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“This royal throne of kings, this sceptered isle,


This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,


This other Eden, demi-Paradise;


This fortress built by Nature for herself


Against infection and the hand of war;


This happy breed of men, this little world;


This precious stone set in the silver sea,


Which serves it in the office of a wall,


Or as a moat defensive to a house,


Against the envy of less happier lands;


This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.”


—William Shakespeare, Richard II








Preface


I taught English literature for nearly thirty years and during that time immersed myself in its history as much as its fiction. Among the rich tapestry of Great Britain’s historical events none caught my fancy as much as the first half of the sixteenth century, known famously as the reign of King Henry VIII. Here was a king who married six times; a king who beheaded two wives and exiled two others; a king who executed close advisors, monks, theologians and scholars; a king who, for the sake of procuring a desperate divorce, broke ties with Rome, naming himself the supreme head of the Church of England; a king who dissolved monasteries and abbeys, pillaging their art and gold; a king who waged fickle wars, one day against France, the next against Spain, changing his alliances with regularity, sure as the rise and set of the sun. Could there be a more intriguing story, replete with complex, moral issues, concerning love and hate, life and death, beauty and destruction?


Several years ago, I wrote a comedic, full-length play, A Tyrant for All Seasons, attempting to capture through wit and absurdity the many facets of Tudor mayhem. Though I have written other books, on other subjects, since then, that project did not quell my interest for early sixteenth century England and the men and women who struggled to survive its political and religious turmoil. I continued to read, research and travel, taking notes, knowing I would return, as if to an old friend, to a familiar subject, one that has always piqued my curiosity. After much study and application, I completed this book, Thorns in a Realm of Roses.


I wanted to surpass what I wrote in my play. That work had been based mostly on myth and caricature, passed down through the ages in films, books and souvenir shops: Henry, the overweight, tyrannical monster, the demi-god, the devourer of men and women, justifying his acts and behavior through a special clearance from God. Not to say that’s not true. It is, in large measure. Still, in this book, I wanted to move beyond myth. I wanted to write about a man, one with deep insecure and vulnerable feelings, and I wanted to write from many points of view, including those of his wives, in particular his last two, Katherine Howard and Katherine Parr, getting under their skins, probing their complex psychological and emotional states. I wanted also to tell the story from the perspectives of Thomas Cranmer, the lead investigator in the case against Katherine Howard, and Henry’s daughter, Mary, whose misery cannot help but elicit much compassion.


I was aware in writing this book that this story has been told repeatedly in seemingly hundreds, if not thousands, of books and films, and in magazines, in children’s pop-up books and by Beefeaters at the Tower in London and historians on PBS and the BBC. Yes, it’s been told many times. Is that not a testament to its appeal and inexhaustible power to engage? It can’t just be the fascination of the abomination—the cruelty, the beheadings, the destruction of the monasteries—that whets readers’ and viewers’ appetites and makes them seek more and more of the same. It’s the inherent humanity in the lives of the people who lived and suffered that makes this story so compelling and why its canvas is large and able to accommodate all types of artistic strokes and re-imaginings.


—T. Crockett





Part One
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Roses Have Thorns


He, Henry, King of England, touched the rose; yellow, blooming, bright. A rose without a thorn he had called Katherine, his queen. Now, his fingers reaching for the stem, he asked: Had he betrayed himself in thought, believing beauty came without a price? He pressed the prickle, thinking, a rose without a thorn is a rose made in heaven, yet we, here on earth, kings though we be, have thorns to make us bleed. He saw the blood form and wiped his finger on the rose. As he pulled the petals one by one, he watched them drop and drift, fragmented and bloodstained, like pieces of his heart.


He turned from the garden, away from the row of roses and the unrelenting sun that fed them, finished with flowers. Looking toward the Great Gatehouse and beyond to his private rooms at Hampton Palace, he wanted Archbishop Cranmer, who had caused him his present grief, having given Henry the letter, inconspicuously, in apparent anonymity, while he sat in the chapel royal at the All Souls’ mass, his eyes closed in prayer for the express purpose, ironic as it now seemed, to give thanks for his wondrous marriage so late in life, making him believe he possessed both youth and virility.


How could the clergyman write such a letter, damning his queen, accusing her of unchaste behavior before their marriage? What insolence to rob from him the image he held of her: the jewel of his age, his…no, he could not say it. When he dropped those petals, he shed all illusion. Roses have thorns! Even his young wife. Though had he been unreasonable believing her the human exception? Only fifteen years old when he took up with her, she appeared as pure as the first light of day. Look at the point of her breasts, he would have said. Did they not prove her maidenhead? What did Cranmer, a clergyman, know, he who believed the reading of the Bible in English an ejaculation of faith?


The archbishop had motives, certainly, for all men had them hidden beneath the not-so-subtle arrangements of their faces, be it smirk or smile, and their well-intended words, spoken and written. Men emulated foxes, and if Henry didn’t hunt them, they would, with cunning, outwit him. That could never happen to one who fashioned himself king of the predators; a creed he had followed in governing his people, even those he had trusted, such as Cranmer. Where, now, was that trust? Where, in fact, was the archbishop, when Henry had called for him after reading the letter?


Henry had earlier met with Dr. Butts, telling his trusted advisor he had a troubled mind, though not specifying its relation to his marriage since the allegations from Cranmer were not as yet substantiated. Dr. Butts told Henry the troubles he endured resulted from the great weight he bore. Henry wanted to know if the doctor meant the great weight he bore as king. The doctor looked askance, as many do when they are caught between truth and lies, that delicate balance in the determination of one’s fate. Yes, the great weight he bore as king, of course. What other weight did he think he meant? What other weight? Do not give me pretense, doctor. You know what weight we’re talking about. This weight! This mass I carry in excess of over four hundred pounds! And do not look askance, for that only confirms your pretense. The doctor apologized for confusing the words great weight with great responsibilities. Oh, really, is that what I’m carrying in my gut, four hundred pounds of responsibilities? I have not lived fifty years in a state of ignorance, failing to understand the difference between responsibilities and weight, and you, dear doctor, clearly used the words great weight. You cannot take those words back, no matter how much you look askance.


He asked Dr. Butts to find Cranmer. He would know where to look, for they were fellow heretics. Oh, sure, they preferred the word reformists, though Henry wasn’t fooled. They were Cambridge men from long ago, in bed with Luther; revolutionaries, wanting to rewrite Church matters, such as the Bible and the practice of worship. Why couldn’t they have left matters alone? If only Henry hadn’t divorced Katherine, his first queen, the divorce from Rome would have never happened, and he would be able to hear mass and take the Host in peace, without someone whispering in his ear: We don’t do that anymore; we don’t believe bread becomes the flesh of God; it’s just bread; if you want to receive God, just put out your hands and look up; you need no mass, no Host, no crucifix or images. What hogwash! As were the allegations about the queen! Did not their time together on progress prove that? They rode and hunted during the day and feasted on meats at night, with fine ales, wines and custards, while, afterwards, the queen danced with her ladies, much to the amusement of the king, who loved watching her laugh with little care for decorum. How many times did she rush to him with a hug, pressing her nose to his hairy cheek, calling him my big Harry? He liked that name. Never once did he consider it an insult. He considered only what he possessed; a fifteen-year-old queen, a pearl set among the rocks of England; his reason to pray and give thanks for his fifth marriage, his best, for none other had made him believe he started life anew, wherein he could forget what needed to be forgotten; his failing eyesight, his headaches, his ulcerous leg wound that rendered him unable to walk, ride and joust as he once did.


Why did Cranmer place the letter in the chapel, of all places? The chapel where his beloved Jane’s heart rested beneath the altar, where his coat of arms appeared on the ceiling he had designed years earlier for…an earlier queen, whose name he refused to say. How was it possible that in the few minutes between his closing his eyes and again opening them the letter had appeared? He wondered: Who would act so insidiously as to sneak up on him, while in a posture of prayer, with eyes closed? He would never have believed Cranmer the culprit until he read the letter and saw the archbishop’s signature at the bottom of the page.


Cranmer couldn’t have been surprised when he entered Henry’s chamber and saw the king holding the letter in his hand, his face flushed and sweating.


‘Why?’ Henry shouted.


‘Why?’ whispered Cranmer.


‘Is there something wrong with your hearing, Cranmer?’


‘I hear fine, Your Majesty.’


‘Then answer my question.’


‘You asked only, why?’


‘Did you expect me to say, good evening, Cranmer, how are you?’


‘I would not be displeased to hear that.’


‘Well, you’re not going to hear from me good evening or how do you do after having written this letter to me. I should have your head for this. Do you understand that, or do you wish to say, why, Your Majesty?’


‘I wish to apologize.’


‘I don’t want your apology. I want your explanation!’


Henry slammed the letter on Cranmer’s chest. The clergyman fell into a chair, the letter in his hands. Henry stood over him, suppressing an urge to squeeze his head, for fear he might rip it open like a ripened melon. He walked away, doing his best, as Dr. Butts had so many times advised him, to control his temper. Remember, the doctor would say, how much worse your headaches and the wound on your leg after your fits of rage. Take a breath, consider thoughtfully and choose your words from your brain, not your heart. If it were anyone but Cranmer, Henry would have forgotten the doctor’s words and beat the man with his fists.


The truth is he needed Cranmer, as he had years earlier when he wished to divorce one wife and marry another; when, in 1529, Cranmer lived with the Boleyn family and came to Henry by way of Anne, who, at the time, held sway over the king for she had something he wanted, and until he got it her word rang loud and clear as the only word. He must overlook that Cranmer might have associations with the White Horse Tavern in Cambridge, known to those in London as Little Germany, the hotbed hangout, where revolutionaries adopted Luther’s ideas.


Look past that, Henry, Anne would have said, for here is a man, Thomas Cranmer his name, who can help you. Ask Stephen Gardiner and Edward Foxe, his colleagues and your appointed theologians, who seek to rule in favor of your divorce. They have heard him speak. Listen to his words.


What right had the pope to command a divinely appointed king?


The King was under God’s authority, not that of Rome.


Do not look to Roman canon law.


Win the support of the great theologians at the universities.


Cranmer came to Henry a savior, his own personal Jesus, to save him from Pope Clement and Katherine, his stubborn first wife, and to open up the gates of Henry’s mind, where he could find the Promised Land.


Become the leader of your own church.


Grant yourself a divorce and marry whom you wish to marry.


Thank you, Henry would have said. Now, go with your ally, Thomas Boleyn, to the courts of Europe and seek out the academics and theologians in furtherance of my cause.


Cranmer straightened himself in the chair. ‘It was not my intent to make you unhappy, Your Grace.’


Henry banged his fist against a wall and leaned his head against it. When he spoke, his words seemed directed to himself.


‘Why, at this point in my life? Have I not suffered enough through four previous marriages? Am I not entitled to love?’


He turned back to Cranmer, who faced the floor.


‘Well, answer me. Am I not entitled to love?’


Cranmer stood and faced the king. ‘You are, Your Grace.’


Henry took the letter back from the clergyman’s hands. ‘To make such allegations about the queen is treasonous, as you are aware.’


‘I thought Your Grace would want to know.’


‘A man doesn’t need to know what he doesn’t know if in the knowing of what he didn’t previously know the knowing causes him grief.’


Cranmer didn’t respond.


‘Does that make sense to you, Cranmer?’


‘Perfect sense, Your Grace.’


‘Why, then?’


‘To find the truth.’


‘I only want the truth if it serves my needs. Otherwise give me a lie and make it appear as true. Isn’t that what all men do in conversation?’


‘I am not all men. I am a clergyman.’


‘You are a coward for having written this letter and then disappearing from my sight.’


‘I am here now.’


‘Still, you do not speak and explain yourself.’


‘What can I add that I haven’t already written?’


Henry read the letter aloud, squinting as he did.


Your Grace, as your subject and servant, I write this letter, with much hardship, knowing what I have to confer upon you will alter your mood, though if I kept this information from you I would be, in effect, betraying you with my silence and my secret. Therefore, for the benefit of both you and your kingdom, I write the following: While you were away on your northern progress, I received a visit from a man named John Lascelles. You may remember him. He served the former Master Secretary, Thomas Cromwell, and for a time I believe he performed as a table waiter at court. He wished to speak about something of grave importance to you, the King of England, and to the sanctity of the kingdom you ruled. He informed me he came to me as a God-fearing, Christian man, with no intent to harm or displease anyone. He had received information recently, and this information bothered his mind to such an extent that he could no longer sleep at night or work and think peacefully during the daytime. Wishing to put the man at ease, I asked him to sit and offered him a drink, which he gladly accepted. Suffice it to say, the drink calmed his nerves, wherein he began to discharge the thoughts on his mind.


Henry put the letter down. ‘I cannot read any longer. My eyesight is failing me. Did you consider my health and well-being before you wrote this letter?’


‘Your health has always been of my greatest concern.’


‘This letter I hold proves you wrong.’


He handed it to Cranmer. ‘Read aloud from where I ended. Your eyesight is better, and I wish to hear your voice, since the words on the page are yours.’


Cranmer complied. Henry sat down, facing away from the archbishop, his heavy hand upon his cheek, as he listened.


Wishing to be brief, he made clear to me what he heard from his sister, Mary Hall, who had lived with the queen, years before she was queen, at the age of twelve and thirteen, in the houses, both in Horsham and in Lambeth, of Agnes Norfolk, the Dowager Duchess and stepmother of the 3rd Duke of Norfolk, Thomas Howard. It was there Katherine had illicit affairs with two men, one her music teacher, Henry Manox, and a good-for-nothing upstart (her words, not mine) named Francis Dereham. When Katherine became queen, Master Lascelles, knowing his sister had lived in the same household, asked his sister why she didn’t seek employment at court since the two had been close years earlier. Lady Hall said she couldn’t because she knew too much about the queen when she was younger, and she didn’t like what she knew. She didn’t want to be around someone, albeit a queen, whose morals were loose. When I asked for further details, Master Lascelles said it was best if I talked to his sister, for she was the primary source of the information and much better equipped at conversing than him. I asked him to send his sister to me for further inquiry into the matter, though at the present his sister is visiting with family in the northern provinces. While I am awaiting her return, I thought it best to convey to Your Majesty what I heard and learned first in letter form, for I couldn’t think how to speak these words to you. I thought best to allow you to digest this information alone until such time, after you gain your bearings, we can discuss it in the privacy of your rooms. I hope, in the end, this matter will be resolved and the queen exonerated from any unchaste behavior. I am, as always, here to serve you, Archbishop Thomas Cranmer.


Henry turned in his chair to face Cranmer, who laid the letter on a table.


‘You mean to tell me on the basis of one man, you are wishing to ruin my marriage and thus my life?’


‘I thought…’


‘You thought wrong, whatever it is you thought! She was…I cannot say what she was. It is too hurtful.’


‘Then do not say it.’


‘I shall say what I damn please!’


Henry stood and walked to the window, where he looked out toward the gardens. His voice quieted, his tone more reflective.


‘She was to me a rose without a thorn.’


‘All roses have thorns, Your Majesty.’


He wheeled around and shouted, ‘I don’t need you to tell me that.’


Cranmer held his ground and said, matter-of-factly, ‘Lucky is the man who plucks the rose and doesn’t bleed.’


‘Well, I bleed. Shall I show you the cuts on my finger?’


Henry held his finger to Cranmer’s face.


‘All men bleed, Your Majesty.’


‘Kings should be excepted.’


‘I agree, but…’


‘But, what?’


‘It is God’s decision, not ours.’


‘I will not argue with God. He is too formidable an opponent. You, on the other hand…I wish to take issue with you. Why didn’t this man, this John Lascelles, come forward with his information earlier?’


‘I asked the same question of him.’


‘And I am asking it of you. The answer, please.’


‘He feared the information would start a scandal.’


‘And yet he turned his mind, it appears.’


‘He said he wrestled with his conscience until he could conceal no more.’


‘Ah, yes, the conscience. It gets a man every time.’


Henry sat down again and asked Cranmer to do the same, across from him. The king leaned close to the archbishop’s face, staring him in the eyes, where he thought he detected a smile deep within.


‘You believe this letter a fitting note to write to the King of England, informing him, without proof or evidence, that his wife had been unchaste?’


‘Master Lascelles believes his sister spoke the truth.’


‘What is his motive?’


‘His motive?’


‘Are you hard of hearing, Cranmer?’


‘No, Your Majesty.’


‘I asked, what is his motive? You know the word well, I presume, for you have motives as well for writing this letter to me.’


‘To protect your feelings is my only motive.’


‘So you wish to be the caretaker of my heart, as well as my soul?’


‘I wish as your loyal servant to inform you of matters critical to you and your kingdom. I believe the queen’s behavior fits that criteria.’


‘Don’t be evasive with me, Cranmer. The man came to you with a motive. Now tell me what that was.’


‘He came, he said, as a loyal subject to the throne.’


‘That’s hogwash. He came as one reformist to another, isn’t that true?’


‘The topic of religion did not arise.’


‘You are a clergyman. The topic of religion, especially the reforming of it, always arises when one is in your company.’


‘The issue of her alleged behavior has no denomination. It belongs in the realm of human behavior, outside the sphere of faith and how one worships.’


‘Since you won’t be honest with me, let me help you. Lascelles sought you out specifically because as a reformist, as you are, and as my queen, Katherine isn’t, as both he and you know, he hoped his information would be well received by one such as yourself, the leading proponent of religious reform in England. I can only imagine your favorable reaction. Otherwise, you would have written me a letter accusing John Lascelles of treason, for it is clear that his story of the queen qualifies as treason. It does to me, anyway, which, as you know, is all it takes to condemn a man. You wrote a different letter, however, accusing the queen of unchaste behavior, hoping I will now get rid of her, as I have dispatched other wives, and replace her with one more to your liking. Do you have any in mind, while we’re at it, Cranmer? It could save both you and I, as well as everyone else at court, a great deal of time in the search for a suitable replacement. Come clean, Cranmer. Admit your motive, though as you can see, I already know it. You can remain tight-lipped or part your lips to deny what I say; it matters not, for I know what’s true, and as you know, once my mind is made it is not likely to change. Admit it. If you do, I shall say to you, good evening and sleep well. That would please you, would it not?’


‘Your Majesty has not lost his sense of humor.’


‘I prefer to call it senseless humor or humor without sense. Which do you prefer, Cranmer?’


‘I wish to humor you with sense.’


‘You wish to humor me so as to make me look past all sense.’


‘If Your Majesty prefers I can take this letter and properly burn it.’


‘Do you think by your burning this letter, I can resume my marriage without distraction? The words you wrote are already planted in my head and chest, and no burning will dislodge them. Now I must know more, and that means you must know more. You will investigate this matter thoroughly. You are not to desist until you have got to the bottom of the pot, even if it means you must talk to a hundred people, and let us hope the pot is empty of everything but lies.’


‘I shall do as you request, Your Majesty. My motive is to serve you.’


‘You say that, but it doesn’t mean you wouldn’t choose to turn on me if it served your needs to do so. This is England, after all, Cranmer, where the trust and loyalty of friends are fickle commodities.’


‘I have been nothing if not trustworthy and loyal toward you.’


‘And you will be nothing, in the ground, unless your trustworthiness and loyalty continue toward me unfailingly.’


‘It shall work out in the end, Your Majesty.’


‘To whose benefit? Yours and Master Lascelles’?’


‘Yours, of course.’


‘I would like to believe that, yet I sense the ruination of something good and the rise of something bad.’


‘I hope in my investigation I find that I am wrong, wherein the only head rolling in the hay is mine.’


‘Better your head than the queen’s.’


‘I agree, Your Majesty.’


‘If these allegations prove true…I don’t want to consider…it is too terrible to believe…too terrible…’


‘I shall do my best to save you from further strife.’


‘You’re not the savior I once believed you were. Jesus would not have written a letter like you have, causing so much disturbance to his King, who is, am I wrong to say, God on earth.’


‘Correct, Your Grace. I am not Jesus, just a clergyman, who tries to emulate and serve Him.’


‘Keep trying, and in the meantime, seek out that man’s sister, for I fear she may have motives as do the rest of you.’


‘I plan to see her as soon as she returns. Is there anything else I can do for Your Grace before I take my leave?’


‘Yes, see to it that all the roses are removed in the garden.’


‘You love roses.’


‘They have thorns.’
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The Bottom of the Pot


Cranmer knew about thorns. As a young fellow at Jesus College in Cambridge, he risked his clerical career for a rose called Joan, whom he married. A year later, he learned how delicate the rose, how fair the woman, how final the life he and she had lived in secret, living apart until she, in childbirth, and the baby in her womb, died. Yes, he bled, as all men bleed, though he must never show his blood.


While Henry knew well the adroit archbishop who served his needs, he knew little the man minus his clerical vestments. He knew not that when Cranmer returned to England in 1532, upon the king’s request to anoint him archbishop of Canterbury, he came as a married man, having met his second wife, Margarete, niece of Lutheran theologian Osiander, while serving as Charles V’s ambassador in Nuremberg. She did not accompany him on his return home, for he had come from Italy, while she remained in Germany with relatives. She arrived later, and for six years Cranmer hid her and their subsequent child, also named Margarete, from Henry’s knowledge. With the passage of the King’s Six Articles in 1539, one of which demanded strict adherence to celibacy for clerics, calling on them, if married, to put their wives away, Cranmer could no longer risk the safety of his family. He smuggled his wife and daughter out of England, into the safety of Continental Europe, where Lutheran clerics married openly, a right granted in their doctrine. For the previous two years, he addressed his letters to his wife and daughter to Osiander, under the guise of “Theological Treatises.”


His personal life existed only to himself. To others, particularly Henry, he remained the archbishop, which entailed his complete service, much more than church-related, to his sovereign. Now, in his Lambeth Place study, as he awaited Mary Hall’s arrival, he reflected on the grave matter for which he now found himself immersed. The king had asked about his motives, religiously speaking, suspecting Cranmer lived his eight years as archbishop with the singular motive to advance the reformist cause. While Cranmer owned some of that truth, he always put Henry’s opinions ahead of his, knowing, though the king had severed ties with Rome, he continued to practice the traditional faith. Reforms of any kind did not come easy under his watch. The best the archbishop could hope to attain was compromise through negotiation, acting as a middleman between the old faith and the new, to bring unity to the disparity.


He hadn’t lied to the king about not possessing a motive, for he had not sought out the task set before him. He, in fact, did not write the letter of his own volition. When Henry departed for his progress to the north, he left three likeminded councilors as caretakers in charge of his affairs: Archbishop Cranmer, Lord Chancellor, Thomas Audley, and the Earl of Hertford, Edward Seymour, the heir’s uncle. John Lascelles, a courtier of minor means, came only to see Cranmer, not a surprise given what they shared; both men born into Nottinghamshire gentry and believers in the advancement of religious reform. After Lascelles’s visit, Cranmer confided the information he received to the other councilors, men with more political savvy than him, evident in their joint reaction. Could this information not topple the Duke of Norfolk from Henry’s favor and put a hole in the conservative faction’s boat? After all, was it not they who had lobbied for the newest queen, they who had toppled Cromwell, they who stood in the way of reform, believing the break from Rome a mistake? Was not this news, then, much desired? If only the telling of it to Henry could be as exciting, for no one wanted that job, though Audley and Seymour held strong conviction that Cranmer alone should inform the king, for as a clergyman he would know how to couch his words and listen sympathetically.


If he hadn’t possessed a motive earlier, he did now; to get to the bottom of the pot, as Henry directed; to make sure he found truth in the allegations, to the dismay of the king, who had hoped the investigation would show only lies. To do so, he must swim in unchartered waters, He recalled being with Cromwell and Audley at Thomas More’s final interrogation in the Tower. He listened to Cromwell, who, unlike Cranmer, held no love for More, and wanted only his signature on the oath. Cranmer stood in silence and observed as More, his friend, chose to die a martyr. Cranmer now stood front and center as the only interrogator. He had no desire to emulate the former Master Secretary. That would be impossible anyway, for they were driven by different desires. The chip on Cromwell’s shoulder and the need for vengeance against those who destroyed Cardinal Wolsey, his mentor, drove his will. Cranmer had no chip. He lived in a realm of theology, wherein he wished to promote the proper worship of God.


A servant knocked on his door, informing him Lady Mary Hall had arrived. He opened his door and met the young woman. Small and spare, she had a pale complexion, accentuated by the dullness of her dress and coat. Her eyes more than made up for her lack of color. Blue and penetrating, they revealed a young woman—Cranmer guessed eighteen, maybe less—with whom one had to reckon. She sat straight and proper, tight-lipped, waiting for Cranmer’s directions. He sat across from her, offering her meats and cheeses on a tray and wine in a cup, which she respectfully refused.


‘So, tell me Lady Hall…may I call you Mary?’


‘That is my Christian name, sir.’


‘Marry, I shall call you Mary.’


‘Merry, if you like.’


‘You have wit, Mary. I like that in a woman.’


‘Do you, sir? Most men prefer us witless, I thought.’


‘I assure you only witless men prefer witless women.’


‘You are saying then that Master Hall, my husband, is witless.’


Cranmer smiled. He poured himself some wine and sipped.


‘I assure you, I make no such insinuation about your husband.’


‘Oh, but it is true, sir.’


He imagined a man twice her age, stodgy and traditional, creeping to the cross on Good Friday, then forgetting his Christian ways the rest of the year. He knew the type, having seen enough of them in Canterbury; men who ate the Host and later regurgitated, emptying their souls to fill their bellies with vice.


‘Be that as it may, I am grateful for your wit.’


‘Am I to understand I can use it when answering your questions?’


‘As long as your answers convey what is true.’


‘I have known men to barter for truth, as if it were cheap corn at a market.’


‘We are not here to barter the truth. I shall prefer to receive it wholesale.’


‘Marry, though the truth I have to give is expensive.’


‘And I shall pay handsomely for its commodity.’


‘I hope that I shall not pay with shame.’


‘You shall receive much love for your information.’


‘Love, sir?’


‘I do not mean love in a vulgar way. I mean I shall hold you in esteem.’


‘I prefer neither love nor holding of any kind. Being married to a witless man has made them for me nothing to be desired.’


He thought of his first wife, Joan; about the same age as Mary, and in possession of the same sharp mind. Though she hadn’t received an education, she wanted to learn and saw her marriage to him, a Cambridge man, as an opportunity to do so. She wanted to learn Latin and French and to know about Ovid, Homer, Plutarch and Aristotle. She wished to discuss what he discussed with others in his circle of scholars: theology, sophistry, logic, philosophy, arithmetic, geometry and music. Even her pregnancy did not dull her desire. Her mind remained alive with curiosity until, at the end, her body gave way to the perils of birth. No wonder Cranmer had admired Thomas More’s role in educating his daughters, having had them learn together with boys, in the same room, the same subjects, the same pace and speed, for they were of the same animal as man, meant to speak and think, read and write, and live transcendently beyond the beasts in the fields.


He smiled warmly at the young woman across from him. ‘I understand and apologize for my misuse of words.’


‘Misuse of words is necessary to the usage of misinformation, which is what men use for their useful purposes.’


He put down his cup of wine, and walked to his desk, where he lifted parchment, a quill pen and bottle of ink. He returned to the chair across from her, laying down his writing implements.


‘You don’t mind if I record notes?’


‘As long as you record accordingly.’


‘I shall write only in accordance to what you say.’


‘Then I am in full accord of your recording.’


‘Very good. Shall I begin?’


‘It is best you begin before time makes of our meeting a quick end.’


‘You have another appointment?’


‘I must be home to make my husband, the witless one, his supper.’


‘In that case, I shall proceed.’


He ate a piece of cheese and reached for his cup of wine. Once again he offered her something to eat or drink. She curled her eyebrows at the tray and cup, shaking her head warily, as if she suspected poison.


‘You shared a room with Queen Katherine?’


‘She was not then the queen, and it was a good thing she wasn’t.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘She was light both in living and behavior.’


‘Light?’


‘Loose, sir.’


‘Morally speaking?’


‘Immorally speaking.’


‘Carnal inclinations?’


‘Precociously so.’


‘How old was she when she acted on those precociously carnal inclinations?’


‘Twelve, sir.’


‘Twelve?’


‘And thirteen.’


‘Thirteen?’


‘With deepest respect, sir, I wonder if your hearing is sound.’


Cranmer quickly wrote on the parchment.


‘I apologize for my repetition. I merely want to confirm what I heard.’


‘I haven’t as yet mentioned the salacious details, though, I’m sure you, as a clergyman, do not want to hear them.’


He nearly spat his wine. He placed his parchment and quill on a table and met her blue, rapid-moving eyes with the length and breadth of his own.


‘I am a clergyman of rare form, God forgive me, for I confess to having a liking to salacious details, especially those concerning the woman who now wears the royal crown. So, if you don’t mind, please do tell.’


‘What I mind is that my mind has been ever mindful of these details ever since Katherine became queen; so, I don’t mind to tell you, if you don’t mind.’


‘Please, make me mindful of what’s on your mind.’


‘Henry Manox was the first one.’


He wrote the name and leaned closer. ‘The music teacher?’


‘Her uncle Thomas, the Duke of Norfolk, wanted her to learn music, the lute and virginals, to enhance her prospects in marriage, since she was a well-born maiden, unlike me, with a superior lineage.’


‘Yet she does not possess your wit and intelligence.’


‘With deepest respect to the queen, sir, she doesn’t even possess her own wit and intelligence, since she has neither.’


How extraordinary, thought Cranmer, as he wrote. This woman has no compunction or censor. She should be studying at Cambridge or Thomas More’s home in Chelsea, if only the Lord Chancellor was not long dead and buried, headless like so many others.


‘You refer, I assume, to her limited ability to read and write.’


‘Shocking it is, for a well-born maiden, wouldn’t you agree, sir?’


‘Shocking, indeed. Still, by all accounts, she succeeded in marrying well.’


‘She married well, though if the king knew what I know and always knew since she was twelve she would be married unwell I am sure.’


‘Tell me more about what you know and knew.’


‘He wanted her to give him love.’


‘Henry Manox?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You were present?’


‘I heard him say: show me by some token that you love me.’


‘Did she give that token?’


‘I wasn’t present for that. He taught her in a private room.’


‘Where she played the lute and virginals?’


‘Only I never heard any music in the room.’


‘What did you hear?’


‘Singing.’


‘Singing?’


‘It sounded like singing.’


‘Could it be she was showing him a token of her love?’


‘Could be, though singing is a funny way of showing love, unless I, married to a witless man, don’t know enough about such things.’


‘Other than the singing, what else did you hear or see that reflects she may have given him a token of her love?’


‘She walked with him in the orchard.’


‘Among the flowers?’


‘Orchards generally have flowers, sir.’


‘Were they doing anything wrong?’


‘It wasn’t allowed for any of us to be alone with a man, without supervision, especially among the flowers. You know the effect they have on young girls. They see the flowers; touch them, smell them, and before you know it, they lose themselves, if you know what I mean.’


‘Please explain, lose themselves?’


‘Is it really necessary, sir?’


‘Yes, please, I am not a man of the world.’


‘Neither are you a man among the flowers, it appears.’


‘Yes, when it comes to flowers, I confess, I am bereft of knowledge.’


‘Lose themselves, sir, as in lose their control, their honor, their pride.’


‘And did Katherine lose her honor and pride?’


‘A rumor went around that they were engaged.’


‘Were they?’


‘You would have to ask Alice Restwold. She’s the one who told me.’


‘I shall like to talk to Alice Restwold.’


‘That will be difficult, sir, for she is underground, going on a year now, and as such is likely not to talk.’


‘She is dead?’


‘Can you think of another reason why she would be underground?’


‘I’m sorry, I can’t.’


‘No need to apologize, sir, since I can’t either.’


‘The cause of her death?’


‘Childbirth, sir. It is a danger to women. It makes one wonder: why even bother to become burdened.’


Cranmer stopped his writing and reached for more wine. He hadn’t been in the room to see Joan’s suffering. He resided at Buckingham College, where he taught. If only he were there to hold her hand and wipe her brow, to tell her that God in heaven awaited her and the unborn child.


‘Yes, I agree. Why even bother.’


‘It’s not like the act is any great joy because I can tell you, sir, in case you don’t know what I mean, it is not. On my life, it’s not, though you being a clergyman wouldn’t know, I assume.’


‘You are correct in that assumption.’


‘You’re not missing out, sir, though I speak as a woman, not as a man.’


He smiled at Mary, while imagining the undulating limbs of Margarete, feeling her soft caresses. Would he ever again experience such love with his second wife, she living so far from him?


‘I appreciate your views, but getting back to Manox and Katherine, tell me, what became of their love?’


‘From what I saw, sir, it was a one-sided love. He pushed himself on her.’


‘On her, or in her?’


‘I don’t think it was in her, sir, because of what he said later after I gave him a piece of my mind.’


‘You scolded him?’


‘I said to him, Man, why do you play the fool in this fashion? Do you not know what would happen to you, a man of lower class, if Lady Norfolk were to find out you love her relative? She will undo you, and those of her family will kill you, surely. Know your place, I said, as I know my place, and still do, sir.’


‘What happened after you chastised him?’


‘He said, I know her well enough, and she has promised that I shall have her maidenhead, for she knows I will be good to her.’


‘So, she agreed to give herself to him?’


‘I can’t say. Only they know for sure, but for the record, sir, as you are writing this down, I would appreciate if you write, Mary Lascelles, as I was known then before I married Master Hall and took his name, tried to stop it from happening. She warned both of them. Please write that, sir.’


‘I am writing that down as you speak it.’


‘Thank you, sir. For the record, you understand.’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Here’s what else I know to be true. Lady Norfolk caught them together one day, wherein she removed him from the household and moved all of us to her other house here in Lambeth.’


‘That was the end of Henry Manox?’


‘Not completely. Sometime later, he appeared here in Lambeth.’


‘Where, according to what you told your brother, there is further evidence of the queen having been unchaste.’


‘As I said previously, sir, she wasn’t the queen then, just a twelve-year-old girl, who sucked her thumb in her sleep. No different than any of us.’


‘To my recollection, Mary, I never sucked my thumb in my sleep.’


‘My apologies, sir. I meant to say those of us who shared a room with her, being that we were twelve at the time as well.’


‘No offense taken, Mary. I was only joking.’


‘Joking?’


‘‘Yes, it was a failed attempt at wit.’


‘And yet you do not strike me as a witless man.’


‘I shall take that as a compliment.’


‘You should since a compliment is complimentary.’


He couldn’t recall the last time a woman engaged him as she did. His wife, Margarete, whom he hadn’t seen in two years, spoke only German. They did not exchange wit when he spoke to her in her native language. They shared Lutheran ideals and the kindness of each other’s touch, having produced a healthy daughter, who he hoped would receive an education equal to any boy. He stared at Mary. His daughter that had died in Joan’s womb would have been her age, maybe a few years more, if she had lived and been healthy. He had to suppress an urge to reach across and touch the young woman’s hand.


‘Your brother mentioned a second man.’


‘Francis Dereham.’


‘He was not a music teacher?’


‘He wasn’t a teacher of any kind, unless you associate the bad things he taught her as something a teacher would teach.’


‘He taught Katherine bad things?’


‘When one is a bad seed, as he was, only bad things grow out of them.’


‘What bad things did he do?’


‘He first came to Lady Norfolk’s house as a gentleman boarder, though there was nothing gentlemanly about him. He took up immediately with one of madam’s servants, Joan Bulmer, who was eighteen years of age and had been around, if you know what I mean, sir. Will you need explaining, or can I continue?’


‘Please, continue.’


‘After a few turns with Joan, he started eyeing Katherine, for she was younger and a better prize in terms of her lineage and her pretty looks. No one could dispute her looks, sir, though, in truth, it was the beginning of her troubles. If she was born plain like me, Francis Dereham wouldn’t have bothered with her. I guess I’m lucky in that way, for he left me alone.’


‘But he didn’t leave her alone?’


‘He went after her in broad daylight, in the dinner room, washroom, kitchens, back stairs, you name it. I saw them more than once kissing and hanging by their bellies together as if they were sparrows.’


‘Sparrows?’


‘Have you never seen sparrows together, sir?’


He recalled a line from a treatise by Nicholas de Venette. Women are much more amorous than men and as sparrows do not live long because they are too hot and too susceptible to love.


‘No, I am equally bereft in knowledge of birds as I am with flowers.’


‘You should get out more, sir, if you don’t mind my saying.’


‘I don’t mind your saying, though I’m interested to know why Lady Norfolk permitted such behavior in her house.’


‘She didn’t, sir, but she wasn’t there to notice and put a stop to it. She was often at court, serving Queen Anne.’


‘Who, then, was managing the house?’


‘The servants mostly.’


‘Joan Bulmer?’


‘Yes, sir. She made it easy for Francis Dereham, for she kept the maidens’ chambers unlocked.’


‘And he and young Katherine would kiss at night and hang by their bellies as if they were sparrows?’


‘That was just the beginning of it.’


‘Please provide me the middle and end, as well.’


‘Once the lights went out, he would sneak in the room and climb into Katherine’s bed, wearing his doublet and hose, which he would soon remove, at which point I heard much puffing, blowing and sighing.’


‘But not singing?’


‘Singing, sir?’


‘Sorry, another failed attempt at wit.’


‘Keep trying, sir, you’re bound to succeed, if you do.’


‘I appreciate that, coming from one so masterful in the art as yourself.’


‘You make me blush, sir.’


‘Yet you did not blush when you told me what you heard. What do you think that puffing, blowing and sighing meant?’


‘I believe it meant she was acting on her carnal inclinations.’


‘But you could not see?’


‘It was dark, sir.’


‘How long did the puffing, blowing and sighing last?’


‘It’s hard to say, sir. Some nights it ended almost as soon as it started, and other nights it lasted longer.’


‘How many nights did Francis Dereham climb into her bed and engage in this puffing, blowing and sighing with the future queen?’


‘Sixteen times.’


‘Such an exact number.’


‘I counted, sir.’


Cranmer’s hand shook as he wrote, believing that good fortune, in the guise of Mary Hall, smiled on him.


‘What else did you observe between them, when he was not in her bed?’


‘He gave her gifts.’


‘What kinds of gifts?’


‘He gave her an embroidered friar’s knot as a symbol of his love for her, and satins and velvets for her French hood.’


‘Nothing else?’


‘Plenty else, sir. He gave her coins, gloves and rings.’


‘Did they ever talk? Or did they just puff, blow and sigh?’


‘Oh, they talked, sir. Even in bed, afterwards. I heard him say more than once, you are my wife; am I not your husband? And she would answer: Yes, I am your wife, and you are my husband. It was at this time Henry Manox showed up in secret because he said his heart was dying for Katherine’s love.’


‘He couldn’t have been happy to learn about Francis Dereham.’


‘He was not happy, sir. He became jealous and immediately wrote a letter to the Lady Norfolk. Only she never received it. Katherine intercepted it and had me read it to her on account that she didn’t read well.’


‘Do you remember what his letter said?’


‘I do, sir, word for word.’


‘You have a remarkable memory.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Please, tell me word for word what Henry Manox wrote.’


She met Cranmer’s eyes, unblinkingly, and spoke deliberately.


‘Your Grace, a word of advice from one who cares about your household. You should keep better watch of your gentlewomen, for if you were to rise a half hour after you go to bed and visit the maidens’ chamber you will see those under your care and very close to your blood engaged in acts of deception, which I assume will displease you.’


‘I imagined she would have heard, as well, much that displeased her.’


‘You mean the puffing, blowing and sighing, sir?’


‘I do, indeed.’


‘She would have been disgraced, sir.’


‘Perhaps she still might be disgraced.’


‘I hope I haven’t done her harm, sir, for I always liked Lady Norfolk. She did good by me, taking me in her house.’


‘You have given me the beginning and middle. What about the end?’


‘She showed the letter to Francis Dereham to warn him to stop doing what he did. In a matter of days, his father called him away, or so we believed. The next we heard he was in Ireland.’


‘And Henry Manox?’


‘He left after he wrote the letter. He knew Lady Norfolk would have had him in chains if he showed his face around Katherine.’


‘How did Lady Katherine feel about their departures?’


‘She was never happier, sir, for the truth is she never liked those men, and the things they did to her. She stayed happy more than a couple of years until her uncle came one day and told her he was taking her to court to serve the king’s new queen. I don’t recall her name. She wasn’t around very long, I know.’


‘Queen Anne of Cleves.’


‘That’s right. I remember now. A German, she was, wasn’t she?’


‘Yes, a German.’


‘Why would the king or any Englishman want to bother with a German woman? We have plenty of women here in England. Isn’t that true, sir?’


‘That is true, Mary.’


‘I hope my information has been helpful to you, sir.’


‘Is there anything else you can think of telling me before you leave?’


‘If it’s more information you want, sir, I advise you speak with Margaret Morton and Katherine Tylney. They shared the same rooms with me and Katherine, and I’m sure they have stories that outshine mine.’


‘Where can I find these women of whom you speak?’


‘That’s easy, sir. They serve the queen in her chambers.’


‘As part of her household?’


‘That’s right, sir. In the Hampton Palace, right under the king’s nose.’


Cranmer wrote the names quickly. ‘How interesting that she has employed women from her past.’


‘I’m glad it’s not me, sir, for I want nothing to do with her household.’


‘As you have already mentioned, for good reason.’


Mary stood. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I must be getting home to my husband, Master Hall. He will be expecting his meal.’


Cranmer laid his writing implements on the table and stood to receive her outstretched hand, which felt to him light and limp, like a fallen leaf. Poor young woman, he wanted to say, do not become pregnant only to die in childbirth. Live long and learn, and share your wit with the world. He, of course, said nothing of the sort. He, instead, thanked her for the detail she provided, saying, in addition, that her presentation of it made him merry.


She stopped at the door, turning to him. ‘Marry, sir. Merry men make for a merry kingdom, though we women don’t always share in your merriness.’


Cranmer smiled.


‘I’m sure the queen herself will agree,’ she added, her back to Cranmer as she left his room.
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Puffing, Blowing and Sighing


Cranmer prepared a transcript, minus his personal interplay with Mary, to present to Henry, knowing he had only skimmed the surface, not gotten to the bottom of the pot. Much remained to be discovered, for though salacious, the information Lady Hall provided proved insufficient to damn the queen. Yes, fornication before marriage, beginning at age twelve, pointed to light and loose living, but it failed to constitute a crime. Here, then, the wheels in Cranmer’s brain began to spin faster, wherein he made great leaps of conjecture. If the queen acted loose at age thirteen, was it not within the mind’s stretch to think she might still act loose at age sixteen, notwithstanding that she held the title, Queen of England? Perhaps he wouldn’t have speculated such if it hadn’t been for a further detail he learned shortly after his interview with Mary. While on progress in Yorkshire, Queen Katherine employed none other than Francis Dereham to be her secretary. Why would she employ a man from her past who had climbed into her bed sixteen times, who, in harmony with her, puffed, blew and sighed and afterwards exchanged love tokens? Did it not suggest their prior relations continued into the present?


Cranmer cautioned himself not to become too giddy with thoughts of adultery. He could be wrong. England did not need to witness the beheading of another queen, especially an innocent one, as Anne Boleyn had been. He knew, as his accusers knew, that the allegations against her had been fabricated. He, her friend, could do nothing to stop the tide of injustice that washed over her, not when the brilliant Cromwell initiated the accusations and the trial. Cranmer wished not to employ fabrication in his investigation. He wished to play fair, relying on facts and the truth, as one would expect from a man of God.


He walked the grounds of the palace. He hadn’t yet sought the removal of the roses, as Henry had demanded, for the king would likely change his mind. History backed Cranmer. Here was a king who had changed wives five times; a king who one day had an alliance with France against the Emperor and the next day an alliance with the Emperor against France; a king who one year believed each church should have a Bible in English, so that everyone could read it, and the next year believed only men of certain rank should read it, for the common man might not distinguish which words are God’s and which are the devil’s; a king who one day burned Catholics, still whispering the word pope, and the next day reformists for denying the presence of God in the Host. Seen in this framework of constant contradiction, was it any surprise Cranmer waited for the storm inside Henry’s head to abate before removing the roses? He had already played out in his mind the likely scenario.


Where are the roses?


You asked me to remove them.


Are you crazy, Cranmer? I love roses.


Yes, but you said…


I said no such thing!


Henry had, since reading the letter, been unwell, remaining in bed with fever and headaches, fearing that the plague he had spent his life running from held him in its grip. No matter that Dr. Butts told him he suffered not from the plague, Henry insisted he did. Was not the dreaded disease in London, and did not people come and go from here to there and back? Hadn’t the doctor himself been there and come back to bring him sure death? That Henry didn’t have the plague became evident on the morning he received Cranmer’s most recent letter, referencing the archbishop having completed his interview with John Lascelles’s sister. He quickly called to the men in his Privy chamber to help him dress and had others ride to Lambeth Palace at once to inform Cranmer to bring him the results.


Cranmer entered Henry’s room with trepidation. He knew the king had been feeling ill, and what he had to tell him would not likely help him recover. Besides, he knew the results of his investigation would end badly for someone, if not all three of them. If Cranmer was correct in his assumption, Katherine would lose her life, Henry would lose his wife, the woman he loved, and Cranmer would lose Henry’s trust and friendship. Yes, the pot boiled and would burn all of them.


Cranmer asked about His Grace’s health. Henry deflected Cranmer’s concern. He hadn’t summoned the archbishop to talk about his health. He had a doctor for that.


‘Spare me the unnecessary niceties. Did you do as I asked?’


‘I have done further investigation, as you requested.’


‘Did you get to the bottom of the pot?’


‘Not quite the bottom but well inside it.’


‘I told you not to desist until you have found only lies.’


‘I interviewed Mary Hall. She corroborated her brother’s story.’


‘What is her motive?’


‘She has no religious identity, as far as I know.’


‘Then why does she blaspheme the queen?’


‘If you rather not know, I can destroy this document in my hand.’


‘I wish to know, though I’d rather not know.’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘So, tell me what I should know, though I may not believe what you purport to know.’


Cranmer handed Henry the transcript and watched as the king, in obvious agitation, perused it, stopping at one point to read aloud.


‘At which point I heard much puffing, blowing and sighing.’


His eyes flared red, and his voice squealed, high and pitchy, as he dropped the paper to his side and addressed Cranmer.


‘What is this puffing, blowing and sighing?’


‘They are not my words.’


‘I didn’t say they were. I am asking you to explain them.’


‘I cannot be sure.’


‘What do you mean you cannot be sure? The woman told you she heard much puffing, blowing and sighing. You must know what she meant.’


‘I admit to ignorance in relation to such terms.’


‘Yes, of course, you’re a clergyman, how would you know.’


Henry followed Cranmer’s eyes, which had looked down.


‘You are celibate, are you not?’


‘Yes, Your Grace. I have not known the flesh of women.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with the flesh of women. It’s about the only thing that’s good about them. Otherwise, they’re full of deception, lies and witchcraft. Do you not agree?’


‘I am not an authority on the behavior of women.’


‘Oh, come off it. You may not know women carnally, but you know them, just the same. You have eyes, you see. You have ears, you hear. You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?’


‘I do, yes.’


Henry lifted the transcript to his eyes again and stormed about the room. He came to a stop and shouted into the paper, ‘Sixteen times!’ His eyes sought Cranmer’s. ‘Did she really say sixteen times?’


‘Yes, Your Grace.’


‘How could she have known the exact number?’


‘She counted.’


‘And you believe such a person a credible witness, someone who would sit in the dark and count how many occasions her roommate, now my wife, the Queen of England, puffed, blew and sighed with a man who removed his doublet and hose in her bed?’


‘I wrote only what she told me.’


‘It doesn’t mean you had to write those very words. You could have couched them more delicately. What kind of clergyman are you, anyway? You’re supposed to be holy and celibate and talk like a churchman, not like someone who drinks in a tavern. Do you not feel any shame?’


Henry sat in a chair, heaving. Sweat had formed on his forehead. He told Cranmer he wasn’t well. The archbishop asked if he should get Dr. Butts. Henry didn’t want Dr. Butts. He wanted wine. Pour me some, he said. Cranmer brought Henry a cup of wine and watched Henry drink it in one gulp. He held the cup out and asked for more, telling Cranmer not to be stingy. Cranmer poured generously into the cup. Henry said he wished to wash away the thoughts in his head, which he could not even confide to Cranmer, for they embarrassed him.


She had never puffed and blew with him. She had sighed, yes. Of that he was certain, but was it the result of his love or the great weight he bore upon her? He knew only that he could never lay with her again, though even that would not make an end of it, for now he would have to know more of what he didn’t want to know. This preoccupation with sordid details, true or not, would now take the place of the love that had reinvigorated his body and soul. He drank quickly, moaning, wiping away the wine that spilled on his beard.


‘There’s more to this, isn’t there, Cranmer?’


‘I believe there is.’


Cranmer chose to remain mute about Francis Dereham’s employment in the queen’s household. He worried for the king’s health, and he had not as yet any evidence of adultery. He would investigate further, with the assistance of other council members, and conduct more interviews. In the meantime, he filled Henry’s cup once again.


Henry drank and shut his eyes, bemoaning his marriage to the young Katherine Howard, blaming Norfolk. He and Gardiner had conspired to persuade him to marry her, making it appear they had his interests in mind when, in fact, they acted for their own, for their fantastical conservative belief that Henry might still surrender his title as Supreme Head of the Church of England and return to the pope’s authority in Rome. That damn, Norfolk, he said more than once, filling his rambling brain with their conflicted relationship.


Granted, Thomas, the third Duke of Norfolk, had served him dutifully. As High Steward, he presided over the trial of his niece, Queen Anne, sentencing her to death on the charges of adultery and treason. Later that year, he spearheaded the ruthless hangings of rebels up north, crushing their rebellion against Henry’s dissolution of the monasteries. More recently, he put forth the Six Articles in Parliament, satisfying the king’s need to retain Catholic traditions, despite the split from Rome. Still, once a Howard, always a Howard, and Henry had always harbored a distrust for the Howard family, beginning with the knowledge he had learned as a boy. The first duke of Norfolk, John Howard, died fighting alongside Richard III in the battle against Henry’s father at Bosworth in 1485, six years before Henry’s birth. As much as subsequent Howards showed their loyalty to the Tudor crown, Henry resented their political stink, always seeking advancement at any cost, hoping to create opportunities to receive favors from the Tudor dynasty, thus increasing their influence at court. And what better way to rise in the ranks than marry well? The duke married Henry’s aunt, Anne of York, younger sister of his mother, Queen Elizabeth. His daughter, Mary, married the king’s bastard son, Henry Fitzroy, who many believed, before both his untimely death and the birth of Edward, the heir, stood to succeed Henry. The summer of Fitzroy’s death, Lord Thomas Howard, the duke’s stepbrother, married Henry’s niece, Margaret Douglas, daughter of his sister Margaret, the Scottish queen.


Nowhere was the Howard influence greater than in the rise of Anne Boleyn, she the daughter of Thomas’s sister Elizabeth, which coincided with the decline of Thomas Wolsey, the man who ran the government for Henry for nearly twenty years. Was it any surprise that Henry’s wariness and resentment of the Howard family resulted in his having the duke’s stepbrother, Lord Thomas Howard, executed on charges of conspiracy to seize the throne through marriage to his relative? He still had Cromwell around then to do his dirty work. But now, both he and his predecessor, Cardinal Wolsey, were gone, having been felled by the machinations of the Howard family, among others. Why had Henry allowed Thomas Howard and the conservative alliance to influence him to take such actions against those he had once trusted and relied upon? He mourned the loss of Cromwell, having perceived that his councilors upon light pretext, by false accusations, had made him put to death the most faithful servant he ever had.


Of greater concern: why had he allowed Norfolk and Gardiner to press him into this marriage, which now grieved his heart with unwanted news? He knew the answer, and it caused even more pain to him now. Her mother gave birth to eleven children, six of whom were boys, Norfolk whispered in his ear at every turn. Did this not bode well for the succession, to have more male heirs from one so young and able? Just think, Your Majesty. To be wed to a woman not yet sixteen, of such rare beauty, both in flesh and spirit, pure and chaste as could be, sweet-natured and gentle, and she with the ability to sing, dance and play the lute. Gardiner can provide his Winchester palace for secret liaisons, while we, your councilors, find a way to extricate you from your present marriage to the unwanted German. What would be better than to have a queen as she, adored and loved by all who meet her?
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