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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      It is only just turned dark and there is a crescent moon hanging above the elms outside my window. It shines weakly through the casement and I have moved my desk to sit beneath the window, not only to make it easier to see during the hours of daylight but because I think this view will not be mine for much longer. That is to say, I do not think I will be here to see it for much longer. I think it a shame for I have been happy here, away from the court and all its distractions, its rivalries and pettiness. This place has truly been home to me and to my family. But the pain in my stomach and privates seldom leaves me now and I believe I know what that presages: I am soon for the dark. And this is why I write, to set down how I have lived, how I have served, what I have done and why I have done it. Others leave such accounts, why not I?

      Ursula, my wife, has gone to bed and so I am at liberty to write this history of my life. She would scold me if she knew of it, for she tells me I am ill enough as it is without taking on extra work and, of course, she is right. But my reply to her would be if not now, when? I am running out of time. I feel my strength trickling away, like sand running down through an hourglass.

      I look up from my page and see that the candle by my elbow contrasts with the encroaching darkness outside and it allows me to see my reflection in the diamond-leaded glass of the window. I seldom look into a mirror for to do so would be to succumb to vanity. I need no glass to wash my face or comb my short, thinning hair. So, it is a surprise to see my own eyes looking back at me.

      Who is this man I see with his hooded, wrinkled eyes, his hollow cheeks and his hair receding and turning white at the temples? Is he truly what I have been called, a recreant, a heretic, a devil in a doublet? Or is he a man who has done what he had to do to protect his queen and his country and serve his God?

      In view of these questions, you may think I write this account as some form of justification for my life’s work. I assure you, it is not a justification. I have been constant in my faith and in my pursuit of those who seek to harm us, unrelenting in my work to rid England of the Catholics’ malicious and dangerous influence and cleanse the country of their polluted religion. My work has been necessary, and I will not apologise for it or attempt to justify my actions, even if they have never been appreciated by her in whose service I performed them.

      No, I must stop this, I must not be bitter, I must expect no earthly reward for I know I will be rewarded in heaven. That is what I believe. It is what I have always believed. I care not that I am disliked by those who do not know me, for indeed, they do not know me. To them, I am the persecutor of innocent souls and it is I who am the heretic. I delve into what traitors hope can be private and remain hidden, and I am scorned for finding them out. Such traitors call me vicious, diabolical, but I am far from being such. They may not want to believe me when I say I take no pleasure or joy in the execution of my work, and if they only ceased their treason, I would not need to do what I do. But because of traitors, I must do what needs to be done, and the times in which we live means I must needs work under cover of darkness, forced to be a keeper of secrets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      So, to begin.

      I will not weary the reader with a detailed account of my childhood. It shall suffice to note that I was born in the year 1531 at Foot’s Cray, my family’s home in Kent. My father was William Walsingham, a respectable and successful lawyer. My mother was Joyce Denny and sister to one of King Henry the Eighth’s closest companions, Sir Anthony Denny, who was with the King at his death. I remember my mother was always so very proud of my Uncle Anthony for his loyalty and service to the Crown. His service was well rewarded by the King, who was able to recognise a good servant when he saw one. My mother was made a widow in 1534, my father dying suddenly, of what I was never told and I never enquired. I was but three years old when my father died, so I cannot claim to have known him. I do not remember him and only know what he looked like because of a portrait my mother always hung in whatever house she lived in. My father left my mother well provided for, despite having five daughters for whom she would have to find dowries when the time came for them to marry. As for my mother, she found herself another husband two years after my father died, a good man, Sir John Carey, and it is him I knew as a father. Yet, it was from my mother that I learnt to love the Protestant faith and believe it to be a pure and beautiful thing.

      My childhood was as uneventful and contented as most childhoods are, I believe. Nothing disturbed the even rhythm of my days, even though I later realised the world had been tumultuous at that time in matters of faith, both large and small — King Henry making himself the Supreme Head of the Church in England, Elizabeth Barton, the Fair Maid of Kent, spewing her bile, threatening the King would not continue to reign if he did not return to Rome and acknowledge the supremacy of the Pope — as it would continue to be, off and on, throughout the coming years.

      

      I first knew something of this worldly tumult when I was a student at Gray’s Inn during 1552. Enrolling at Gray’s Inn had seemed a natural progression, following on from my studies at King’s College in Cambridge. My father had studied the law at Gray’s Inn and rose to become Treasurer, but unlike him, I was by no means certain I actually wanted to be a lawyer. I simply knew that as a gentleman, I must needs study something and a working knowledge of the law would be an advantage, as it is common for property and land to be contested in the law courts. I wanted to be able to protect mine and my family’s assets should they ever be contested.

      Gray’s Inn has not changed a great deal since my time. It is, in my opinion, one of the loveliest spots in London, where the noise and stink of the city does not creep. If you have not visited Gray’s Inn, then you cannot appreciate how peaceful it can be. It sits on the edge of fields, and from my window, I could see the green grass and the grazing cows and sheep. It was like being in another world behind its walls, a place where I and my fellow students dined together in the main hall, studied great works in the library or retreated to our rooms or quiet corners when we wanted to be on our own.

      I was ensconced in one such quiet corner, sitting in the garden on a stone bench with my back against the brick wall, when the world intruded into my life at Gray’s Inn. The branches of a tree shadowed me as I read a book that my cousin, Thomas Walsingham, had recently sent me. It had been recommended to me for its opinions and insights, though many believed The Prince to be a despicable book, depicting those at the pinnacle of society as thoroughly unpleasant individuals. As someone who has been a witness to power for more than three decades, I can only say that in its pages I found truth, though I would not have recognised it then.

      ‘Francis!’

      I looked up, squinting against the sun at the dark figure before me. Richard Thorpe was also a student at Gray’s Inn. He was a pleasant young man with dark brown hair and eyes and a stomach that grew bigger each term.

      ‘Have you not heard the news?’ he asked excitedly.

      ‘What news?’ I said.

      ‘Come and see.’

      Before I could utter another word, Richard grabbed my arm and dragged me into the hall, along the main corridor and out through the front door onto the street. Only then did he relinquish his grip, pointing across the street to the church and starting towards it, looking back over his shoulder to check I was following. A crowd had gathered around the church door, but Richard pushed his way boisterously through and in so doing, created a channel for me to pass freely along.

      ‘Read that,’ he said, pointing to the paper that had been nailed to the heavy wooden door.

      I did as he told me, my ears registering Richard telling those nearest me to be quiet and cease their complaining that we had pushed in. The paper was a proclamation issued by the Council announcing that King Edward VI was amending the Act of Succession so that neither of his half-sisters was eligible to accede to the throne following his death.

      The Act of Succession dated from 1534 and had gone through two alterations during King Henry’s reign, bastardising first his elder daughter, then the younger, and then, finally, legitimising them both when it became clear that he was not going to beget a second son. This meant that after Edward, Mary would succeed to the throne and after her, Elizabeth, providing none of the siblings had children of their own. Edward’s altering of the Act a third time meant that neither of his half-sisters was to succeed him, the throne going to Lady Jane Grey instead.

      There had been rumours in the city for many months that the young king was gravely ill and like to die. Many pitied the young man, but in truth, much of the talk surrounded not his illness but the steps John Dudley, the Duke of Northumberland, was taking to insinuate one of his own sons onto the throne.

      Dudley had arranged the marriage of his youngest son, Guildford, to Jane, the eldest daughter of Thomas Grey, the Duke of Suffolk, whose wife, Frances, was the granddaughter of Mary Tudor, the much beloved youngest sister of the late King Henry. Jane Grey was the young king’s cousin and a fervent Protestant, so to countenance her as a possible queen was not beyond reason, but everyone was raising eyebrows at Guildford Dudley. Who is he? they scoffed. Naught but the son of a notorious courtier, whose own father had been executed for treason. And yet, despite such a black history, John Dudley was known to have the King in his pocket.

      I read on to discover why the King’s sisters were now excluded from the succession. The reasons given were that the former was a Catholic and therefore not of the correct religion to wear the crown of England, whilst the latter’s legitimacy was in question, for her mother, the infamous Anne Boleyn, had not been married in the eyes of the law, and some would say in the eyes of God, to King Henry. The first argument, to my mind, was unarguable; the second was possibly true but was it a good enough reason to disinherit Elizabeth? I could not say one way or the other. I did not have all the facts.

      ‘Well?’ Richard said as I finished reading. ‘What do you think of that?’

      We pushed our way back down the church steps. ‘Astonishing,’ I said, and I meant it. To have such power that the will of a great king could be so easily overturned. It was unconscionable.

      ‘A bloody outrage, I call it,’ Richard said, walking over to a shop from whose awning hung gloves and other leather goods. He picked up a thin belt and began examining it. ‘John Dudley cannot do this.’

      ‘The proclamation says it is the King’s decision,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it is nothing to do with the Duke.’

      ‘That’s bollocks and you know it. Everyone knows it is the Duke who holds the power. The King just does as he’s told.’

      I took Richard’s arm and led him away from the shop, out of the hearing of anyone who was thinking of listening in. 'Do you not think this change may be good for us?'

      'Us?'

      'Protestants. Think, Richard. We've all heard of how devoted the Lady Jane is to our faith. If the King were not so ill, it is likely he would have chosen Jane for his wife, so it makes sense for him to choose her as his heir.'

      Richard held up his hands, palms towards me. 'Wait, Francis, before you get carried away. Jane Grey is the King’s cousin and there might have been an issue of consanguinity if he had wanted to marry her. The law⁠—’

      'Cousins marry all the time⁠—'

      'Yes, very well, Francis, on that point of law you are right, but it makes no difference now. Jane Grey is already Jane Dudley, married as she is to the Duke’s son⁠—’

      'Marriages can be broken. We have seen that, Richard, with the last king. But even so, it does not matter to whom Jane is married in this case. The Duke, the entire Dudley family, are Protestants⁠—'

      'Ah,’ Richard swiped at the air angrily, ‘the Duke sways with whichever wind blows strongest.'

      'So you believe, you cannot know.'

      'But most terrible of all, Francis, and you as a student of law should know this, this Device for the Succession,' Richard said, giving the proclamation its proper name, 'to all intents and purposes overturns the Act of Succession instituted by King Henry.'

      It was true. The Act of Succession was enshrined in law and this Device of King Edward’s had not been passed by Parliament. It was therefore unlawful, despite bearing the King's signature.

      'The Device may yet be passed by Parliament,’ I said, almost hopefully.

      'Aye, it may be. I wonder, though, if the King’s sisters will accept this Device without a protest.’ The church bell began to ring. ‘Oh, curse it, I am expected home tonight. Forgive me, Francis, I must leave you.'

      'Richard,' I plucked at his sleeve before he could go, 'you talk of the King’s sisters. What do you think may happen because of this Device?'

      Richard’s jaw hardened. 'What always happens when there are more people wanting the throne than can sit on it. There will be a fight.'

      He raised his hand in farewell and I watched him disappear into the bustle of the street. Slowly, pondering his words, I walked back to the Inn, where power plays only went so far as ensuring a junior fellow did not eat better food than a senior.
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      King Edward died shortly after his Device was posted on church doors all over London. The gossip from the palace, told through the mouths of washerwomen and pages, was that the young king had been so sick that his very body had begun decaying, for the bedsheets he had lain upon had been soiled with sweat, blood and pus. There was even talk that the Duke of Northumberland had paid the doctors to keep the boy alive with potions until all the Privy Council had added their signatures to the Device. And it was only when all the counsellors had signed that the Duke allowed the King to die.

      Unfortunately, I know that on this occasion, the gossip was true. I was not there in the palace, of course, but I learnt what went on during this period from William Cecil. He was then Secretary to the Duke and he witnessed virtually all of his master’s machinations and even played a part in some of them. When later we worked together, and that work would take us late into the nights, he would tell me about his early career. I found it highly instructive.

      Very soon after the King’s death was made public, another paper appeared on church doors. This one announced that Lady Jane Grey, the wife of Guildford Dudley, was now queen.

      I do not know when this young woman entered the Tower of London as queen for there was no procession to mark her arrival. She must have been brought there either in a discreet manner or by night when darkness covered her passage. I suppose that is an indication of how worried the Duke was that his coup (for what else can such a chain of events be called?) would be resisted or fought by the people.

      But never mind the people; the Duke had plenty of others to worry about. Richard’s last words to me were proven true.

      Cecil told me that the Duke had sent messages to both of the King’s sisters, instructing them to come to court to see their brother during his final days. I thought that sounded like the act of a considerate man until Cecil told me that by this time, the King was already dead.

      ‘I did not like what the Duke was doing,’ Cecil told me, staring into the fire as the flames licked at the logs in the grate. ‘He was trying to subvert the law, disrupt the natural order of things.’ He stabbed the arm of his chair with his forefinger. ‘Everyone has their place in this world. Some can move up within their natural sphere but not outside it. The Lady Jane was not next in line to the throne.’

      ‘But she was a Protestant,’ I said, thinking it an important point to make.

      Cecil slid his gaze towards me. ‘That was of no consequence. Faith had nothing to do with the Duke’s motives.’

      ‘But it was thought that the Duke put Jane on the throne to stop the country being ruled by a Catholic, and a half-Spanish one at that.’

      ‘Thought! Thought! By whom? Those out there?’ he said contemptuously, waving his hand at the window. ‘They know nothing of what goes on in the palaces.’

      ‘Why did he do it then?’ I asked.

      ‘Because he knew Mary would have him in the Tower the moment she became queen. She knew he was no friend to her.’

      ‘But it all went wrong.’

      Cecil smiled smugly. ‘Yes. I saw to that.’

      ‘You?’ I was incredulous.

      ‘I was not about to let the Duke get away with overthrowing the line of succession. I sent Mary a message of my own.’

      ‘You told her of his plans?’

      ‘I merely told her she should not come to London.’

      ‘That’s all you told her?’

      ‘Just that.’

      ‘And Elizabeth?’

      ‘Oh,’ he laughed and shook his head, ‘she didn’t need warning. I tell you, Elizabeth has the keenest sense of survival.’

      Indeed, I knew that Elizabeth had never left her home at Hatfield when her brother was dying, having given out that she was too ill to travel. Instead, she had waited, waited to see what would happen.

      What had happened was that Mary had gone to Norfolk, rallied men to her banner and then made her way to London with an army at her back. The Duke had been forced to leave the court, ordered out to fight by the queen he had hoped would be his puppet, and rode out to meet Mary. Once he was gone, the Privy Council, seemingly regretting their earlier capitulation to the Duke, declared for Mary, and Jane and her husband were arrested and taken to the Tower.

      And all this, Cecil had made possible with just a few words of warning, delivered to the right person at the right moment. I have learnt never to underestimate the power of knowledge, language and timing.
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      The whole of London, it seemed, had come out to watch Mary Tudor enter the city in triumph. Ribbons and brightly coloured cloth were laid over upper-storey wooden rails to add vibrancy to the occasion and hawkers were taking every opportunity to sell their wares, some at hugely inflated prices, from pies and sweetmeats to small dolls of the new queen. The cheers were honest, the people, it seemed, happy to have a true daughter of Henry the Eighth on the throne, whatever her faith might be.

      And I? Well, I did not cheer. I was not sure there was anything to cheer about. In truth, I had half-hoped that the Duke's plot would be successful because my faith prevented me from being pleased that a Catholic was now on the throne of England. The cleansing of England of the papist corruption, everything the Reformation had seemed to promise, would not now happen, it was impossible. A few of those who stood alongside me noticed that I did not join in with their happy cries and shouts and cast me sidelong, accusatory looks. An old woman in a mustard-coloured gown and red cap said, 'What's the matter with you? You look like you bit into a crab apple.' I started to reply, saying what I don't remember, but she wasn't interested in my answer for Mary had just turned the corner of the street and the woman and her companions began cheering in earnest.

      Mary was seated in a chariot, resplendent in purple velvet and satin. The bold August sun made the gold embroidery of her skirts shimmer. Her clothes were the brightest thing about her. She herself was commonplace, the kind of woman you would pass in the street and not give another thought to. Mary was short, almost squat, and it was hard to believe that in her youth she had been thought of as fair. Her face was square, almost masculine, and her skin, which I understand had once had the fresh pinkness of her father's famed English complexion, had now yellowed. What most caught my attention, however, was the large, jewel-encrusted cross hanging around her neck and which she clutched in her hand, every now and then pressing it to her lips to bestow a kiss upon it. I understood. She used the cross as a symbol of her triumph in that procession. She believed God had given her back her throne, not that a series of mistakes had simply turned the wheel of Fortune in her favour.

      Queen Mary's chariot passed on and some of the spectators rushed to follow it. Those who remained were the more fortunate, in my opinion, for they had a chance to see who followed the Queen and that was Elizabeth. Compared with Mary, Elizabeth was truly beautiful, the image of what a princess should be. She was slender, perhaps too much so upon reflection, for I remember her collar bones sticking out, but she was young and carried herself well. Her pale skin was accentuated by her red-gold hair, so very reminiscent of her father, which hung loosely down her back as befitted her maidenhood.

      She was now one step nearer to the throne, so long as Mary remained unmarried and childless. Elizabeth was so very different to her half-sister. She was younger, of course, and that made a difference, but it was not just her appearance that made her so much more attractive than her sister. It was her delight in being in the procession. It was palpable. It made her shine. This was where she wanted to be, not stuck in a royal house, however grand, in the country where she was known only as King Henry's bastard daughter or King Edward's bastard sister. I have come to know Elizabeth very well and I know she lives for acclamation. It feeds her unfortunate vanity.

      The procession moved slowly through the city, giving everyone who wanted to see the Queen and the most prominent members of her court a good opportunity. Through the streets of London, the cavalcade wound, making its sedate way to the Tower. Perhaps Lady Jane and John Dudley saw Queen Mary enter the Tower. Perhaps they reflected on how close they had come to having that power. They were only the first of many enemies that Mary was to incarcerate.

      

      A mere ten days after she had paraded through London, Mary’s fellow Catholics began to openly celebrate the Mass, even though the Act of Uniformity had made it an illegal practice. Those flouting the law were not prosecuted and Mary's ministers did nothing to apprehend transgressors. This did not fill me with much hope for the future.

      I heard that Doctor Bourne, a canon, was going to preach at St Paul's Cross. He was quite well known and I knew he was a creature of the Queen’s. I was interested in what he would have to say. Perhaps I could gauge some of the workings of the Queen’s mind from his sermon. I joined the crowd already gathering at the Cross, greeted some people I recognised from my occasional visits to the Stranger churches, those set up by the foreigners forced to escape religious persecution in their own countries and which I sometimes chose to worship at, and waited for Doctor Bourne to appear. When he did so and climbed the stone steps, there were no cheers, no applause, only a few murmurs that lacked some civility. The majority of Londoners, even then, are Protestants and most of the crowd was consequently of that faith. Were the others like me, wondering what a Catholic preacher had to say?

      Bourne talked of Rome and the Pope and how England had been made rotten by the Reformation. His words enraged many in the crowd and the previously merely uncivil murmurs became insults and shouts of protest. Bourne did his best to ignore them. He continued with his sermon, his voice growing louder in an attempt to drown out the jeers, but soon Bourne could no longer pretend the abuse was not happening.

      And then something shiny glinted in the air, and as it neared Bourne, I realised what it was. Someone had thrown a dagger. Bourne was fortunate, for the dagger missed his shoulder by only a few inches, and in the brief silence of the crowd that followed, caused by shock or surprise, I know not which, I heard it clatter on the ground. And then there was a hubbub, a great deal of pushing and shoving, and I found myself thrust into the middle of the mob. My heart was beating faster as it became clear to me that the situation could turn very nasty.

      But then something quite wonderful happened. Two men I recognised, John Bradford and John Rogers, beseeched those making the most violence to cease. 'Stop, stop,' they cried. ‘For the love of God, stop. Hear him,' and they pointed at Bourne who was cowering behind two of the Queen's men-at-arms. 'Be true Christians and listen. These are only words he speaks and words cannot harm you. Do not harm your own souls by threatening violence upon a man who does you no harm.'

      Their words worked for the crowd calmed and began once again to listen to Bourne, who had by now lost his courage. His voice trembled as he tried to continue and his sermon came to an abrupt, premature end. The crowd began to disperse and many there shook the hands of the two Johns, grateful for their timely intervention that had prevented violence. Unfortunately, there were those who were less grateful.

      Later that same day, both of the Johns were arrested and, incredibly, charged with inciting the riots! They protested that everything they had done had been for the benefit of the Queen, that they had restored law and order, not attempted to disrupt it. But Stephen Gardiner, the Queen’s chief minister who was one of those freed by her from the Tower at the end of her triumphal procession, would not listen. The Johns, he claimed, had been able to calm the would-be rioters, therefore, they must have been their leaders. Bradford was imprisoned in the Tower and Rogers kept under house arrest for nothing more than keeping the peace when the Queen's own men had been unable to do so. This did little for Mary’s popularity which was already on the wane.

      When we heard that, despite having been brought up in the Protestant faith, Elizabeth was attending Mass, there were disapproving murmurs about her, and not just amongst those with whom I studied or shared a church pew. Elizabeth had always presented herself as a Protestant — attending church, dressing in black and white to show her disdain for show; it was said that this was one of the reasons why the late King Edward had shown her so much love — and it was wondered aloud whether her faith was a flexible thing or even a sham if she could adopt the Mass so easily. However, these murmurs ceased when it became known, deliberately leaked some said by her servants, that she went most unwillingly to Mass and made such a show of physical discomfort that it was understood she did so to prevent discord and distrust between her and her sister. We chose to believe this.

      And then there was the purging of the Privy Council. King Edward had had a Protestant and wholly competent Council but one of Mary's first acts was to remove six members of the clergy and replace them with Catholics, most notably Stephen Gardiner, who I mentioned earlier. Him, she appointed Lord Chancellor. Then there was Bishop Bonner, who had been imprisoned by Edward VI because of his refusal to act in matters of religion as the excellent Archbishop Cranmer wanted him to. Once out of his prison, Bonner set about his task of returning Catholicism to the land. In this, he was ruthless, and you will know of him by the nickname he was given, Bloody Bonner, for the number of Protestants he executed. Foreign Protestants were expelled from the country and the Queen and Council seized their lands and property so that these unfortunates were both penniless and homeless. With men such as these in power, what hope was there for us of the Protestant faith?

      I do not mean to give the impression that every English Catholic was avaricious and unprincipled. To do so would be wrong and misleading of me. There was some, albeit too few, who believed in what was right and just and were willing to defy the authorities, the Council and the Queen, to uphold it. Mr Justice Hales was one such gentleman and his name spread swiftly around the town. Catholics would cite him as proof that they were not all bad. Justice Hales attempted to find those who were illegally celebrating Mass, for at this time, it was still a crime to do so. The Council heard of his intention and Stephen Gardiner summoned him to court to explain himself. I have read the transcript of their meeting.

      'You must do as the Queen wishes,' Gardiner told him.

      ‘I must do as the law decrees,’ Hales countered. ‘The Queen is subject to the law, too.’

      Gardiner had Hales imprisoned. However, when news of his imprisonment became known, there was an outcry in the city and the Council, fearing a riot, was forced to release him. But Hales’s ordeal must have caused some damage to his mind, for I later heard he ended his own life by sticking a dagger in his heart. The poor man. He must have been so very unhappy to commit such a sin.

      This was England now.

      

      The world seemed to settle down, for a time at least. No one was surprised when the Duke of Northumberland’s head was struck off. He had committed treason, after all. At the Inn, my fellow students and I had all talked through the legality, or rather the illegality, of the Duke’s intended coup and whether Lady Jane had actually committed treason herself when she accepted the crown. We decided that, in law, she had done so, but we, and many others in the city, thought she had had little choice in the matter. And Mary must have thought so too because she did not sign a death warrant for her young cousin, merely kept her prisoner, despite the urging by her counsellors to be rid of Jane too. We in the city thought Mary merciful.

      But despite her protestations that she loved all her people, and despite our hopes that she would be tolerant of Protestants, Mary showed her true colours when it came to the punishment for the Duke of Northumberland.

      When I first heard the story of Northumberland’s last few days from one of his surviving sons, Robert, I thought it was merely how he had perceived the incident. Robert had been, after all, a young man devoted to a father whom he idealised, but I have seen the state papers written by Stephen Gardiner and know the truth.

      Gardiner was sent by Mary to see the Duke in his cell in the Tower and make him an offer. The Duke had been tried for treason and sentenced to death, along with five of his sons who had aided him and had also been imprisoned in the Tower. There was going to be no reprieve, no mercy shown. The Duke was destined to die from the moment he was arrested. As the Duke sat dejected on a low stool in his gloomy cell, unshaven and unwashed, Gardiner told him his life was forfeit but that he could save the lives of his sons if he did just one small thing: renounce his Protestantism and declare Catholicism to be the only true faith and that to worship any other way was to be a heretic.

      The Duke did it. He stood in the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula in the Tower, his sons watching nervously from the pews, and recanted his faith to save his sons. Mary and her ministers made a mockery of him and endangered his soul. I cannot say I blame him for doing what he did — God knows I would do anything, commit any treason, to save my daughter — but I have often wondered how easy a renunciation of his faith was for the Duke. I have never been asked to renounce my faith. I think I would struggle to do so.

      The Duke did not have long to wonder whether he had done the right thing for he was executed the next day. The effect the Duke’s recantation had on his son Robert, who was to become a close friend of mine in later years, was profound. It kindled within him a hatred of Catholics that for much of his early adult years was latent but which manifested so much more strongly later on.

      

      A few months passed, and a rumour began to work around the taverns that Mary was to marry Prince Philip of Spain, a fellow Catholic.

      I suppose it was inevitable that she would seek a husband who shared her faith. There had been talk of her marrying Reginald Pole and that was considered to be acceptable because he was at least an Englishman. But the English have never been fond of foreigners and we did not want a foreigner becoming our king. Some, though, were pleased at the prospect of Mary marrying, regardless of who to, and thereby having a king rather than a queen, for everyone knows it is not a natural thing for a country to be ruled by a woman. God knows I know that to be true. Often have I and my fellow counsellors wished we had a man to deal with rather than a woman.

      But Mary had always demonstrated a fondness for her Spanish kin, and it had been her mother's dearest wish that her daughter should marry a prince of Spain. In her youth, Mary had been betrothed to Queen Katherine's nephew, Charles, but that betrothal had been broken, to the Queen’s deep dissatisfaction, because King Henry had had other ideas that involved the betrothing of his little daughter to the French king’s son.

      Stephen Gardiner kept very extensive records of this period and not just official ones. Often, the official records of his time have been annotated with personal observations of his own, scribbled in the margins or even forming part of the official text. These annotations appear to have been written in his own hand. Perhaps he did not trust a secretary or clerk with his thoughts.

      According to his papers, Mary became infatuated with Prince Philip after seeing his portrait. She would stare for hours at the painting of the prince, her hands clasped before her, and in this way, she fell in love. Her feelings, as Gardiner noted, were expertly fanned into love by the Imperial ambassador, Simon Renard. He pursued the idea of the marriage with vigour and even managed to persuade Mary that her feelings were reciprocated by the prince.

      

      'Reading again, Francis?'

      I was in the library at the Inn. I looked up to see Richard standing over me, blocking out the light that came through the stained-glass window.

      'I am a student, Richard,' I pointed out, laying down my pen with which I had been making notes.

      Richard held up a finger, inclined his head to one side and gestured for me to listen. ‘Church bells,’ he said after a moment.

      ‘Yes, they’ve been ringing for over an hour.’

      'And you know why?'

      'I am not a hermit, Richard,’ I said testily. ‘The Queen is to marry.'

      Richard sat down and frowned at me. 'That does not seem to worry you.'

      'Should it?'

      ‘Should it? Are you quite serious? King Philip of England?'

      'The Queen has to marry someone.'

      'But does that someone have to be him?'

      'Why are you so opposed? Because he's Catholic?'

      'Francis, why are you being so obtuse?'

      Looking back on this, I now understand why Richard was getting so frustrated with me but then, I was young, concerned only with my studies and did not, could not, foresee the trouble that lay ahead.

      ‘Do I really have to explain this to you?’ Richard’s shoulders sagged. 'We are already being persecuted for our faith. Once the Spanish have a foothold in England, how long do you think it will be before we have the Inquisition here too?'

      I thought persecution too strong a word and said so, but Richard was having none of my naiveté.

      'You would not call it so, eh? Then you are a fool or… I know not what. I tell you, we are not safe, Francis, we are not safe. How many of our friends have already been taken and interrogated? Some of them we have never seen again. How long do you think it will be before the same happens to us?'

      I will admit his words chilled my blood, but I protested. 'We have been careful,' I said, though my voice sounded thin and unconvincing even to me.

      We had been careful. We obeyed the law in regard to church attendance and went unobtrusively to the Protestant churches when we had had enough of popery. I had even reduced the number of visits I made to the booksellers who sold the books the Council considered to be heretical.

      'Maybe so, but there will come a time when being careful will not be enough,' Richard said, and I could tell that beneath his usual bluff joviality, he was truly frightened. 'It is not the fact that we attend our church, it is these.' He prodded the pile of books on my desk, the fruits of my most recent shopping trip to the booksellers in Paternoster Row behind St Paul’s. The top two slid off the pile and knocked against my inkstand. 'We have been reading what we should not. John Day has left London, did you know?' he said after a long moment.

      This was news I had not heard. John Day was well known in London, and indeed throughout the country, as a printer of Protestant texts. It was he who had brought John Foxe’s celebrated Book of Martyrs to England. During King Edward’s reign, he had been free, even encouraged, to print his texts but these were different days. I knew that other printers of books and pamphlets that did not meet with the approval of Mary’s Privy Council had decided it was an apposite time to leave England. It seems Day had come to the same conclusion.

      'He knew that they would come for him before too long. And, Francis,' Richard paused to make sure I was listening, ‘John Day knows me and he knows you. If the authorities do catch up with him and he is taken and interrogated, even if they just show him the instruments to frighten him, he will tell what he knows. He will tell them about us and our friends and then it will be our turn to be taken to the Tower.'

      Richard fell silent. His fingers tapped on the side of my desk.

      I looked up and met his eye. 'What should we do?'

      He sighed. 'I don't know about we, but I know what I am going to do. I'm leaving England. This is not my home, not anymore, not while Catholics rule here. They will bring their hell to England and I am not ready to be consigned to that pit of flames for what I believe.'

      'Must you leave England?' I asked. 'Maybe just leaving London will be enough.'

      He shook his head. 'I think not. You see, to stay means to have to bow our knees in the Mass and take bread in our mouths and call it the body of Christ, to drink wine and say it is his blood. An abomination,' he hissed. 'Can you bring yourself to do that, Francis?’

      I knew I could not, just as I knew there would be those who would bend their knee and their heads at Mass and pretend to be a Catholic. In fact, I daily breathe the same air as two who did exactly that, but I shall not name names in this history. They had their reasons for acting as they did and I will not judge them.

      'Where will you go?' I asked.

      'Germany, Switzerland,' Richard said. 'Italy, even.'

      'Italy?' I almost laughed at the suggestion. 'You plan to leave England because of Catholics to go to a country where everyone is Catholic?'

      A smile broke onto his face, making him look more like the carefree Richard I knew. 'I don't mean to Rome, you dolt. No, to Padua. There, they tolerate Protestants. More than tolerate actually, they welcome them. I will be safe there. It would be good for you, too, Francis. You could enrol at the university there. Finish your studies in peace.'

      I said nothing and began stacking my fallen books into a pile. I could feel him looking at me.

      'Think on it, Francis, please, I beseech you. Do not sit here and wait to be arrested.'

      'I will think on it, Richard,' I promised, hoping that I would not need to, that the authorities would never come looking for me. 'When are you leaving?'

      'Today. Now. I am going to my lodgings this very moment, packing my trunk and making my way to Dover. There, I will book a passage to Calais and then… on to wherever feels right. Come with me, Francis.'

      'Richard,’ I shook my head at his impulsiveness, ‘I cannot just up and leave. I have my family to consider. You know my cousins are with me.’ I had lately become the guardian of my three young Denny cousins, Henry, Anthony and Charles, both of their parents having died. Whilst I was lodged at the Inn, I had set them up in a household a street away in Holborn where I could easily call on them and they on me. It was a heavy responsibility, this guardianship, but one that was my duty.  ‘They too are Protestants. Am I to leave them here to face... I know not what?'

      'Forgive me, I had forgotten.' He smiled sorrowfully. 'That is one advantage of not having any kin. There is no one for me to worry about. Well,' he patted his knees and stood, 'I must go.'

      I rose and held out my hand. 'God speed you, Richard, and I will think on what you've said. Who knows? Perhaps we shall meet again in Padua?'

      He grasped my hand. 'I do hope so, Francis. Just do not leave it too long.'
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      The idea of foreign travel was not unwelcome to me. I had been out of England before some years previously, journeying around the more congenial parts of the Continent. I had enjoyed my time abroad, finding the people there to be of greater interest, in some respects, than my fellow countrymen. Though I am an Englishman and would wish to be no other than I am, I have always found the English as a people to be rather insular, distrustful without foundation of our fellow man and superior in our opinions. Few of my associates back then would have believed it worthwhile to have a knowledge of the workings of trade in Holland, Germany or France, and fewer still that it would be useful to learn other tongues. But I believe time spent on education is never a waste, providing that the education gained is subsequently put to good use, which is why I was eager to learn French and Italian as well as my brain allowed. I believed then, and experience has proved I was right, that knowledge is valuable. One never knows when a little knowledge will come in useful.

      Yet, despite my liking for foreign travel, I wanted to be in England at this time, at least, for as long as I could stomach the current state of affairs. It was well I stayed, for not long after Richard and I had our conversation, my stepfather became ill. I made plans to visit him at Foot’s
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