumstance. Fifteen years and almost as many small promotions lay between her and such a lowly task: but the room, the whole house except for the kitchen, was as cold and damp as the grave, and what was left of the household was in that state of disorganization possible only to one caught unawares in the moment of relaxation following a visit from its master who has just departed and unlikely to return for some time. So Emma Arnett, a practical woman, was lighting the fire.

She had, after all, been specially charged to look after her new mistress, the pale, thin girl, stony-eyed with misery, who now stood, still in her damp riding clothes, staring out at the lashing rain. It had rained almost all the way from London, and the state of the roads had added at least two days to the miserable journey. Unless the girl were soon warmed, and coddled a little, she’d come down with a cold, and to judge by the look of her, she was in no state to shake off even the most trivial indisposition.

“Even the wood is damp,” Emma said. “Or I’ve lost my knack.”

It was as well to draw attention to the fact that she, Lady Lucia’s personal body-servant, was down on her knees, blackening her hands, doing a kitchen slut’s work.

“It doesn’t matter,” the girl said in a dull, indifferent way. “We can go to bed.”

“That we can’t do, yet. Apart from the servants’ pallets there’s not a bed in the house fit to sleep on. Those Sir Thomas and his company used, that might have been aired, are all out in the barn, emptied and being picked over. He complained that they were lumpy, as I’ve no doubt they were. That slit-eyed rogue that calls himself steward is as fit for the job as I am to be Master of Horse.”

The window rattled under the onslaught of wind and rain; what little smoke had gathered in the chimney gushed out again and drifted about the room.

“A fine homecoming,” Emma Arnett said.

The girl brought her hands out from under her arms and began to rub them together.

“It’s not my home. It’s just one of my father’s houses. I haven’t had a home for years. And now it looks as though I never may again.”

Emma turned her head and gave the girl a cautious, almost apprehensive glance. Would it come now, the inevitable breakdown, the moment she’d been dreading ever since she had been set this task? She hated weak tearful women, and one of the things which irked her now that she had achieved her ambition to be lady’s maid was the emotional demand ladies so often made of their servants. They’d smile and hold their heads high, and conceal their sufferings both of mind and body, right up to the door of the bed-chamber. Once within, with the loosening of the stays, the letting down of the hair, would come the collapse. To you, Emma, I can show my hurt; from you I can ask pity. The trouble was, she had none to give; and to be asked for it was as embarrassing as being accosted by a beggar when you yourself were penniless. Poverty, misfortune, and exploitation had made her hard, through and through, and she disliked acting the hypocrite though she did it, frequently and successfully.

If the girl, upon those woeful words, broke down and wept, Emma would pat and make clucking sounds, and find something hopeful and consoling to say; but the pretense at sympathy would kill the genuine and quite lively feeling toward the girl which had been building up, hour by hour, over the last six days. For, although Emma was incapable of pity, she could be moved to admiration by any evidence of fortitude and hardihood, which were her own virtues. And so far the girl had behaved with a remarkable and surprising gallantry.

For there was no doubt that she had taken a heavy blow, all the worse for following upon what seemed to be a piece of quite astonishing good fortune.

Satisfied that the dangerous moment had passed, Emma turned her attention to the sulky fire while through her mind ran again, on a well-worn groove, everything that she knew about Mistress Anne Boleyn.

She had come home from France where she’d been in the service of Queen Claude, because there’d been a disagreement between King Henry of England and King Francis of France which looked as though it would end in war. She’d very soon been given a place among Queen Catherine’s women which was natural enough, for her father, Sir Thomas, was one of the King’s favorite errand-runners, place-fillers, a kind of gentleman lackey.

In her new sphere the girl had been noticeable, but for all the wrong reasons. Queen Catherine—now in her thirties and a little faded, her figure ruined by ill-fated pregnancies—had once been beautiful and still showed a preference for good-looking women about her, just as she liked fine clothes and jewels. Anne Boleyn had no looks to speak of, no bosom even. One of the Court gallants had dismissed her with the words, “All eyes and hair,” and that was a truer saying than were most such slighting remarks. Her hair and her eyes were noticeable, but they were black, and at Court brunettes were out of fashion. And out of fashion, too, was anything French. Mistress Anne, who had lived in France since she was nine years old, had brought home a marked French accent. This, with her coloring and a certain, indefinable freedom of manner, regarded as typically French, had led a number of people to think that she was not wholly English. Any levity was noticeable at Court, Queen Catherine was, after all, a Spaniard, and Spanish Court manners were known to be the stiffest, most formal in all the world. There was another thing which weighed, in the scales of public esteem, against the plain, lively girl; her elder sister, Mary Boleyn, had been for a time the King’s mistress. For a King, a man married to a woman some years his senior, Henry had led a comparatively chaste life, so his lapses were noted, and remembered.

There she was; sixteen years old, with no advantages whatsoever; the Cinderella of the Queen’s ladies, and, it seemed, about to turn the fairy tale into real life. For she had caught the eye of young Harry Percy, heir to the Earl of Northumberland; a young man who by blood and wealth would have been a suitable match for any woman outside the closest kin to royalty. And even when you considered royalty’s close kin, you must remember that Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, with a lineage much inferior to Percy’s, had married the King’s sister and weathered the storm of the King’s anger. Harry Percy could, in fact, have married almost anyone; and he proposed to marry Anne Boleyn.

It was a nine days’ wonder and the gossip reached Emma Arnett, busy with the wardrobe, the jewels, the hair-dressing of Lady Lucia Bryant, one of the women closest to the Queen. This, said gossip, is a love affair which will link all the Johnnies-Come-Up-Lately with those of the real nobility who survived the Wars of the Roses. Sir Thomas Boleyn’s grandfather had been a tradesman, mercer, saddler, corn-chandler, who remembered exactly what? He’d been Lord Mayor of London and made a pile of money. But William de Perci had come over with William the Conqueror; and young Harry Percy’s namesake, nicknamed Hotspur, had been on shoulder slapping terms, boon companion terms, with Henry V, hero of Agincourt.

People began to say that there must be more in the thin, sallow, sloe-eyed little girl than appeared on the surface. What was it? Nobody could say. It was a mystery. It was a little like those old, discredited tales of the alchemists who could turn base metal into gold. From plain Mistress Anne Boleyn to Lady Northumberland…

And then, from the center of his enormous, complicated web, from open negotiations with the Emperor, secret negotiations with the French, from his buildings, his law suits, his multitudinous ecclesiastical concerns, the great Cardinal, Thomas Wolsey, son of an Ipswich butcher and now called, not entirely in jest—though jesting words often hold unpalatable truths—“the King of Europe,” moved. Harry Percy was attached to his household. One evening he was called in and told, pleasantly but bluntly, that his notion of marrying Anne Boleyn must be abandoned.

Wolsey was a practical man and he gave good practical reasons for his order. It was not a suitable match. Sir Thomas Boleyn was a toady, a lackey; Mary Boleyn was a whore. Daughter of one, sister of the other, Anne was unworthy of a Percy’s attention.

The Cardinal was, at that moment, at the zenith of his powers. He was the friend and confidant not only of the King of England, but of the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, of His Most Christian Majesty, Francis the First of France, and of lesser rulers, Regents, Dukes, Margraves, throughout the whole of Christendom. He could make or break alliances; he could plan war or peace. The King of France and the Emperor were little boys, sitting on opposite ends of a seesaw; Wolsey, with a flick of the hand, could set the thing swinging.

Nobody yet, except in the debased marketplace of diplomacy where “No” merely meant “What bid?,” had ever said “No” to Thomas Wolsey. But on this evening, the great silly handsome boy, Harry Percy, in whom under the silk and velvet of this later, softer age, the blood of Hotspur ran, said “No” with a firmness which the Cardinal recognized. Harry Percy said that he did not intend to be dictated to; he’d chosen the woman he wanted to marry and he meant to stick to his choice. His Eminence could say what he liked about Sir Thomas, and about Mary; he wasn’t proposing to marry either of them.

In Court circles there was a great buzz. There were plenty of people who would have been delighted to see the Cardinal defeated, even over so minor an issue. But they were in an awkward position, standing on one foot, as it were. For they were the very ones who were against “the new men” and who would willingly have seen Thomas Boleyn also cut down.

Taking sides, not taking sides, awaiting the outcome, curious, avid, people who had never bothered to give Anne more than a passing glance, now studied her carefully, and missed the quality that Emma Arnett was so soon to recognize. Through those critical days the girl moved almost as though unaware that her fate was in the balance; stared at, she was neither embarrassed, nor defiant; she seemed to be deaf to gossip, and when questioned by those whose curiosity outran their mannerliness, she returned answers that were masterpieces of evasion.

The situation lasted only as long as it took the Earl of Northumberland to come roaring down to London. The Cardinal had never yet suffered defeat on a domestic issue, and it was not to be for Harry Percy, doughty fighter as he was, to score the first success. The Cardinal and the Earl had been closeted together for an hour; then the Earl emerged and found his son and informed him that he seemed to have overlooked the fact that he had been betrothed, in his early youth, to a daughter of the Earl of Shrewsbury, and that nothing short of expensive and long-drawn-out legal procedure could set him free to marry anyone else. The Cardinal sent a messenger to the Court, and before the day was out Emma Arnett, hitherto a mere listener to gossip, had been assigned an active part.

She was removing her lady’s headdress when the lady, who had said little and seemed thoughtful since she entered the room, said,

“Emma. Mistress Anne Boleyn is to leave Court tomorrow and go to her father. She has no woman of her own and the Queen, who feels sorry for her, suggested that I should lend you to accompany her and stay with her as long as needs be.”

In Emma, the cold, sluggish resentment that passed for anger stirred. You worked and watched, copied and learned, and by sheer determination pulled yourself out of the kitchen of a remote Norfolk manor house into the bed-chamber of a palace; but it made no difference. You were a chattel still. Something to be lent about, like a piece of clothing. Less important. Lending a sable-lined cloak a lady would say, “Treat it carefully.” No such words had accompanied this lending, she’d warrant.

She was mindful to keep her face impassive because of the mirror; and no sign of her discontent sounded in her voice as she asked,

“Who will take my place with you, my lady?”

“Agnes Fieldman. I can manage with her. I shall miss you, Emma, but Her Grace looked straight at me as she described the position. Someone reliable, responsible and kind, she said, and waited for me to offer.”

In truth, the Queen had not had to wait at all. Lady Lucia had made the offer with a promptness that was almost unflattering to Emma, and there was reason for that. Emma was reliable and responsible and skilled, but she was forty years old and set in her ways. Naturally she always did exactly what she was told—she’d have caught a buffet otherwise—but somehow anything new, any innovation suggested by her ladyship, seemed to go wrong as soon as Emma took it in hand. It was possible to have one maid too long. Lady Lucia would be very happy to be served by Agnes—who was adaptable—for a change. Another thing which made Emma, for all her virtues, less than perfect as a bed-chamber acolyte was her tendency to receive anything of which she disapproved with silence. It left you at a disadvantage, complaints and protests would be answered and quelled; you couldn’t very well chide a maid for saying nothing; yet there were times when Emma’s silences were more eloquent and offensive than words. This was one of them.

“One reason why I made the offer,” Lady Lucia said almost peevishly, “is that she is bound for Blickling, in Norfolk. I thought it would be pleasant for you to visit your family and friends.”

Trying to make an imposition seem like a favor, Emma thought, laying the headdress away with delicate care. But her quick ear caught the note in her lady’s voice and she said, as a good servant should, exactly what was expected of her,

“It was kind of you to think of that, my lady.”

Her own inner voice said—Kind! Family and friends? It’s more than twenty years since I was in Norfolk; twenty-four since my father’s farm was turned into a sheep run and he died, empty-bellied and brokenhearted, and my mother, the best butter maker in five parishes, had to go to work at a wool merchant’s as a picker and baler, and was dead in a year of the cough.

Gently she loosed and removed the lady’s gown, gently unlaced the iron-stiffened stays.

“Of course, I began at the wrong end,” Lady Lucia said. “I should have explained why Mistress Anne is bound for Blickling.”

Emma had heard already. News spread quickly in palaces which were, in effect, small towns. But she listened with the required politeness, and was rewarded by hearing one thing that had not been mentioned over the goffering irons.

“The Cardinal’s intervention,” Lady Lucia said, “is regarded as being very strange. And so is the fact that no one, no one at all, has, until today, heard a whisper about the betrothal between young Percy and Lord Shrewsbury’s girl. One would have expected the father, not His Eminence, to have made the first protest. In fact, the whole thing appears to be a political move. A blow aimed at Sir Thomas Boleyn who, many people think, is getting beyond himself. So the poor wench must suffer, and you, Emma, must be kind. And patient. Remember, all her hopes are shattered.”

Emma had been prepared to take charge of a tearful, perhaps hysterical girl, who in this moment of crisis would show her lack of breeding. The serving woman recognized two kinds of breeding, that of the truly great, that of her own peasant class. The outstanding example of the former kind was the Queen herself who had borne, without self-pity or bitterness, repeated disappointments in her effort to provide England with an heir. One living child, the Princess Mary; a son who had died while the celebrations of his birth were still in progress, stillborn children, miscarriages. And never a whimper. Catherine was the daughter of Isabella of Castile, the Warrior Queen, and she battled against ill fate with the same dogged courage as her mother had shown against the Moors. That kind of courage was admirable. And so was that of the hard, tough peasant stock from which Emma herself came, the courage of patience, of endurance, of a fundamental hopelessness. Between these two extremes lay the middling sort of people, which included those seemingly great ladies who showed a brave face to the world and then cried on the shoulders of their serving women.

Emma had been prepared for tears and swoonings all the way from London to Blickling.

On the first day she’d thought the girl was stunned, not yet aware of what she had lost—just as they said that in battle a man could receive a disabling, or even fatal wound and feel nothing for a while. Hatfield; Stevenage; Baldock; Royston; the weather bad, the inns poor, the two manservants surly; Exning; Thet-ford; Aylsham; and then the arrival at the almost-worse-than-deserted house. And still not a tear. Not even now, when she commented upon her homelessness in the past and the likelihood of being homeless forever.

This behavior showed quality that Emma Arnett recognized; it spoke of something hard and strong; something with which she was akin.

She rose from her knees.

“That Rhys,” she said, “looked me as straight in the face as his eyes would let him, and said he had no key to the cellar. I told him that if that was so, he should take a hatchet to the door. If he hasn’t, I will.”

Anne said, “He’ll have found the key.”

“I’ll find out,” Emma said, and gave the fire a last look, you dare go out! and went from the room, the old, dirty rushes crackling under her feet.



Left alone, Anne bent her thumb and put it between her teeth and bit upon it hard. Seven days now; a whole week, and never one moment in which to cry. Lady Cuddington had taken her aside, into the embrasure of the window, and broken the news; and she and the others had expected a storm of tears, a swoon, a fit. But they were all too small, too ordinary things. Women cried over toothache, swooned if they cut a finger, had a fit at the sight of a mouse. What she had wanted to do, when Lady Cuddington had kindly and hesitantly said what was to be said, was to wave her hand and destroy everybody, to call down the fire that had consumed Sodom and Gomorrah and watch them all burn. But she couldn’t do that and, raging against her impotence, she had done the only thing left to do; held her head high, kept her face masklike, compelled her voice to be steady.

“If I am to travel tomorrow I should ask leave to retire and make ready.”

She crossed the room, every eye upon her, to the other window where Catherine and two ladies noted for their nimble needles were busy embroidering an altar cloth. She made her perfect, French-style curtsy and begged permission to withdraw, “Your Grace will know upon what cause.”

The Queen said quietly, “Yes, I know.” She would have liked to have added, “And I am sorry for it,” but she did not add those words. Not because she dared not; upon any matter of principle, any matter of right and wrong, Catherine’s courage was boundless. But to express, openly, at this moment, her sympathy with Anne, whom she regarded as a silly young girl, misled by a boy almost as young and even sillier, would have implied criticism of the Cardinal, and might easily be misinterpreted. The Cardinal’s spies were everywhere; Lady Lucia Bryant, Lady Cuddington even, might be the one to run and tattle, saying that the Queen had questioned the rightness of his decision with regard to Mistress Anne Boleyn. And just now, when the great Cardinal seemed to have changed sides and to be against France and for the Emperor, who was Catherine’s nephew, she was anxious to be upon good terms with him, outwardly at least. So she contented herself by saying,

“I hope you have a safe and pleasant journey.” And then had done her best to ensure the girl’s comfort by making certain that on the journey she should be well served. A Queen’s life was largely made up of such compromises.

Anne had gone, consumed with rage and misery which must be concealed, to the large room that she shared with three other maids of honor. Two of them, with their women, were there, half naked, trying on the clothes that they were to wear at the masque in two days’ time. No place to cry.

They’d have believed that she was crying from thwarted ambition, for the title and the wealth and the position which would now never be hers. “Love” was a word much used in the poems and songs and masques, but in real everyday life about the Court it means nothing. There wasn’t one person who would have believed her had she cried, “My heart is broken; I love him.” But it was true. Harry Percy, big, handsome, a little stupid, had arrived in her life just at the moment when she passed the line between childhood and womanhood and she had given him all the stored up, hitherto untapped love that was in her, love which girls who had grown up at home had dispensed unthinking to their fathers, brothers, cousins, friends. His name, his wealth, his status meant nothing to her; she would have felt the same about him had he been a groom, a forester, a farmer. Merely to look at him across a crowded room made her feel dizzy, boneless, breathless; a glance from him, a chance touching of hands sent all her pulses leaping. She was in love with him before he noticed her, and in her inexperience thought that it would be impossible that anything could ever increase that love; but when he began to single her out for attention, always choosing her as his partner in any dance or game, contriving excuses to get her alone, gratitude and wonder, even a kind of awe were added to her love. In her mind he assumed almost godlike proportions; in choosing her he had elevated and honored her. The jealousy of the other ladies, openly displayed or masked by congratulatory phrases, was like incense.

He was older, infinitely more worldly-wise, much more prey to urgent physical desires. He would gladly enough have made her his mistress—at least not that exactly, since he intended to make her his wife—but there were evenings, in that summer of 1523, when he would willingly have anticipated the marriage ceremony. Two things prevented it. One the simple but bothersome business of lack of privacy; he was attached to the Cardinal’s household, she to the Queen’s, which meant that neither had a room where the door could be locked or bolted; neither was free to disappear for any length of time without explanation. But such handicaps had been overcome in the past and would be again in the future; it could have been contrived but for the other preventive, Anne’s surprising prudery; surprising because she was so gay, so frivolous, so French, so eager to attract, and having attracted, up to a point so responsive. Harry Percy, like almost everyone else, had preconceived notions about the French, and the French King’s lechery was a byword. Hardly anyone knew, or being told would have believed, that Queen Claude was almost fanatically chaste and had imposed upon her ladies a standard of conduct more suitable to a nunnery than a court. Years of such training, experienced in pliable youth, were not without effect. Also, of course, there was always Mary to remember. Mary hadn’t suffered; when the King had tired of her he had found her a husband, and her behavior had, in general, benefited her family, but Anne was liable at any critical moment to find herself thinking—Just because Mary was easy, don’t imagine that I…

So when the blow fell there was just a little extra sting to it; it was unjust to be so punished when she had behaved so blamelessly. And under that there was the deeper hurt of privation, of a loss that could never now be made good. She had loved him, she had saved the ultimate expression of that love as something to be enjoyed on her wedding night. Now she was never to have it. Lady Mary Talbot would. It was a childish comparison—but childhood was, after all, only just behind her; it was as though, served with cherry pie, she had saved the cherries until last, mumbled the crust, and then seen the fruit snatched away and given to another.

Never now, never never, in the whole of life, would she and Harry Percy lie together, naked in a bed. And it was that, not the wide acres, or the wealth, or being called Countess of Northumberland, that had mattered to her.

Upon that thought she pressed her arms to her waist and bent over against the pain that slashed her, as real and savage as though it derived not from a thought, but from a physical cause. This empty, gnawing emptiness, how long can it last? Until I die? I’m only sixteen, and women sometimes live to be old.

She straightened herself as Emma Arnett re-entered, but she looked so ghastly that the serving woman recalled a few instances of particularly stubborn people who had died, literally, on their feet. Suppose she died, Emma thought, remembering how little the girl had eaten in these six days, or slept. They’d blame me. They’d blame me for pushing on, for not seeing the state she was in, for not stopping at Hatfield and sending for a doctor. I was given full charge.

“Are you well, mistress?” she asked, setting down the tray she carried. It bore a tarnished silver candlestick, a lidded jug and a tall cup.

“Well enough,” Anne said.

“Come to the fire; there’s heat in it now. Let me take your cloak. There! The wine will hearten you. That Rhys found the key when I mentioned the hatchet, and they’ve heated it right, warm enough to be a comfort and not hot enough to lose goodness.” She poured some into the cup and handed it to Anne who took it and cradled it in both hands.

“They’re making the supper,” Emma said. “It’s a poor one, I’m afraid.”

As she spoke Emma Arnett who lived in the same skin rebuked her. A poor supper? A duck taken straight from the pond, plucked, dressed, and spitted; followed by marigold eggs, a rich confection of custard and apples. Poor? When to thousands of people two such dishes in conjunction would constitute a feast, suitable only to a wedding or a christening. When there were thousands more who had never in their lives tasted either, people who lived on bread and porridge, with two or three times a year a taste of salt pork or stockfish. When there were other thousands, beggars, who on many days ate nothing at all; who counted themselves lucky to be thrown a crust, or to be allowed to delve into a bucket of pig swill in the hope of dredging up some eatable morsel. There were at this moment more beggars in England than there had ever been, and not idle rogues, far from it; decent laboring men, thrown out of work because the acres they’d plowed and seeded and scythed had been turned into sheep runs. One man, they said, could tend the sheep that grazed an area which, properly farmed, had employed twenty; and what happened to the other nineteen Emma Arnett knew only too well. So she felt it wrong to decry the meal now being prepared, though her common sense told her that for a young lady straight from Court, where between twenty and thirty dishes were commonplace, it was a poor meal.

Anne said, “Whatever it is, I’m not hungry.”

“But you must eat, sometime.” Emma spoke earnestly, but without the coaxing manner most women in her position would have employed. “Every meal so far, you’ve just pecked and pushed away—I grant with good reason most times—but you can’t go on this way.”

“No, because I might die. And what a pity that would be!”

“There’re easier ways,” Emma said drily. “Besides, mistress, you’re young. It was a bad knock, and painful, but time will ease it, as it does most things. One day you may look back and laugh—I hope you will. But to do that you must keep alive.”

“I shall keep alive. Anger alone will do that for me.” She stared across the wine cup, into the fire. “It was such an unfair way to treat us,” she said, speaking more quickly and in an agitated manner. “Are we expected to believe that Harry had grown to this age and never been told that he was betrothed? When he came to London, wouldn’t his father have said, “Mark you, Harry, you’re not in the market for marriage, Mary Talbot has her brand on your flank?” Or even if he had overlooked so mild a precaution, wouldn’t he have found Harry and told him, himself, the moment he reached London? But oh no! First he must spend an hour, alone with that great bloated red spider, and then, out he comes with this tale all ready in his mouth. And why? God’s Wounds, I rack my brain trying to think why? Even if, to all Wolsey’s monopolies and all his duties had been added the arranging of marriages, why should this one so affront him that he must interfere?”

Lady Lucia, Emma remembered, had said much the same thing. Probably no one knew the reason, nor ever would. The Cardinal’s methods were too subtle to be understood by anyone but himself.

“He’s very sly,” Emma said. “If ever he fell out of favor he could earn a living at fairs, with three thimbles and a pea. Drink your wine while it’s warm, mistress.”

“Put the jug on the hearth,” Anne said, “and fetch yourself a cup. You’ve had a long, cold ride, too.”

During her spectacular career—upon which, although she did not know it, she had already started—she was to have virulent enemies, some devoted friends; arguments about her behavior, her motives, her personality were to go on and on down the years, but those who actually served her in a menial capacity never wavered in their good opinion of her, never had anything but kind things to say. “She was always considerate and just.” “To me she was a good mistress.” “She was easy to work for.”

Fetching the second cup Emma said to herself—That was thoughtful, with all she has on her mind, too. And she remembered how often, in her own hard life, a furious resentment had been all that had kept her going. She understood, and therefore sympathized with Anne’s anger, far more than she would have done with any softer emotion.

When she had poured wine into her cup she lifted it a little and said formally, “Good health, mistress; and better fortune.”

“I wish you health and happiness,” Anne responded. The wind whined and threw rain against the windows, but the fire was hot, the candles bright, and the erstwhile dreary room was cosy, a safe, warm refuge.

They had missed dinner in the effort to reach Blickling before twilight and upon empty stomachs the mulled wine, spiced with cloves and cinnamon and ginger, and sweetened with honey, was a potent brew. Under its influence each woman lowered guard a little and when a sudden thought struck her, Anne spoke aloud.

“Do you know, I believe, I truly believe that the Cardinal knew that my father had gone from here. That was another trick. My father has no great fondness for me, he is not a man given to fondness, but he is ambitious and my being cast off in this manner will displease him. Had he been here he would have heard my story and carried it to the King—he has his ear, at times, when the Cardinal is not whispering into it. He’d have asked for some proof of this former betrothal. And the Cardinal needed time. So I was sent here, because my father is at Hever. Oh, I was a fool to have left so meekly. I did everything wrong. Even the Queen…if I’d thought…if I’d had my wits about me, I shouldn’t have asked leave to retire, I should have flung myself at her feet and asked her to plead for me.”

“With the King?”

“Who else?”

“It would have been to no purpose,” Emma said, flatly. “Whatever influence Her Grace ever had upon the King is outworn. That marriage, mistress, is fourteen years old and has not given His Grace what he wanted, a sturdy son. You may ease your mind there, nothing that you could have said to the Queen could have bettered your case. And to have pleaded, fruitlessly, that, later on, would have burned you to remember.”

Anne looked at Emma and saw, for the first time, the woman within the servant.

“Yes,” she said. “It would.” And her mind took a sideways skip and she thought—At least I have done nothing to be ashamed of. So few minutes before she had been regretting that on those warm, rose-scented evenings she had withstood the demand of Harry’s urgent lips and hands, and of her own newly wakened, clamorous senses. Now she was glad. It was humiliating enough to be cast off as she had been; to have been abandoned after…Yes, that too would have burned her to remember.

The rest of what Emma had said slid through her mind almost unremarked. She had seen the King often enough; huge and handsome, in every way just a little more than life-size; the most powerful monarch in the world, the best knight in a tourney, the most skillful handler of the lute, the best—or almost the best—maker of songs. There was no visible sign of the Queen having lost influence over him, but possibly Emma knew best about that. She herself had been too much engrossed in her own love affair to give much heed to other people.

She thought—Fourteen years; if Harry and I had been allowed to marry, would our marriage have been outworn in fourteen years? It seemed impossible to imagine, as impossible as imagining snow and ice on the hottest summer day. No. Ours would have lasted, because it was a love match. The King and Queen had been thrust together by an arranged marriage, just as Harry and Mary Talbot were being thrust together.

And so, here she was, thinking the same thoughts, over and over, driving herself mad. It was as though her mind had been locked in a little stone cell, without door or window, and with nothing to do except go round and round.

She lifted the cup and drank, forgetting for once to be careful of something the concealing of which had become almost second nature; and suddenly she was aware that Emma was regarding it. Instead of whisking it away out of sight as she always did on those rare occasions when she had exposed it, she spread it out against the firelight; her slender, long-fingered left hand with its hateful deformity. Growing out from the little finger, near the nail, was another tiny fingertip.

“Yes,” she said, “you see aright. And you should cross yourself, Emma. People do, if they glimpse it. They call it a witch mark.”

“I’m not superstitious,” Emma said. As soon as the words were spoken she wished them back, or wished that they hadn’t sounded so abrupt and final. She had cultivated that way of speech; the fewest words, the least revealing, but she shouldn’t just at this moment have clipped a subject off so short. While the girl talked she wasn’t brooding; and she should have kept her talking until supper came; then maybe she would have eaten with some appetite.

With an obvious air of beginning again, she said, “It’s always seemed to me that if those who’re called witches could do a half of what they’re said to do, they could do more for themselves. But they’re always poor and ugly and old, and if their neighbors turn against them, they let themselves be taken and ducked, or swum, or pricked, as helpless as sheep.”

“You speak as though you had known a number.”

“There’s one in every village, and I had country jobs until about eleven years ago. In the country, until a cow dies or somebody has a bad accident, people take the whole business as natural. In fact country children play at being witches the same way they play at being married and keeping house.”

“Do they? I was a country child, too. I lived here, most of the time, after my mother died; but I hardly ever played games. I had a governess, a Frenchwoman, named Simonette, and with her it was lessons, lessons all the time. She was a very serious woman. I’ve been grateful to her, since. In France it made things easier for me, and once, when the other English maids of honor were sent home, I was allowed to stay because, speaking both tongues, I was useful.”

Was that good or bad? If I’d come home sooner I might not have met Harry at all; or I might have met him sooner and perhaps the Cardinal might not have noticed…All her past life, back to the lessons with Simonette, seemed like a path leading straight to this stony cell out of which she could not break, where her thoughts went round and round. She made another effort.

“Did you ever play at being a witch, Emma?”

“Well, I never had much time for play, either. My father had a little farm then and my mother was always busy and wanted all the help she could get. And even when there was time…” Emma heard herself making this confidential statement with some surprise, for it was something that she had always kept to herself, for you never knew who might listen and play a trick that they might think funny but which would be too loathsome to contemplate…“I never could abide frogs or toads,” she said. “So I never could play properly. But I have gone so far as to give our yard dog a secret name, “Owd Scrat” I used to call him, when we were alone; and I’ve well-wished people with a bit of cherry blossom, and I’ve pricked more than one name on a laurel leaf with a thorn. And nobody a bit the better or worse and the dog no more heedful of me, in fact less than he was of my father who called him “Nip” and lammed into him if he didn’t do what he was bid.”

Round and round inside the small stony cell; this time, if I were a witch, or even playing at being one, I know what I’d wish, good and ill. God’s life, if I could just have power for five minutes…

You see, she said, addressing herself, there is no escape; your thoughts always come back to the same point, as a mariner’s compass always comes back to the North. I can’t even sit and talk about my serving woman’s childhood games without relating them to me and my situation.

She made another attempt to break through.

“You say you’ve pricked names on laurel leaves, Emma. How? Could you write when you were young?”

“Not then. I’ve learned since. Maybe,” the slow, dry self-derogatory humor of her breed brought a smile to Emma’s craggy face. “Maybe that’s why nobody was ever the worse for our pranks. We just named the leaf and pricked along the veins, and then kept it next our skin till it was cooked, as we called it. When it was cooked all the prick-holes were brown. Then we buried it and said, “Within nine days, as this leaf rots, so will you,” and we said the name of the person we meant. Once, I remember, we did it to try to get our own back on a man who’d closed a footpath and made us trudge all the way round, another two miles, to get to church.”

“And what happened to him?”

“He was knighted,” Emma said, and the smile showed again. “And if that wouldn’t cure you of being superstitious, what would. Young children at one end, old women in second childhood at the other; and that, mistress, to my mind, is all it is.”

But the truth was that Emma Arnett’s lack of superstition, like her tendency to silence, her sense of responsibility, and the unspoken disapproval of which Lady Lucia Bryant had been aware, stemmed from causes far removed from childish games. Emma’s first job in London had been as nursemaid to a family named Hunne. Richard Hunne was a prosperous merchant tailor who, because of his dealings with the Netherlands, where new ideas were rife, was what a hundred years earlier would have been called a Lollard. He was anticlerical; he read the New Testament. He was “a new man” of a very different kind from Thomas Wolsey and Thomas Boleyn and hundreds of others, who were new where their own importance was concerned, and everywhere else strongly conservative. Amongst his other advanced ideas, Richard Hunne held that in an ideal society everyone should be capable of reading the Bible; and finding, in his new nurse-girl, a woman of some intelligence, who admitted to a desire to read and write, he had taken pains to teach her. Before Emma’s studies were very far advanced, the child whose birth had been her occasion for joining the household had died, and over his funeral his father had decided to make what he called “a test case.” The officiating priest had claimed the coffin cover, a good one, worth four shillings, and Richard Hunne, to whom the value of the cover meant less than nothing, had refused to give it up. It was, he said, just one more example of how priests acted as extortioners; in this case the cover didn’t matter, but what of a poor family, where a dead child might be wrapped in the best, perhaps the only, blanket, or a cloak?

There’d been a lot of fuss and argument, some of which ordinary people like Emma could understand, some of which was far beyond their comprehension. The priest had sued Master Hunne and then Master Hunne had turned about and claimed that the priest, in suing him, had been acting for a foreign power—to wit, the Pope of Rome. The word “praemunire” had been tossed about. But Richard Hunne had been taken off to jail, and there found hanged. It was said that he had committed suicide because he feared trial for heresy. That, no one believed; he had gone out of his way to invite trial; and the most sinister feature of the case was that the jailer had run away as soon as he knew that there was to be an inquest. A great many people, and especially, of course, his family, believed that Richard Hunne had been murdered, was a martyr.

Emma Arnett, busy with her upward climb, had entered the Bryant household, and was, within a year, to achieve her ambition of being personal maid to a great lady. But she had never forgotten Master Hunne, or his teachings, not just the mastering of the reading and writing, but his general attitude toward things. When she said, “I’m not superstitious,” she meant a great deal more than that she could regard a deformed little finger without horror; she meant that she did not believe that at Walsingham one could see the milk of the Virgin Mary, still liquid after more than fifteen hundred years, or that at Canterbury St. Thomas’s bones still had shreds of bleeding flesh attached to them, or that you could go to the tomb of St. Edmund at St. Edmundsbury and in return for a sizable gift be cured of the lame leg or crooked back which had hitherto crippled you. Master Hunne had denounced all this as nonsense; and she, without knowing it, had already been in a state of mind open to conversion. There were in England many thousands like her, sound, hard, practical people who felt that something had gone wrong; who could, however obscurely, sense the gulf between Jesus of Nazareth who had owned nothing, whose only mount had been an unbroken donkey, and His self-styled heirs and servants; Thomas Wolsey for example, who rode like a prince, who, though professedly celibate, had a son and a daughter, at whose table every day nine hundred idle or sycophantic persons ate their fill.

Anne said, “Nonsense it may be, but everyone isn’t sensible, and they look askance at me if they see my finger. That is why my gowns are made with trailing sleeves, which several ladies, I have noted, are beginning to copy.”

She spoke from the surface of her mind for Emma’s last words had set something astir. Young children at one end, old women at the other, playing…but suppose someone in neither category, someone in the prime of life, someone actuated by the deepest hatred, someone who bore not merely one but two of the supposed signs…She touched with a finger of her right hand the heavy gold and enamel necklet which hid the dark, protuberant mole on her neck. Suppose…

Of course, it was all nonsense, and the idea that she could injure the Cardinal in any way, by means natural or supernatural, was really as absurd as the idea that she could destroy his great palace of York House with her embroidery tools. Quite, quite absurd but wonderful to think about. It was as though a ray of light had been let into the little stone prison where her thoughts went round and round; a sinister light, concentrated upon a laurel leaf upon whose glossy green surface the brown-edged holes spelled out the name of Thomas Wolsey.








II


Whereas the King for some years past had noticed in reading the Bible the severe penalty inflicted by God on those who married the relicts of their brothers, he began to be troubled in his conscience.

Letters and papers of the reign of Henry VIII



YORK HOUSE. OCTOBER 1523




THE CARDINAL’S PLUMP, WELL-CARED-FOR HANDS tidied the papers as he said, “Your Grace may safely leave it all to me.” They were the words which had first endeared him to the King and during the past thirteen years he had repeated them uncountable times. Henry had always hated paperwork and any kind of administrative detail, mainly because he lacked patience: he was fully as able as his minister, his mind, if it lacked Wolsey’s subtlety, having a greater capacity for assessing a situation at a glance. He found it tedious to be obliged to explain to slower-witted persons, to persuade those who didn’t immediately see eye to eye with him. Wolsey had a passion for detail, a talent for explanation, an outstanding gift for persuasion. They made an almost perfect team. The King said, “It would be as well if…” “I would like…” “We should…” and the Cardinal said, “Your Grace may safely leave it all to me.” For thirteen years the association between them had been as close, as smooth working as the association between a man’s mind and his hands and feet. And this way of working had another advantage besides setting the King free of the routine which in a few years had turned his father from a knight-errant into a furrow-browed, round-shouldered bookkeeper; it didn’t merely give him time to hunt and dance and make music; it provided him with a scapegoat. When, as sometimes happened, the thing that Henry thought it would be well, I would like, we should, went wrong, all the blame fell upon Wolsey. Even when an expeditionary force, years ago, had first been defeated, and then mutinied and come home, the fiasco had been called “Wolsey’s War.” Beyond all question Thomas Wolsey had been very useful to Henry Tudor and he had been commensurately rewarded.

How, Henry asked himself, is he going to take this? And instead of, as usual, rising and making off as soon as the Cardinal had said the releasing words, he settled himself more firmly in his chair.

“There is,” he said, “another matter.”

The Cardinal gave a little inward groan. Once upon a time, as several people could testify, he had had such control of his body, as well as of his mind, that he could sit for twelve hours on end at a table, working away, undisturbed by the necessity to relieve his bladder. But those days were over and gone; he was fifty-one years old. He’d been in some discomfort for the last ten minutes, within a few more he would be in misery.

And the strange thing was that although he could have explained his need to retire to anyone else, he couldn’t do so to Henry. There were a number of reasons. They were close, very close, but the King after all was the Lord’s anointed and one didn’t, to one’s Sovereign Lord, mention a physical function. And there was always the fear—common he supposed to all employed persons—of revealing any weakness which might be regarded as a sign of age. A fine thing it would be, wouldn’t it, if the King left York House this afternoon thinking to himself, Wolsey is getting so old that he can no longer hold his water.

But it would be equally bad if he went away thinking that Wolsey had been hurried, or inattentive to this other matter.

He rose to his feet.

“If your Grace will honor me, I have a very special wine; from Burgundy, and this moment ripe. I saw to its laying away and I would like to point it out to my butler, so that there is no mistake.”

On almost any other day Henry would have made some light-hearted remark about the advisability of labeling one’s wine, of having a butler one could trust; or he might have asked, in the voice which he did now and then use to Wolsey, the reminding, the calling-to-heel voice, who it was who had sent a gift of special wine to the servant and not to the master. But this afternoon he had other, more heavy matters on his mind and merely said,

“I shall be glad to sample it with you, Thomas.”

He was almost glad to have a moment or two alone, to shake off the memory of the state affairs which had been under discussion and to remember the cogent arguments, the telling phrases which had formed in his mind during a series of wakeful nights. Of Wolsey, as Wolsey, he was entirely sure; he was Thomas; he was My Lord of York; he was Chancellor, Ambassador, Privy Councillor and trusted friend; but, and this must never be overlooked, he was also a Prince of the Church, and Papal Legate; as such he owed some allegiance elsewhere, and there was no doubt that the subject about to be mentioned could lead to a conflict of allegiances. Still, the subject must be broached.

Wolsey rustled back into the room, followed by a page who poured the wine into gold cups, richly chased and studded with jewels, presented them, kneeling, and withdrew.

Henry sipped appreciatively.

“As you promised, a sound, ripe wine. When next your friend is in a giving mood I should be a not-unwilling recipient.”

“Your Grace, I was only waiting your word of approval before sending it to you.” It was, like many of his statements, a lie only by its timing. He was lavishly generous—not only to those who could in turn be generous to him—he liked giving; and beyond all he liked to give to his master.

“I would accept, with thanks,” Henry said, graciously. “But we’ll leave it in your cellar. For one thing a move would hardly improve it; for another, to drink it will sweeten our discussion. And as you will hear, by the time this business is fully threshed out, we shall be down to the dregs.”

It was unusual, out of character for him to beat thus about the bush. As a rule, both in giving an order and in stating a wish, he was brisk and forthright. Wolsey felt that this was one of those times when a direct question—ordinarily impermissible—might be welcome, so he said,

“And the business is, Your Grace?”

“Let formalities rest, Thomas. This is a talk between men.”

And still he hadn’t said what it concerned. A little glumly Wolsey made a guess. Something he knows will not please me; most likely another and more serious attempt to get his only son, Bessie Blount’s bastard, recognized as heir presumptive. Completely unfeasible; the English would never accept it, and it would break up the Princess Mary’s betrothal to the Emperor. He has agreed to marry the future Queen of England, not a dispossessed girl whose base-born brother sits on the throne.

“It is,” Henry said, forcing himself to frankness, “a matter of my conscience.”

They were words which were presently to echo and reecho around the known world; loaded, dangerous words which were to bring down many seemingly unassailable institutions and ruin many men, Wolsey foremost among them; yet he heard them now, for the first time, without a premonitory pang.

“Your conscience, sire? Then it must be a trivial matter, for there’s not a man in Christendom that can claim a clearer one!”

“You’re wrong, Thomas. I have—and have had for some time past—a very heavy burden upon my conscience.” He looked his minister full in the eye. “I’ve lived in sin, with my brother’s wife, these fourteen years.”

For a second Wolsey felt nothing save genuine astonishment. Nothing that the King or any other man could have said would have surprised him as much. He was seldom surprised; he regarded all men as venal; he could draw up a watertight treaty and at the same time speculate upon how soon, and in what manner, it would be broken. But now he was surprised; and then, as his powerful mind reached out and grasped every implication of Henry’s words, inside his stoutening body his heart halted, and then with a jerk beat on.

He said, quite cheerfully,

“What a freakish fancy! The Pope himself declared your brother’s marriage null and void. It was never consummated. Your union with Her Grace is as legal in the sight of God and man as it would have been had your brother never existed and you had married Her Grace when she arrived from Spain. Rest assured of that. I do beg you not to let such a doubt darken another moment.”

“I have told myself these things, on many a wakeful night. They are things that a man would wish to believe. But I can’t. All the evidence points the other way.”

“Evidence? What evidence?”

“My children,” Henry said heavily. “My children, all stillborn or dead before their navels had healed.”

“Not all. The Princess Mary…”

“I should have said my sons. For a King to have no son is to be childless, Thomas; you know that as well as I do. You know the history of your own country; only once has the throne gone to a woman, Matilda. And what did that lead to? Civil war, with such famine and widespread misery that men said Christ and His Saints slept. Is that to happen again? Can you sit there and contemplate, with an easy mind, the prospect of my leaving no heir but Mary?”

“We have, in a manner contemplated it, ever since Her Grace’s last miscarriage. Not with an easy mind, I agree. But we have contemplated it, and as far as possible prepared for it by arranging her marriage to the Emperor.”

“And that I never liked! Charles already has more territory than he can handle properly, and married to Mary he’ll have England, too. This England, yours and mine, Thomas, will be just one more unimportant bit of fringe on Charles’s great Empire; within twenty years it’ll be known as the Outer Isles or some such slighting name. And as the last-comer to the conglomeration, England would always get the dirty end of the stick, in every bargain, every market. It just so happens that at the moment the Emperor and I are allied against France, but it’d be madness to believe that there is any fondness between the Spaniards and us.” He drew a deep noisy breath. “Why must I give away England as part of a wench’s dower? It’s as unjust as though I claimed your manor of Tittenhanger simply because my bull had served your heifer!”

“It’s been done from time immemorial.”

“So have many other regrettable things. It isn’t what I want for England.”

He spoke with sincerity. Even in his most lighthearted moments he had always remained aware of the responsibilities that were a part of Kingship; England and the English belonged to him; he was head of the State and Father of the People. But he was only a mortal man, and one day—a day so far ahead that it could be viewed calmly—he must die. What then?

It was a question that he asked himself more frequently and more urgently as the years crept by. His marriage was fourteen years old; with the ordinary amount of luck, and God’s blessing on a pious man, he should by now be the father of a son moving from boyhood to manhood, a strong, handsome Prince of Wales, effortlessly acquiring from his father’s example skill in the use of arms, cunning in the management of men, the secret of maintaining personal popularity without sacrificing self-will. Blessed with such a son, he could, when the time came, die knowing that England was safe in the strong hands of Henry the Ninth. But there was no boy; the heir to England was a little girl, a grave, intelligent, lovable child, most satisfactory as a daughter, but viewed dynastically, a disaster.

Wolsey said,

“All that you say is true, and it is regrettable. But, Sire, I see no alternative.”

Henry said, rather heavily, “I do.” Wolsey waited for the mention of little Henry Fitzroy, and braced himself. But the King went on, “I’m thirty-two, Thomas, and I have proved that outside this cursed, incestuous marriage I can breed a boy. And if I can, I should. You would agree that the provision of a successor could be reckoned part of a monarch’s duty?”

One of those questions to which neither yes nor no was a safe answer.

Cautiously, Wolsey said, “What does your Grace propose?”

“Pope Julius annulled my brother’s marriage to Catherine and gave me leave to marry her. Events have proved him to have been in error. I propose that we ask Clement to look into the matter, find some flaw in Julius’s ruling and retract the annulment. That would make me free to remarry and try again.”

Except for a whitening of his nostrils Wolsey’s face gave no sign of the disturbance he felt. This was worse, much worse than any suggestion of legitimizing and recognizing the bastard son; because basically Henry knew that to be impracticable. This new proposal was practicable, it had a kind of deadly logic; but oh, how difficult, how dangerous! And it could not be kept, as discussion of Henry Fitzroy’s fate could be kept, within these four walls.

He was aware that he must say something and say it promptly; Henry was eyeing him with some eagerness, and behind the eagerness there was calculation. When the difficulties and the dangers proved too much it would never do for the King to be able to swing round and say, “You were against me from the first.”

He said, “It sounds simple enough; but it would be, I don’t say impossible, few things are impossible, but it would be fraught with such difficulty and likely to lead to such unpredictable results that it is not a thing to be lightly undertaken.”

“I am not undertaking it lightly. Nor hastily. I have even taken into consideration Catherine’s feelings. She has been a most excellent wife to me, Thomas, and I am fond of her; but she is of royal blood, she will realize the necessity.”

“Will His Holiness? Is Clement the man to set a precedent by revoking an opinion given by his predecessor? In theory the Pope’s judgment and wisdom are infallible, his edicts inspired. If Clement says Julius was in error, where does Clement stand? And then, even suppose that it could be proved that when Julius issued his brief he had been misinformed in some particular so that the pronouncement was legally invalid, what of the Emperor? The Queen’s Grace is his aunt. Would he welcome a pronouncement that declared that she had eight times conceived out of wedlock? And even could he stomach that would he not gag on the notion of the Princess Mary being made a bastard?”

“He’ll gag, and more, at the thought of losing England, but why should that fret us, Thomas? I gag at the thought of his having it as a marriage portion. As for the Pope—I’m a good churchman but I can say to you, surely without offense, you high clerics are skilled in dealing with awkward situations; slippery as eels, all of you. And by Holy Cross, the Papacy owes me something. I was the one who took up cudgels against Luther.”

“That is true.” Wolsey shifted ground. “We must also bear in mind the common English people. On the whole they dislike foreigners but from the first, in their unpredictable way, they took the Princess of Aragon to their hearts and never once, in all the time that she has been Queen, has she acted in such a way as to diminish her popularity. Every time she had been brought to bed every woman in the land has hoped with her, suffered with her, and shared her disappointment. To say now that she was never your lawful wife will, I fear, incense all your female subjects—and all the men whose own marriages have brought them less than they hoped for in children, goods, or simple comfort. That must be thought of.”

“I, too, have some popularity,” Henry said, touched in his vanity. “And naturally if anything comes of the matter it must be presented in an acceptable form. Every man with a conscience will recognize the claims of mine, and every man with his own good at heart will be concerned for the succession.”

“And the French, of course, would welcome it, as they would welcome anything that caused a breach between us and the Emperor,” Wolsey said, musingly, his mind leaping forward. The French would gladly provide some plump, nubile princess to take Catherine’s place in Henry’s bed.

“Has your Grace some Princess in mind?”

“God’s fingers! No! You go too fast, Thomas. The ground must be tested. I’ve thought the matter over and convinced myself. I’ve now asked your opinion. And you have mentioned the Pope, the Emperor and the common people. What does my own Lord Chancellor think?”

It was one of those moments, frequent enough in Wolsey’s complicated life, when truth and commonsense dictated one answer and expediency the direct opposite. He wanted to say—Leave it alone, it can only lead to enmity abroad and rebellion at home; expediency urged that he give the pleasing answer. Also to expediency was added a genuine fondness. It was hard on a man in his prime, a strong, lusty man, to be tied to a woman six vital years his senior; it was even harder on a devoted King to be without a son to succeed him.

“Your Grace knows that in this as in all things I have no other wish than to carry out your will to the best of my ability.”

“That,” Henry said, “is a smooth answer and worthless. And you know it. Save your evasions for those who trade in such things. Give a blunt man a blunt answer. What do you think?”

The basic, rock hard, East Anglian realism that neither his friends nor his enemies ever gave its due came to Wolsey’s aid,

“I think—in fact I know—that it will be difficult to bring about, and it will take time, more time than you imagine. But there is this…” Behind the massive brow the brain which even his most virulent enemies admitted to be formidable was already working; cog engaged upon cog. “The whole thing could be eased and accelerated if Her Grace could be persuaded to cooperate. She is a pious woman; she is of royal blood, she understands the need this land has for a prince. If she could be brought to agree that the marriage was no marriage, that His Holiness decreed it void, she might withdraw and retire to a nunnery. That would lift all shadow of blame from you. Your Grace, that is my concern—that you emerge scatheless, that you and Her Grace should seem in equal measure to have been victims of a Papal error.”

“As we were. But you’re right, Thomas. This hinges on the Queen.” He imagined himself facing Catherine and mentioning the matter, and recoiled. “Not yet,” he said hastily. “Time enough to tell her when we have the Pope’s decision.”

Wolsey nodded. “And that will not be yet. I suggest a careful preliminary approach by as secret a channel as can be found; then, in the event of failure there need be no gossip, no embarrassment.”

“The means I leave to you,” Henry said simply. “They missed a rare chance, Thomas, when they failed to elect you for Pope, though for my own part I can’t help but be thankful.”

Wolsey’s face remained impassive, though his casual reference to the greatest disappointment of his life hurt him. He had come very near to being chosen in 1521 when Leo X died, and had tried again eighteen months later upon the death of Adrian VI. His hopes, his dreams of being Pope—now shelved indefinitely—had given him, through anticipation, some insight as to what being Pope involved and he was able to think now that if he were in Clement’s place it would take something of a cataclysmic nature to induce him to revoke a bill of annulment granted by one of his predecessors. Yet, at the same time, thinking of his thwarted ambition he was reminded that the Emperor, Charles V, had promised to use his influence to get him elected. How far, how vigorously had he kept that promise? Wolsey, always pro-French at heart, would welcome the annulment, could it be obtained; and welcome, too, the French marriage which must almost inevitably follow. There was a Princess named Renée…

He said, “Your Grace may rely upon me to give this matter great and careful thought, and to do my utmost to gain you what you desire.”

“Then that is all for the moment,” Henry said, and rose. He glanced at the piled papers. “Everything seems to be in order here; I think, since the weather has cleared, I’ll have a few days’ hunting down at Hever.”

“I trust Your Grace has good sport,” Wolsey said.

A few minutes later, when the King had been seen off and Wolsey was back in his room, in the act of handing the papers to one of his secretaries he stopped suddenly and stared into space.

Hever. That brought Thomas Boleyn to mind and that slant-eyed slip of a girl who was his daughter. The King had said, “Break off, as soon as you can, this affair between young Percy and Tom Boleyn’s girl. I have other plans for her. She can marry Piers Butler and that will settle that old dispute. I’d sooner not appear in this business because I have not yet made up my mind about the titles and wish to rouse no false hopes on either side.” Wolsey had said, “I can say, with truth, that she is no match for Northumberland’s heir.” “Good,” Henry said, “and get her away from the Court for awhile. Send her to her father.”

Sir Thomas was then at Blickling, so the girl had been sent there. Now she’d be at Hever. And Henry, besides going there to hunt, would be arranging her marriage to Butler, and it looked as though, arranging it there when he was Sir Thomas’s guest, he had decided to give Boleyn the title after all. And Thomas Boleyn, ennobled, would be more unbearable than ever.

There had been a time—not so long since—when the King would not have made such a move without consulting his chief minister; he’d have said, yes, as lately as a year ago, “Which shall it be, Thomas, Butler or Boleyn?” and Wolsey, after a pretense at pondering, at impartial judgment, would have given some good reason for passing over Boleyn whom he disliked and distrusted, and the King would have taken his advice. Now, without even discussing the matter, off he went to Hever, lightly mentioning a few days’ hunting.

Well, it was inevitable, Wolsey supposed. “If the lion knew his strength who could rule him?” To a degree Wolsey had looked upon Henry as his son, and even the most beloved, the most amenable sons grew up and delighted in a show of independence. Trotting off to Hever to promise Thomas Boleyn a title without having consulted Wolsey probably gave Henry a pleasing feeling of standing on his own feet.

But it was, nonetheless, a little straw which indicated the way the wind blew. For a moment Wolsey was thankful that there were larger, nondomestic issues which only he could handle. Yes, Henry could make Thomas Boleyn, that assiduous toady and climber, Viscount Rochfort without either help or advice from Thomas Wolsey; but he needed him still, and would need him for a long while if one Pope’s ruling was to be set aside by another.

He came out of his reverie, gave the secretary his instructions and sent him away and then sat down to give his whole attention to what, in his own mind, he had already named The King’s Secret Matter.

He propped his chin on his hand so that the stone of his great Cardinal’s ring pressed into the thickening flesh.

And suddenly his mind, instead of working in its usual smooth, logical, sensible fashion, chose to turn freakish, allowed itself to be taken over by the memory of an absurd happening which had taken place years ago and which he would have said he had forgotten.

It was in his Court of Star Chamber; a complicated legal case concerning some property, and one of the claimants was a woman. He had given—as he always did in that Court—a just, an impartial verdict, against the woman who had felt herself aggrieved. She had jumped up and begun to shout some hysterical nonsense accusing him of being unfair to a woman and threatening that some day in the future another woman would make things even. “You sit high,” she had screamed, “but a woman will bring you down!” He had ordered her removal from the Court and calmly proceeded to the next case. Why think of her now?

He knew the answer to that. This new, heavy, dangerous business which the King had just flung into his lap was concerned with a woman, Catherine the Queen. If she chose to be obdurate…

Nonsense, he rebuked himself, superstitious nonsense, but he sighed and knew a moment’s envy for Henry who could broach such a subject, say “The means I leave to you,” and then go off, lightheartedly, to hunt at Hever.








III

There is reason to believe that Anne was tenderly attached to her stepmother, and much beloved by her.



After a period sufficient to allow for the subsiding of ordinary feelings of displeasure had elapsed, the King paid an unexpected visit to Hever Castle.

Agnes Strickland, Lives of the Queens of England



HEVER. OCTOBER 1523




SIR THOMAS BOLEYN’S SECOND WIFE was a plump, pleasant woman, who left in her proper social sphere would have been competent, a little managing, and as fully self-assured as a woman of good sense and virtue had a right to be. As the wife of a great man and mistress of several large establishments she suffered painful moments of self-distrust.

It was not that she felt inferior; she came of sound Norfolk yeoman stock and was proud of the fact, but she did often feel misplaced. Sir Thomas had met her, fallen in love with her, and married her during one of his visits to Blickling where he had gone to sulk after suffering what he considered to be a slight at Court. He was consoling himself by playing the part of a rather bucolic squire, a shrewd judge of cattle, knowledgeable about crops. He had spoken of retiring from public life and settling down in Blickling. And Blickling she could manage; what was it, after all, but a magnified farm? They’d been married less than a month when an urgent messenger had summoned him to London; and there was the London house, and new dresses, and there was Hever, and there was Sir Thomas saying, “My dear, I realize that nobody can cure a ham as you can, but I cannot have you ruining your hands.”

Then there was this business of being stepmother, of its very nature, an awkward, thankless role. If the children had been babies, she would have tended and reared them, and loved them like her own—she was just too old to expect children herself. But even Anne, the youngest, was fifteen, a maid-of-honor in France; Mary and George were fully adult. And Tom’s attitude toward them all kept Lady Boleyn constantly conscious of a difference in behavior between classes. The great put their babies out to nurse and that act was symbolic; there was none of the cozy family life such as she had known. George and his father got along very well, two worldly men, with common interests. Mary her father seemed to dislike, which was understandable; she had disgraced herself twice, even before becoming the King’s mistress for a short time; but she was now respectably married; and as Lady Boleyn had once tried to point out, she had lacked a mother’s guidance at the time when a girl needed it most. Tom had said, “God knows what she’d have done with it! Elizabeth was a trollop.”

That did sound rather a dreadful thing for a man to say about his wife who was dead, but there again, great people looked at things differently; and Tom was so truly fond and loving one couldn’t help feeling that if he spoke so of his first wife she must have led him a dance.

Lady Bo—George had given her that name, being, as she shrewdly guessed, unwilling to call her “Mother” yet thinking “Lady Boleyn” too formal—was pleased, and ashamed of herself for being pleased, when Anne arrived at Hever, utterly miserable and suffering from the worst cold Lady Bo had ever seen. They’d come from Blickling and the hard-faced, short-spoken woman, Norfolk born by her speech and therefore to be trusted absolutely, had given such a shocking account of the state of the house there, that Lady Bo bitterly blamed herself for not accompanying Tom on his last visit; but he was only planning to stay for a day or two, and wanted her to go from London to Hever.

“She wasn’t fit to travel,” Emma said, “I could see that. But there wasn’t a decent aired bed in the house, the chimneys all smoked. And she was very anxious to get to her father.”

Anne—and really despite having been in France and then one of the Queen’s maids-of-honor, she was nothing more than a child, a sick child—had been put to bed with hot bricks wrapped in flannel, with possets hot with ginger and cinnamon and clove, with linseed plasters on her back and chest, with a cup of honey and vinegar to ease her throat and restore her voice. Lady Bo had been in her element and quite happy until Tom came home from Edenbridge and was told of his daughter’s arrival and said, “In God’s name, why was she sent home?”

“That I can’t tell you. She can’t speak, and the woman didn’t say, even if she knows. She did say that Anne was anxious to see you. But you’re not going into that room yet! Colds like that are as catching as measles. And you know what happened with your last cold; deaf for a fortnight.”

“My dear, I must risk the cold or have a sleepless night. Girls aren’t sent home from Court in October for nothing. There’s something behind this, and I must know what it is.”

“Then I will make you a pomander, and you will hold it in front of your face all the time. Wait here.”

She ran up the main staircase, holding her skirts high, looked into the room where Anne lay and said, “Take the honey and vinegar, child, because your father wants to talk to you,” and then ran down the back stairs into the kitchen, where she took a fresh orange and pressed cloves into its skin and then, as an extra precaution made a little posy of lavender, rosemary, and borage. Presenting these to her husband she said, “Ask just what you must and then come away.” She added, under her breath, “God shield you!” for he was dear to her, and when his last cold had deafened him he had been extremely worried, saying, “His Grace would never send a deaf man on an errand; one needs sharp ears in his service.”

He was with his daughter for about fifteen minutes and when he emerged from the room Lady Bo was certain that despite all her precautions he had taken the cold. He looked ghastly. But that was soon explained. He said,

“They’ve gone behind my back again, God damn them!”

She knew by this time who “They” were. His enemies. And first and foremost amongst them was the Cardinal. Lady Bo found that very awkward; Thomas Wolsey had always seemed to the middling sort of people a triumph for their kind, and particularly to those of East Anglia, a justification of their claim that there were no people to match the East Anglians.
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