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  Courage is not simply one of the virtues but the form of every virtue at the testing point.




  C.S. Lewis









  
Preface





  The idea of this book and its resulting style have their source in theater, particularly in the work of the late Irish playwright Brian Friel, whose plays Faith Healer and Molly Sweeney are divided by the monologues of three characters, all of whom experience the same story from their unique angles, lending a natural complexity and irony to the overall story, giving it many layers of interpretation and understanding. As a drama teacher, I employed the guidelines of Friel’s plays in exercises and assignments with students, witnessing the potency of storytelling in the absence of a fourth wall to divide the actor and his audience, resulting in a communication that is more direct and unfiltered, and in most cases more emotive.




  Several years ago, I joined this theatrical style with prose in writing The Florentine Trinity, told as three intertwining autobiographies from the points of view of Lorenzo de Medici, Girolamo Savonarola and Niccolo Machiavelli. I wanted the writing of The Great Matter Monologues to be similar, desiring that each of the characters—Katherine, Henry and Anne—speak as if they were standing in front of an audience, though I didn’t want to write a play. I wanted to write a novel, aware that though this subject has been much written about and shown in films there was still much insight that could be gained by adding flesh to the historical characters’ mythic bones, by having them reveal themselves personally to their readers, placing the emphasis not on what happens but on how the “what” affects each of them in their relationships to each other and in their pursuits of power, control and survival.




  Though I experimented with style, I did not change history. The story of this complex, triangular affair remains remarkable. I merely offer a fresh perspective, making the history appear as if it is happening now and for the first time.




  T. Crockett
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  Katherine




  I stand near the open window and look out on the Greenwich landscape, where nary a bird flies in the cloudless sky, and leaves hang motionless on the trees. The breeze is still, as the earth itself for all I know. I recall my earliest memory, four years old, feeling the soft grip of my mother’s hand, as we stood on a veranda, facing the country of my birth; the warmth of the Spanish sun, under which dogs ran in the fields and hawks soared in the sky and the branches of trees shook with life, waking the sleeping bees and the scent of honey. Caterina, my mother said, you shall be Queen of England. I asked, what is a queen? A queen, she said, is the most beautiful woman in her realm. I asked, are you a queen, mother, for you are the most beautiful woman I know? Yes, she said, I am Queen of Castile, Aragon, and all of Spain. I replied, if you are queen, then I desire to be queen, to be as beautiful as you. It is already done, she reassured me. You will wed the future King of England, eldest son of Henry Tudor. I knew nothing of England, though I did, in time, learn to spell and say my future husband’s name, Arthur, in his native language. I learned, as well, he was a boy, younger than me by nine months. Sometime later, several years, in fact, his mother, Elizabeth of York, wrote me a letter, saying I needed to speak French and learn to drink wine, for the English did not drink water.




  I hold to this memory, for I have always been Queen of England, either in betrothal or marriage, and as such I will die. What happened earlier, though it fills me with shame, only strengthens my resolve. When Henry entered my room, I wanted to believe he had come to renew our love. I reached for him, my body and soul eager. He brushed past me, turning his eyes from mine, saying he wished to separate from me, calling the titles I held as wife and queen illegitimate, that our union as husband and wife needed to be nullified, that he desired to marry again to have another chance at fathering male heirs. He rushed out of the room, leaving a void, as if air had escaped from my lungs. I fell to the floor and prayed.




  Please, God, show my husband his way back to me. Do not allow him to nullify our marriage and in disgrace, against Your laws and the laws of man, marry his mistress, my former lady-in-wait. Show him his way back to You, for he is a man of deep faith, evident in his requesting we attend mass several times a day; evident in his writing Defence of the Seven Sacraments against Martin Luther, stating, We will set forth the pope’s authority to the uttermost; wherein, the pope called him the Defender of the Faith.




  He still possesses that faith, God. Just as he still loves me. I hold the proof in my hand, reading the words he wrote during our betrothal, hoping the landscape before my eyes will hear my voice and awake the heartbeat of my former life.




  I desire you, Katherine, above all women. I love only you and long to wed you.




  I hold to his words. I hold to his faith. I hold to the marriage vows we exchanged before God. I hold to the day England anointed me its queen, when bells rang at St. Paul’s and Westminster Abbey and the banners of Spain and England conjoined and the people on the streets called my name, Queen Katherine, daughter of Isabella and Ferdinand, King and Queen of Aragon, Castile and Spain. Bless you. Bless us. Bless God and our newly appointed King Henry, son of Elizabeth and Henry Tudor, younger brother of Arthur, my first husband, who died at fifteen years of age. I hold to having lived for eighteen years in the realm of heaven, in the movement of dreams, rich and regal. I hold to these truths, for I have nothing else to hold to, alone as I am, fearful of what lies ahead.
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  Henry




  I tried to talk sensibly, Kate, though you persisted in senselessness instead of sense to everything I said. You can’t dispute the Book of Leviticus, its words come from God.




  If a man shall take his brother’s wife, it is an unclean thing; he hath uncovered his brother’s nakedness; they shall be childless.




  Don’t tell me it has no relevance to us because your marriage to my brother was never consummated. It’s not to be believed, Kate, being as it is beyond the bounds of natural laws between a man and woman, who lay together. You wish to say it was only six months. How should I respond other than laugh, knowing well what a man can do in six months’ time, though he be occasionally sick? Arthur was a hot-blooded Tudor male, like me. Don’t make me conjure up images I don’t wish to see, the two of you in bed together. We already committed incest for eighteen years. I’m done with that. It’s time to move on, for both our sakes, spiritually speaking, because we’re not going to live forever, Kate, and when the time comes to stand before God, He’s going to condemn you for having been negligent, for having been steadfast in your sin, for not having put a stop to it sooner, for not having acted responsibly as the elder one in the marriage, six years my senior. I’m not saying I’m going to receive a pass, but at least I can say to Him I tried to end it.




  It wasn’t my idea to get a special dispensation from the pope, allowing us to marry when canon law strictly forbade a man to marry his brother’s widow. What did I know? I was ten years old. My brother had just died. I was named heir, at which time my life became a prison, kept in a room that had no entrance or exit except through my father’s chamber, for six years, until, on his deathbed, he made me promise him I would marry you to produce heirs and secure the dynasty. Even at seventeen, I couldn’t have known I was committing incest and damning my soul, bringing a curse upon myself that would last until now.




  The pope had no right to do what he did. I’m just trying to correct the wrongs of the past before it’s too late. If you fight me on this, you will lose, for I have on my side the only truth that matters: You and your pomegranate device with its symbol of fertility have failed me. Where are the sons you promised me? Dead, that’s where. The first, my namesake, having lived only nine weeks, the second dead in your womb. What have you given me, other than a healthy girl? A king needs sons. You know that, and if you can’t give them to me, and given your age you will never do so, I must get them from another. Don’t be selfish, Kate. If you really love me, as you plead you do, you will do what’s right by me and the realm, for the future of the Tudor reign, and submit to my will and desire, allowing our marriage to be nullified.




  I don’t wish to hurt you, Kate. Quite the contrary. I wish to see you live well, with your daughter. Yes, my daughter, too, continuing to receive every comfort for which you are accustomed, wherein I shall call you ever more my sister.
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  Anne




  Here in England, men and women whisper a popular refrain: It is God’s will, with Henry’s influence. What better way to explain my circumstance, being courted by the king when it was not what I desired? When I returned from France, I ate the forbidden fruit of love, despite the many warnings from my father. Beware this wayward force which recklessly disorders the wits and drives the lover to madness, sabotaging arrangements for matrimony. Ward off this disease by religious devotion. Love of God, not love of flesh. He wished me to move to Ireland, to marry James Butler, who stood to become Earl of Ormond, saying marriage was not an institution of the heart but of the properties. Land married land and fortune married fortune. I understood and still do; yet what he failed to say was how the heart works independent of the brain. Blame it on the French influence and culture, of which he immersed me for eight years. The women there act audaciously, not shrinking in the face of danger. To not pursue love, when it is in their best interest to do so, is a sin against self. A woman is nothing if not coy, if she does not learn erotic flirtation. I learned well. I practiced, for it is what the French do, unlike here in England where the women do nothing and know nothing about the art of attraction. I learned to use my eyes, to make them shine and glean or pierce and penetrate. Little magnetic glances I call them, tilting my head in a hundred thousand ways, half-smiling, lips opened and closed, hinting, teasing, varying my voice and laugh. I learned how to make my neck beautiful with creams and oils, my hands inviting with jewels and rings, applying lotions and perfumes to my skin and face, to heighten and disguise, to make my locks long and lavish under a French hood, which shows, not hides, the hair. I practiced gestures of the hand, a wave, an inch up or down, fluttering, inviting, grasping light and loose, and moving my feet as if they touched not ground nor made a sound. Call me the glass of fashion, the rival of Venus. Others, beggars at the altar of promise, have.




  One such man was Henry Percy. I shall spare the details. He prayed for my love, and I answered, falling irresistibly into his arms. We loved eagerly, openly and vowed to marry. Until it became God’s will, with Henry’s influence, that Cardinal Wolsey interfered, tearing my young lover down. You must give this girl up. She is beneath you in birth. You stand to become the Earl of Northumberland. You are, in fact, betrothed to Lady Mary Talbot, the daughter of the Earl of Shrewsbury. This affair must end at once. Already you have forfeited the high estimation that others have held of you, and your reputation. What’s that, you say? It’s too late. You exchanged vows and agreed to marry? I should know, you say, that it is binding in the eyes of the church. You are wrong, young man. Nothing is binding if it is not in the best interests of the king, as this affair is clearly not. You shall move north, marry Lady Mary Talbot, and respect your father and your king, both of whom you have offended, and you shall never again see that Boleyn woman. She is a witless, defiant, foolish girl, lightheaded and loose in morals.




  That disappointment and shame will never go away, nor will my hard feelings for the cardinal. Was I surprised by the turn of events? No, I expected them, for the king had already come at me wet with sweat, with hunger and greed, with pulsing energy and dripping blue eyes.




  Good thing my sister had been his mistress. Through her, I knew I didn’t want to be a man’s whore, though that man wore a crown, to be used and discarded, yesterday’s flower, bygone, forgotten, no more.
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  Katherine




  It’s not to be believed, Kate, he said to me, being as it is beyond the bounds of natural laws between a man and woman. I should like to respond: Who should decide what is natural or not? Surely not one who wasn’t present. God knows the truth, as does Arthur, yet neither can speak on my behalf. I must speak alone, though I wish not to bring further shame, speaking what should be kept private. What should I say? Should I tell about the bishops and prelates who recited Latin, sprinkling holy water on the marriage bed, while the crowd looked on, whispering their good wishes, curious to see the young heirs to the throne, descendants of kings and queens, consummate and fulfill their duty to their families, their countries and their realms by delivering to all a healthy boy and in doing so solidify the succession and prevent disputes over rightful heirs and tie a permanent knot between Spain and England? You shall bear fruit, my mother had told me early and often; plentiful fruit, as the fruit that grew in abundance under the Spanish sun, in the multitudes of orchards and gardens of Granada and the Alhambra: oranges, lemons, apples, pears, figs, cherries and pomegranate. Especially pomegranate, the symbol of fertility, which I took as my personal device. You shall be as a tree, bearing fruit seasonally, fruit large and ripe, healthy in form, shape and texture. I waited all my life to be that tree, the bearer of fruit. All I had to do was take the future King of England’s seed. My womb would do the rest. My mother knew. Five times she had borne the fruit of which she spoke.




  She prepared me for my wedding night. Lay back, relax, in a state of surrender, and hold your pomegranate device in your right hand. Wait for his advance. If necessary, close your eyes. In the morning, I should notice spots of blood on the sheets. It would mean I had fulfilled my duty. I did as she said, except I kept my eyes open. We lay under a canopy of gold cloth, covered on all sides in satins and silks. What the onlookers did not know, what my mother did not know, what only I could ever know, was the sight and essence of the boy next to me, my husband, barely fifteen years old, nine months younger than me; the invisible crown on his head bearing down on him; the burning candles blinding his eyes, the incense filling his nose, the Latin incantations and the prayers to the Virgin Mary and the duty to his father and his country sounding in his ears, the threat of wars and the weighty affairs of state occupying his mind. I alone saw him; his clenched jaw, his eyes white with fear, rolling backwards, the sweat on his brow. I alone heard his breath, quick and heavy. I alone felt his long, shivering limbs, shaking beneath the sheets. I alone knew the truth. He, exhausted and overwrought, wished not to advance. What should I do? I thought. My mother hadn’t presented me an alternative scenario, wherein instead of advancing he shivered and shook, gasping for breath, sliding further from me, saying nary a word.




  I did not shiver or shake as him. I shared his silence, for I did not speak his language, nor he mine. I waited, for it was my job to wait; my job to produce, and, while shutting my eyes, I prayed to the Virgin Mary that he would soon advance, for I wanted nothing more than a chance to become the tree I had always dreamed of becoming, to be able to write my mother and tell her that fruit had begun to grow on it. I remembered his final letter to me, written in Latin, our shared language, before I departed from Spain. I recited the words, for they filled me with hope.




  Let your coming to me be hastened, that instead of being absent we may be present with each other, and the love conceived between us and the wished-for joys may reap their proper fruit.




  An hour passed, wherein I wondered: Do I not attract him? Am I not scented? Does he repulse me? Finally, I opened my eyes and saw that his were closed. His lips had parted; his breathing had slowed, becoming quiet and still; his shivering and shaking had stopped. He appeared at peace, in sleep, where he didn’t have to be heir to the throne. He could be a boy, weak-kneed, awkward, happy in retreat.




  I did not sleep. I lay awake, believing God was punishing me, for He knew my marriage had been made in blood. My father would not send me to England as long as Henry Tudor’s position as dynastic ruler remained in doubt. The Earl of Warwick, nephew of Edward IV and Richard III, possessed ancestral rights to the throne, which Henry usurped, and Perkin Warbeck claimed to be one of the missing princes in the Tower. To appease my father, Henry Tudor beheaded both men to show Spain that no challengers to Arthur’s title existed. That same year, in the fall of 1501, at the age of fifteen, I left Spain, never to see my mother and father and the country of my birth again, to become the future Queen of England, to bear sons to Arthur, to be called the Savior of the English world.




  But in the morning after my wedding night, I faced uncertainty, for there was no blood on the sheets. The only blood was that on my conscience, and as I now know, many years later, that is a blood much harder to remove.
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  Henry




  Shouldn’t I, a king, know better than to embroil myself in a great folly? Not the folly of my discourse with Kate. The folly of love, of which I did not ask to be struck by its penetrating dart. Blame Cupid, the insidious god. It was he who placed this slender, graceful woman in my court, sweeping in and out of my presence; her abundant black hair and even blacker, captivating eyes, the silky cream of her skin, the music of her French; offering me an elixir of hope, wherein I am drunk with desire, believing myself reborn, looking past my sad view of the world, where no man can be trusted, least of all Kate’s nephew Charles, the emperor, once my friend, now my foe, forcing me into the arms of King Francis, whom I hate cordially. All the more reason to view this love as a benediction.




  If only she felt the same. Despite my efforts, imploring her to be my mistress, she holds me at bay, perhaps believing I will discontinue my pursuit. She will learn I am a tireless hunter. Ask the fleeing deer on its delicate hinds, seeking invisible hedgerows. She can answer that my arrow is long and straight, always hitting its mark. Anne, though, is more practiced than any in the chase, often leaving me panting breathlessly behind, inducing in me a proper question: Is this love or witchery, wherein I am given to madness, bereft of my faculty of reason, immersed in fits of blabbering, loose-tongued, giddy-eyed, exhorting all kinds of unnatural behaviors, crying and laughing in the same moment, that seem not human?




  I am not alone in my feeling. Others have suffered for her charms. Henry Percy first. He and Anne, by all reports, had made quite a scene at court. Silly boy. Did he really think I would allow him to take her from me? Wolsey took care of the issue, bringing the boy’s father, the Earl of Northumberland, to court to threaten his son with a loss of inheritance if he married someone beneath him. Turns out the young man was conveniently betrothed to a Lady Talbot. Last I heard they were married, living in the north, and not very happy, though he should be glad his property and title are intact. My friend Thomas Wyatt followed in Percy’s path, weaving a poetic net around Anne, famously saying to me, in reference to his pursuit of Anne: Fainting I follow. Now, thanks to that information, he’s in Italy on a diplomatic mission with no intended purpose other than his brushing up on the Italian language. Suffice it to say, I need no rivals for her affection. She’s hard enough to snare.
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  Anne




  I can play cards as well as anyone, having learned in France never to show my hand. I haven’t yet, after two years and am prepared to wait longer, though I often ask myself: What is it I wait for? I have told him I must have everything before he receives anything. Thus, he has promised me everything. How, then, should it happen? I have said. You have a wife. The pope will never allow you to leave her to marry another, and she is a proud woman, aunt to the emperor, who, upon her persuasion, will force your surrender. Wait and see, he says. It shall be done, and you shall be mine. Would you like that? To sit on the throne, bejeweled, loved as a treasure come from the bottom of the sea, referred to by the people of England as the mother of the heir? What woman wouldn’t want that? I do not answer him. I keep that card hidden. My father and uncle wish to educate me on how best to proceed, but I do not need them to tell me how to be coy, to lead the king about like a sniffing dog, foaming, yelping, walking on his hind legs, doing tricks. It is a woman’s deceit I possess. They wouldn’t understand.




  So, I wait for him to move the unmovable, to attain the unattainable, to shake the ground under which he walks, to rid himself of a woman who, if truth be told, has made of the throne a grave, in possession of dead babies and promises unfulfilled. I can do better, if I so desire, and that is the daunting dilemma, causing me to respond with trepidation, for I do not love the king, surely not as I loved Henry Percy. He senses that. He beseeches me with poetry and letters, with compositions, with gifts and money, with dreams he has painted clearly for me. Can you see yourself superbly gowned and regal, attended by maidens and pages who carry your train, walking in the royal chapel, scented with incense and lit with bright torches, the walls covered with colorful hangings and the floor ankle-deep in sweet-smelling herbs and rushes, while nobles admire respectfully the next Queen of England?




  Imagine that. I, Anna de Boullans, as the French called me, dark as a gypsy, not in possession of my sister’s golden beauty, nor fair-skinned and fresh as the auburn-haired women of nobility, seated beside the boyishly handsome king, his red-blond hair, his beard, his massive height, as the most powerful woman in the land. At times, I allow this dream to supplant my better sense and ask: Why shouldn’t it happen? Though I am not descended from kings and queens, I am no backwater provincial servant woman. My father is the king’s leading diplomat. My mother is a Howard. I received the finest education in France. I am adept at music and dance and have brought new fashion to England. I speak fluent French and have friends across the channel and in the scholarly halls of Cambridge.




  Hold on to that card, I tell myself. A time may come when I will use it.
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  Katherine




  Please, God, only You can abate his madness, which clouds his judgment. Let him keep Anne Boleyn as his mistress, let him be satisfied with that, as he was with her sister, Mary. That I can bear. I refuse to become my sister Juana, mad with jealousy over her husband’s affairs, roaring with rage like an African lioness on a veranda in Alhambra. I have always prided myself in being self-composed, whatever the trial or tribulations You have sent me, and there have been many. You know the humiliations I have suffered, such as seeing Elizabeth Blount bear a son for him, a torment much worse than Henry having a mistress. To hear him call this illegitimate boy by the name Henry; to see, in fanfare and ceremony, him receive titles upon reaching his sixth birthday: Knight of the Garter, Earl of Nottingham, Duke of Richmond, Duke of Somerset and Lord Admiral of England; to become one of the highest ranking, wealthiest people in the land, supplanting our daughter Mary, the legitimate heir to the throne.




  Worse, I am reminded each time I see his face and hear his voice of the son I bore the king on New Year’s Day, 1511, producing a joy I had never experienced up till then or since, remembering well the celebrations that followed: canons roaring from the Tower, bonfires blazing, wine flowing in the streets, and each day jousting tournaments, banquets and masques, and singing and dancing from morning to night, and always my husband standing center court, shouting to the world: I have a son. His name is Henry, and he shall be heir to the throne. The Tudor reign is now secure. Henry set off on a pilgrimage of thanksgiving to the Shrine of Our Lady at Walsingham. I went to church, where I kneeled and prayed, thanking You for seeing me safely through childbirth, knowing my sister Isabel and Henry’s mother Elizabeth died in the act. I thanked You for the gift of life, for planting my tree firmly in the earth, from which I could produce more fruit with each passing year. I had never smiled so much, never felt such joy.




  You allowed that joy for nine weeks. Then You took him. Why, God? To make amends for Your own son, who died in sacrifice for our sins? I did not question Your will, nor would I ever. If it was Your will to take our son and give the king a son with another woman, I have borne that as best I could. I have endured your trials, God, you know I have, but this trial, this separation from my husband, his wanting to leave me for another woman, to make her queen, to supplant my daughter with other children he wishes to have, making her a bastard, this I cannot bear. Take pity on my suffering heart. I ask only this.
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  Henry




  How quickly the tide rushes in and washes away the castles of sand upon which we make our dreams, I wish to say to you, Kate. Your nephew has betrayed me. First, by backing out of the marriage with our daughter. That I might excuse, given his age and hers. But reneging on his promise to help me achieve my Great Enterprise, winning back our ancestral right in France is a betrayal I cannot forgive. We shall henceforth make a treaty with France instead.




  Yes, the dream is over, both mine and yours. What we had hoped to achieve in our union has not, nor will it ever be, achieved. Spain is lost to us; there is no heir as we thought to join our countries. We look to France now. Mary shall have to wed the son of Francis or Francis himself. I know how that must repulse you. It matters not. We make decisions based on what’s best for the realm, not to appease our feelings. The same is true for us. You want to speak of love for eighteen years, but it has never been about love, only promise and property, power and position, and after eighteen years the promise has been unfulfilled, the property has not been possessed, our power is less than it should be, and our position is fragile without an heir.




  Thus, do not speak to me of love. I am a king. I shouldn’t have to remind you. My father didn’t marry my mother for love. She had more legal right to the throne, being the daughter of a Yorkist king, though he secretly despised her for that, even as she bore him eight children, four of whom survived, most importantly two boys. I use that as an example, for a royal marriage is always about providing sons and securing a dynasty. You failed to do that. So, we must build new castles in the sand, hoping this time they are secure enough to withstand the next tide.
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  Anne




  I have tried to tell you: Your wife, Katherine, spies for the emperor. Do you not see it? You may not be aligned with Spain, but she is, and always will be. Could you not then have her tried for treason? Wouldn’t that be an easier way to get rid of her than trying to procure a divorce? You need Pope Clement for that, and he will never grant it. You know he won’t, for he owes his election to Katherine’s nephew. You are sometimes naïve, dearest Henry. Open your eyes, see what is before you. Listen with your ears, hear what is being said. All those servants she keeps, including her doctors and chaplains, they speak Spanish, for they are Spanish. Do you not worry what they say under their breaths in a language foreign to you? I can assure you they are not speaking of satins and silks for their newest gowns; nor are they reciting scripture or planning charity for the poor. They are plotting, using Ambassador Mendoza as their purveyor, sending messages to the emperor, your enemy, informing him about your plans to dispatch her, hoping he will respond with action against you. The situation is much more dangerous than you know. It is the reason I am here at Hever instead of at court with you, and I shall stay as long as necessary until the issue is resolved. Do what’s right. Have Cardinal Wolsey do what he does best. Spy on her. Watch her. Listen to her conversations. I know what I say. My father informs me, as does Uncle Norfolk and your favorite duke, Suffolk. Everyone knows, yet you seem to turn a blind eye and a deaf ear. If you say you love me as you profess, if you say you cannot live without me, if you say, as you do in your many letters, that I am the only one you desire and wish to move mountains on my behalf, then you will heed what I say. Spend less time writing and more time paying attention to the actions of your wife. She is proud and willful. She is Spanish. Need I say more. I know you, rather I respond to your letters with equal emotion and outpouring of love sentiment, but we live in a world of intrigue and mistrust. It is everywhere, especially in your own household. Take my words for what they are, for they are written with the uttermost concern for your health and welfare, as well as for the security of our future union.
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  Katherine




  Forty days now the rain has fallen, flooding the fields, ruining the crops, washing away bridges, making mud of the roads, leaving the poor starving. I recall Ludlow Castle, where I accompanied my husband Arthur after our wedding, he bearing the title Prince of Wales. We encountered nothing but cold and rain in that bleak, isolated place, far from the sun and warmth and lemon-scented blossoms of Alhambra, where peaches fell from the trees in mouth-watering abundance. Arthur became sick from the start, with fevers and coughs. I suspected the worst, the sweating sickness. He recovered enough to visit my bed numerous times, though he never touched me. He shivered and shook, clearing his throat, until in a mad sweat he slipped mercifully into sleep. I, not wanting to offend him, remained still on each occurrence, though inside my blood ran rapid. I cried my first tears in England in that damp room. My only solace was knowing that in the morning I could visit the nearby chapel dedicated to Saint Mary Magdalene.




  The day Arthur died the rains fell so heavily that the cart carrying his body became immobilized in mud. The rain fell in loud bursts, amid a wind that swirled and whistled, cracking the branches of trees. The men shouted commands. They pushed against the cart in vain, finally carrying the box, his body, on their shoulders, slipping and falling with it in the mud all the way to Worcester, the burial site. Amid the chaos, Arthur alone knew peace, inside the box, where his shivering and shaking came to a stop, his body at rest ready for God, who cares not whether one is a prince or a commoner, whether he wears silks and satins or jewels on his fingers, or whether he succeeds in consummating his marriage.




  From the earliest age, I learned I would have two husbands: Christ and Arthur. When I returned to London, I had only Christ. I hadn’t yet been informed that I would marry Arthur’s ten-year-old brother. Truth is, I wanted to go home to my mother and father, to Alhambra, to the sun and warmth, to the fruit and vegetables, to the dogs and donkeys, to the shining, golden hills, to the chirping birds and the music of the Spanish tongue. Never was my longing greater than when I received the wrath of Arthur’s father, who, in his unabashed grieving, blamed me for his son’s death, saying that my lasciviousness had sapped Arthur’s strength, that my wickedness and evil had allowed him to die.




  I was to blame and always have been, starting with the execution of two men I had never seen or met, long before I arrived in England; for Arthur’s death; for my father’s refusal to give Henry Tudor the dowry he owed; for the death of my son Henry at nine weeks old; for having borne a healthy girl instead of a healthy boy; for my nephew’s betrayal of my husband; for being a proud Spaniard who chooses to disobey her husband, not wishing to concede her title and her marriage to another woman.




  The rains shall never end. The island of England will wash away, and there shall be no Noah or his ark to save anyone. It is God’s will, his wrath, upon the head of this realm, my husband, Henry, until he atones for his sin and returns to me, his lawful wife, his queen, whom he promised eighteen years ago to live with till death do us part.
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  Henry




  I await word from Cardinal Wolsey. He meets with churchmen and experts in canon law at his Westminster palace to discuss the validity of my marriage to the queen. What is there to discuss? I said to him earlier. Get me out of it. That is all. I want to hear nothing of discussion. Can you do that? Yes, of course, he answered. I don’t like the way he said it, though. I don’t like that I had to ask him the question in the first place. I just want him to tell me it’s done. Come to me with that news, I demanded. That is all. Yes, he said. It shall be a private legatine court. You shall be summoned. Evidence will be brought against you and sentence passed. What type of sentence? I asked. Am I to be sent to the Tower? To Newgate? Am I to be put on the rack and made to confess to crimes I did not commit? He smiled that devious clerical smile of his, a smile that could hoodwink a hundred thousand angels into walking through the doors of hell, believing they led to heaven. To think, I trusted that smile with my life. Nothing of the sort, Your Majesty, he said. If it is shown that you have transgressed divine law by living with your brother’s widow and sharing her bed, you will be made to answer the charge and renounce your sin. Renounce? How so? Again, that smile of his. Remove the cause and thus the effect, he said. Speak clearly, cardinal, I yelled. You wish to remove your wife, do you not? He asked. I wish to relieve my conscience. Wipe that smile from your face, cardinal, unless you want me to wipe it away for you. He bowed. Yes, of course. And stop saying, yes, of course. It sounds disingenuous. For a reason, Your Majesty, he said. Yes, of course, I said, deliberately, to make my point. He straightened his lips. You will be placed in a defensive, rather than offensive, position, as a defendant on trial. You must do what the court says. I am a victim, then? I asked. Yes ... He stopped himself. We shared a smile. You are the accused instead of the accuser. You will be found guilty of living in sin and ordered to leave the woman you had erroneously believed to be your wife. And that is all? I will be free? Again, that phony smile of his. Yes, that is all, you will be free, once we receive papal confirmation of the findings at the trial. Good, I said, but keep it secret. I don’t want it made public. Her supporters will shout her cause from every rooftop in London. We can’t have that. Yes, of course, he added. I sighed and told him to leave my sight, to get to his business and not tarry a moment longer. So, here I am, waiting, tapping my fingers, realizing time has never been and will never be my ally.
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  Anne




  Papal confirmation of the findings at the trial? How ridiculous that sounds now after the recent events, of which you, by now, have heard. I have just today received my father’s letter informing me that Rome has been sacked by Charles’ mercenary soldiers. My initial reaction to the news: It is God’s will to put an end to clerical corruption, to see the destruction of so many holy objects. Though to learn of the pope’s imprisonment brings much consternation to me, as I’m sure it does to you, for it means he will not be passing judgment on your case anytime soon.




  Meanwhile, I grow impatient. You say time is not your ally. What of me? What of my womb? Do you not know what I have sacrificed these past two years? I could be married well, already a mother. I have waited, and now my patience wanes. Have you considered that the cardinal, your supposed friend, does not wish to see your divorce if it results in your marriage to me? Don’t be naïve when I say this. You know he dislikes me. You know he despises my father for his growing closeness to you. You know what I say is true. He prefers to see you married to a foreign princess, to make a French alliance. That was made clear before your marriage interest in me. He wishes to have his feet in a thousand shoes, wanting to be the beginning, middle and end, to dominate affairs, to be the only voice you hear and the only ear that hears yours.




  For that, he should not be trusted. What, after all, has he done for you in the past two years to make our union more possible? You know the answer to that question. I need not tell you he has done nothing. The reason should be clear. He wishes to delay, hoping you will tire of me, as you tired of my sister. Perhaps I will go away, as well, as easily as her and marry beneath me, as she did. Do not dismiss these feelings of mine. If you want my love, you must heed them and accept them for what they are, true feelings, the result of this long anguish I suffer at the hands of a promise not fulfilled. Why should I believe it will ever be fulfilled? Give me cause, if you can. This latest setback weighs heavily on my heart. Your letters and gifts do not appease these feelings. I want action only. Either make the cardinal do what you demand or get someone else to do your bidding.
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  Katherine




  I do not wish to think of her, yet today it could not be helped. Out riding with my Spanish ladies, I stopped to see a falcon overhead and watched it dive at an alarming speed to kill a rabbit, using its tooth on the side of its beak. I now know why she wears a falcon on her badge. She is a bird of prey, flying on thin, tapered wings at high speed, changing directions as it suits her. She may as well have a tooth on the side of her beak with which to peck and devour.




  She professes to be holy. I know not by which definition of holy she lives. It is not mine, that I know. I suspect her talk of holiness is nothing more than a mask; that she is no different than her sister, who has been called names no woman should ever be called. It is to be expected, though, when one lived for so many years in the house of that horrid King Francis, who, it is said of him, drinks the waters of many fountains.




  I should have never allowed her in my household as a maid of honor, for I should have suspected she was interested in something greater, evident from the first in how she danced and sang and turned heads, wearing a French hood, her hair loose, her neck long like a swan’s, her dark eyes hungry to seek and learn, her manner and movements choreographed, her voice rehearsed, her scent as she passed more powdered than the women here or back home in Spain. Haughty, I thought, for one so low of birth. Dangerously cordial and artfully flirtatious, making the young men of court wag their tails, like beasts in the fields. They came to my rooms sinful in their thoughts, come to have the newest of my maids. Henry Percy first, making a scene, as if he were Adam fawning over Eve in the garden until, like the first man of God, he was banished. Thomas Wyatt followed, forming flowers with his mouth and lips, such was the beauty of his words, though to no avail, since my husband wanted the girl for himself. I should need to look away, I told myself, as I had trained myself to do. She made it not easy to do. Once while playing cards with me and my ladies, she kept turning up a king. I said to her: My Lady Anne, you have good fortune to stop at a king, but you are not like others. You will have all or nothing. She did not respond. She turned her cards, her expression still and measured. She heard me, though. She knew what I said was true, and it remains true, even more so now that secret courts convene to make her what I have always been, Queen of England.




  Cardinal Wolsey is now in France, meeting with clerics there, hoping to convince them he should act as pope during the pope’s confinement. How should I know this? Spanish ladies spy well. Yes, I can play the game of subterfuge as well, though I may not be as adept as the cardinal. Though he is gone, his spies are ever present, watching and listening. I know what they report. She meets with Ambassador Mendoza; they speak Spanish, they plot treasonous acts, smuggling notes to her nephew, the emperor. None of which is true. I do not want war. I want justice only. I want all secret trials dismissed. I want the pope to remain steadfast and not allow himself to be supplanted by one with corrupt objectives. I want him to pass proper judgment. Have the trial, if there is to be one, held in Rome. Let the pope, God’s vessel, decide on this case. I do not trust Wolsey. I do not trust the French, our enemy always. I do not trust Anne. I do not trust Henry, my husband, for he is no longer himself, listening as he does to the cardinal, who I am convinced is behind the divorce proceedings. He courts the French and always has, his hatred of Spain and my nephew and me evident in the lies he whispers to the king to fulfill his evil intentions. He believes himself my better now that he holds the king’s ear. I wish to say to him that which I would say as well to Lady Anne, both of whom have risen: Though fortune extends its grace upon you, do not trust so much its fickle favor. You will learn this truth for yourselves, as I have had to learn, as we all must.
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  Henry




  I understand her emotions. She is a woman, after all. She wishes, as do I, that this affair is settled and done with, so we can proceed with our plans to marry and bring further issue into the realm, for the sake of our dynasty. I will not, however, under any circumstance, dismiss Cardinal Wolsey or allow her detrimental views of him to influence my decision making. He has served me well for many years, long before she ever arrived and made of my life a folly, if not a madness. I will hear no such talk about his treasonous intentions. Though he hasn’t yet procured the divorce I seek, I shall continue for the present to put my faith in him, though I must admit his failures have been upsetting to me as well.




  It is the pope who is my greater enemy in this affair. Why should it be so hard for him to sign a document? Have I not always been his faithful servant, lavishing him with numerous benefits? Have I not defended the faith against Luther and his heresies? Should I not be granted favors for having done so? He is a heartless priest, I say, who considers neither the exigencies of my honor or the peace of my conscience or the prosperity of my kingdom. He is a hypocrite, covering himself in a cloak of friendship towards me, flattering me with his crafty practices, though by refusing me my request telling me, in effect, that it matters little if I and my kingdom perish. He wishes to be represented as a harmless dove, though in truth he is more like a serpent, biting me with his malice. Be a man, I wish to say to him. Appear from under the coattails of the emperor and the skirts of Margaret of Austria, another of Katherine’s relatives. Do what is right by me and allow Cardinal Wolsey, here in England, to hear the case. Let him decide, if you cannot or will not.




  He tells me I must retain my wife and frequent her bed, and I have said, more than once, I am utterly resolved and determined never to use her body again. He must be made to realize that if he continues to thwart me, England might turn its back on the papacy, wherein Luther’s heresy will spread further. How should you like that? I wish to ask him.
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