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  THE CARDINAL’S REVENGE


  Katharine, Queen of England, sat at her window looking down on the Palace gardens; her hands lay idly in her lap, her tapestry momentarily neglected. She was now approaching her thirty-fifth birthday, and her once graceful figure had grown somewhat heavy during the years of disappointing pregnancies; yet she had lost none of her dignity; the humiliation she was forced to suffer could not rob her of that serene assurance which reminded all who came into her presence that she was not only the Queen of England but the daughter of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon.


  She wore the fashionable five-cornered hood which glittered with jewels, and from it hung a black mantilla, for although it was nineteen years since she had left her own country she still clung to certain customs and fashions of her native land; her gown was of blue velvet trimmed with sable; and as she sat, her feet gracefully crossed, her petticoat of gold-coloured satin was visible; at her throat were rubies, and similar jewels decorated the cordelière belt which encircled her thick waist and fell to her feet.


  Now as she gazed out of the window the expression on her regular, though heavy, features was serious in the extreme; and the high forehead was wrinkled in a frown. The woman who was watching her felt compassion welling up within her, for she knew that the Queen was uneasy.


  And the reason was obvious, thought Lady Willoughby who, as Maria de Salinas, had come with Katharine to England nineteen years before, and until her marriage to Lord Willoughby had never left her mistress’s service; and even now returned to her whenever she found it possible to do so.


  Katharine the Queen had anxieties enough.


  If there could only be a male child, thought Maria. One male child. Is that too much to ask? Why is it denied her?


  They had been so close to each other for so many years that there were occasions when they read each other’s thoughts, and the Queen, glancing away from the gardens, caught Maria’s pitying look and answered that unspoken thought.


  ‘I have a feeling that it will never be, Maria,’ she said. ‘There have been so many attempts.’


  Maria flushed, angry with herself because she had betrayed thoughts which could only bring further pain to her beloved mistress.


  ‘Your Grace has a charming, healthy daughter.’


  Katharine’s face became young and almost beautiful as it invariably did when her daughter, the five-year-old Princess Mary, was mentioned.


  ‘She grows more beautiful as the months pass,’ murmured the Queen, smiling to herself. ‘She is so gay, so merry, that she has won her father’s heart so certainly that I do believe that when he is with her he forgives her for not being a boy.’


  ‘No one could wish the Princess Mary to be other than she is,’ murmured Maria.


  ‘No. I would not change her. Is that not strange, Maria? If it were possible to turn her into a boy I would not do so. I would not have her different in any way.’ The smile disappeared and she went on: ‘How I wish I could have her more often with me here at Greenwich.’


  ‘It is because the King is so eager that she shall enjoy the state which is due to her that he insists on her maintaining a separate household.’


  The Queen nodded and turned to her tapestry.


  ‘We shall be leaving for Windsor shortly,’ she said; ‘then I shall have her ferried over from Ditton Park. I long to hear how she is progressing with the virginals. Did you ever know a child of five who showed such musical talent?’


  ‘Never,’ answered Maria, thinking: I must keep her mind on Mary, for that will give her a respite from less pleasant matters.


  But as she was reminding Katharine of that occasion when the King had carried his daughter down to the state apartments and insisted on the ambassadors of France and Spain paying homage to the little girl’s rank and accomplishments, a shout from the grounds diverted the Queen’s attention to other matters, and Maria noticed the momentary closing of the eyes which denoted that disgust she felt for what was happening down there.


  It was a mistake, Maria told herself, for the Queen to hold aloof from the King’s pastimes; and while she sympathised with Katharine and understood her mistress’s revulsion, she felt that it was unwise of her to show such feeling. The King was a man who looked for adulation and, because it was almost always unstintingly given, he was quick to perceive when it was not; and merely by declining to accompany him to the arena, the Queen had doubtless offended him. True, she had pleaded indisposition; but the King, who was himself so rarely indisposed, was apt to regard the illness of others with scepticism and derision.


  No, it was unfortunate that while the King, surrounded by his courtiers, was watching a bear being torn to pieces by his ban dogs, which had been kept hungry for hours in order to increase their ferocity, the Queen should be sitting over her tapestry with one faithful friend at her side.


  More shouts followed, and the sound of trumpets came through the open window.


  Katharine said: ‘The game will have ended. How thankful I am that I was not there to witness the death agony of some poor creature.’


  ‘We shall never grow accustomed to English sports, I fear,’ answered Maria. ‘After all these years we remain Spanish.’


  ‘Yet we are English now, Maria, by reason of our marriages. We both have English husbands, and Spain seems so very far away; yet I shall never forget the Alhambra and my mother.’


  ‘You would like to return to Spain, Your Grace?’


  Katharine shook her head. ‘I did not want to after she had died. For me she was Spain. I do not think I could have endured life there after she had gone. There would have been too much to remind me. It is so many years since she died . . . yet for me she never died. She lives on in my heart and brings me comfort still. I say to myself, when I think of my own sweet daughter: Katharine of Aragon will be such a mother to the Princess Mary as Isabella of Castile was to Katharine of Aragon.’


  ‘She was both great and wise.’


  ‘There are times,’ went on Katharine, ‘when I wish with all my heart that she were here, that she had her apartments in this Palace and that I could go to her, tell her what perplexes me, so that out of her great wisdom she might tell me what to do.’


  What could even great Isabella tell her daughter? wondered Maria. How could she advise her to please that wayward husband of hers? She could only say, as so many at Court could say: Give him a son. Then you will be safe.


  Katharine looked at the woman who for so long had been her dearest friend. She knows of my troubles, thought the Queen. It would be impossible for her not to know. Who in this Court does not know that the King is persistently unfaithful to his wife, that he is beginning to find her five years seniority distasteful, that he is dissatisfied because, although she has proved herself capable of becoming pregnant, she has also shown herself unable to bear him a healthy male child? Twelve years of marriage had resulted in several miscarriages and only one healthy child – a daughter.


  She was not one to ask for sympathy; she knew it was dangerous to confide in others. Yet Maria de Salinas was her very dear friend and she believed there was no one in her life who loved her more. It was a sad admission. Her husband no longer loved her; she was fully conscious of that sad fact. Her mother who had loved her dearly – even as she herself loved Mary – was long since dead. Recently her father, the ambitious, parsimonious Ferdinand, had died; but of course Ferdinand had never had much love to spare for any one person, his possessions taking all the affection he had to give; and to him she had merely been an important counter in the game of politics which was his life. Mary loved her; but Mary was a child.


  God grant she never has to suffer as I have, thought the Queen hastily.


  But all would be well for Mary who was now heir to the throne, because there was no Salic law in England. If there were no male children born to her parents, and one day she ascended the throne, she would be Queen in her own right, which was a very different matter from being a King’s Consort.


  Katharine’s mother had been a Queen in her own right and, much as she had loved her husband, she had never forgotten it; for although Ferdinand had often been unfaithful – there were several illegitimate children to prove it – although she had accepted this as inevitable, forgiven him and remained his loving and submissive wife, in state matters she had held rigorously to her supremacy.


  ‘Oh, Maria!’ she sighed. ‘I am passing through troublous times, and I feel . . . alone.’


  Maria went to Katharine and kneeling, buried her face in the blue velvet. ‘Your Grace, while I live to serve you, you are never alone.’


  ‘I know it, Maria . . . my very good friend. I love you dearly, as you love me, and to no other would I speak of these matters. But to you I will say this: I despair of getting a male child. There is so little opportunity. The King rarely visits my bed. And since the birth of a son to Elizabeth Blount his manner towards me grows colder.’


  ‘That sly creature!’ Maria said angrily.


  ‘Nay, do not blame her. She was a shy girl, and he is her King. He said, ‘Come hither’ and the girl has no more power to resist than a rabbit facing a stoat. And she has given him this son.’


  ‘I hear that she no longer pleases him.’


  The Queen shrugged her shoulders. ‘He has taken the boy away to be brought up.’


  ‘In seclusion, Your Grace,’ said Maria quickly.


  ‘But royally. If another woman should give him a son . . .’


  Maria knew that the Queen was thinking of that catastrophe which she feared so much that she would not even speak of it. It was summed up in one dangerous word which was whispered throughout the Court: Divorce.


  Impossible! Maria assured herself. Even Henry would never dare. How could he when the nephew of the Queen was not only King of Spain but Emperor of Austria, the greatest monarch of them all. No, it was all so much talk. Had the Queen been some humble princess, there might have been cause for fear; but the aunt of the Emperor was surely safe from all such indignities.


  The Queen went on: ‘There is this new girl.’


  Maria waited.


  ‘She was in France; he found her during that extravagant frolic. She is of a bad reputation and is known in the court of France as a wanton. I cannot understand him. But I have decided to send for the girl.’


  Maria trembled. She wanted to say: Oh . . . no . . . no. It is folly. Let the King have his women, and look the other way.


  ‘She is the daughter of Thomas Boleyn. I believe he has two girls and a boy. The other girl is in France now and much younger, and is said to be more intelligent than her sister. It is to be hoped this is so. But I shall have something to say to this Boleyn girl.’


  ‘And His Grace . . .’


  ‘His Grace was amused by her wantonness . . . as it appears many have been before.’


  ‘Your Grace, this affair has gone . . .’


  ‘As far as it is possible to go. It would not surprise me if Mary Boleyn is not already with child . . . perhaps twins. Boys, I’ll dare swear.’


  It was unlike the Queen to show such feeling, and Maria trembled afresh. Characteristically the Queen noticed the expression in Maria’s face and was sobered by it – not because she feared for herself, but because she had troubled her friend.


  ‘Have no fear, Maria,’ she said. ‘I shall dismiss this girl from the Court. I shall know how to deal with such a one. The King has amused himself with her, but she is no Elizabeth Blount. He will do nothing to detain her at Court. He will merely look about him and . . . find another.’


  ‘But if he will find another . . .’


  ‘I understand your meaning, Maria. Why dismiss this girl? Simply because her reputation is so light. No, if the King must have a mistress it should be one who has not shared the beds of quite so many. I hear that she even included the King of France among her lovers, briefly, oh very briefly. Elizabeth Blount at least behaved decorously and she was connected with the Mountjoys. These Boleyns, I have heard, have descended from trade.’


  ‘Is that so, Your Grace? When one considers Thomas Boleyn that is surprising.’


  ‘Thomas Boleyn gives himself airs, indeed. A very ambitious man, Maria. I wonder he does not take this girl of his and put her into a convent. But I do assure you that I have not been misinformed as to his origins, for when I heard of the King’s . . . connection . . . with this girl I had enquiries made. One Geoffrey Boleyn was apprentice to a mercer in London . . . oh, it is a long time ago, I grant you, and he became rich; but he was a tradesman, no more, no less. Becoming Lord Mayor of London and buying Blickling Hall from Sir John Falstaff, and Hever Castle from the Cobbhams, does not alter that. So this family rose through trade and advantageous marriages. They are connected with the Ormonds, and Thomas’s wife is Norfolk’s daughter. But this girl . . . this Mary . . . is doubtless a throw-back to the days of trade.’


  How bitter she is, thought Maria; and how unlike herself. My poor Queen Katharine, are you becoming a frightened woman?


  ‘It is a deplorable state of affairs when such people are allowed to come to Court,’ went on Katharine.


  There was a brief silence and Maria took advantage of it to say that she had heard the Emperor might again visit England, and how she hoped this was true.


  ‘I hope so too,’ said Katharine. ‘I think the King has changed the opinion he once held of my nephew.’


  ‘All who saw him on his visit to England were impressed by his serious ways and his fondness for Your Grace.’


  Katharine smiled tenderly. ‘I could not look on him without sadness, although it gave me so much pleasure to see him. He is indeed worthy of his destiny, but I could not help thinking of my sister.’


  Maria winced and wished she had not turned the conversation in this direction. There was so much tragedy in the life of the Queen that it seemed impossible to avoid it. Now in reviving her memories of her nephew’s visit she had reminded her of her poor sister Juana, Charles’s mother, who was insane and living out her sad life in the castle of Tordesillas and who would have been the ruler of Spain had she not lost her reason.


  ‘Poor Juana,’ went on Katharine, ‘she was always wild, but we never thought it would come to this. There are times when I can feel almost happy because my mother is dead. I always thought that the deaths of my brother and eldest sister shocked her so deeply that she went earlier to her tomb than she would otherwise have done. But if she were alive now, if she could see her daughters – one mad, the other tormented . . .’


  Maria interrupted, forgetting that it was a breach of etiquette to do so. ‘Your Grace’s troubles will be over one day. You have a healthy daughter; there will surely one day be a son.’


  And so they had arrived back at the matter of the moment; this was the subject which occupied the minds of all at Court. A son. Will there be a son born to the King and Queen? There must be . . . for, if there is not, the position of Queen Katharine in England will be uncertain.


  The Queen had turned back to the window.


  ‘They are coming now,’ she said, and picked up her tapestry.


  The two women worked in silence for some moments while the sounds from without increased. Those of voices accompanied by laughter floated up to them, but they kept their eyes on the tapestry.


  The King’s voice was immediately recognisable; loud and resonant, it was that of a man who knew he only has to speak to achieve the result he wished. If he wanted laughter his courtiers gave it in full measure, with the required implication that his jokes were more witty than any other’s; his frown was also more terrifying.


  Katharine was thinking: Yet at heart he is only a boy. He plays at kingship. It is those about him who hold the power; men such as Thomas Wolsey on whom he depends more and more. An able man, this Thomas Wolsey, but an ambitious one, and the daughter of Ferdinand must know that ambition could warp a man’s nature. But so far Wolsey’s ambition was – like the King’s strength – in check, and it seemed that Wolsey acted for the good of the state. Katharine had thought him her friend until recent months, when there were signs of a French alliance. Then she had not been so sure.


  But it was not such as Thomas Wolsey whose company she most enjoyed. There were even now occasions when she could be at peace in the King’s company; this was when he invited men such as Dr Linacre or Thomas More to his private apartments for an intimate supper. In particular was Katharine drawn to Thomas More; there was a man whose gentle charm and astringent wit had made an instant appeal to her, but perhaps what she had admired most of all was that integrity which she sensed in the man. It was so rare a quality that all seemed to change when they came into contact with it; even Henry ceased to be the licentious young man and was a serious monarch, determined to increase his intellectual stature and work for the good of his people. It was small wonder that she looked forward with pleasure to those days when the King said: ‘Come, Master More, you shall sup with us tonight, and you may talk to us of astronomy, geometry or divinity; but willy-nilly we shall be merry with you.’


  And strangely enough they would be for, with Thomas More leading the conversation, however serious its nature, it must be merry.


  But on this day such as Thomas More and Dr Linacre would not be the King’s companions.


  She glanced out of the window. The King was leading his courtiers towards the Palace, and with him were his brother-in-law the Duke of Suffolk, William Compton and Thomas Boleyn.


  Katharine’s mouth tightened at the sight of the last.


  Thomas Boleyn was the kind of man who would be delighted to offer his daughter to the King in exchange for honours. The honours were evidently being granted, and the man had been at the King’s side during his meeting with the King of France – that ostentatious and vulgar display of the ‘Field of the Cloth of Gold’ – and he remained there.


  But not for long, vowed Katharine – unless he can hold his place by his own qualities and not through the lewdness of his daughter.


  Wherever the King went there was ceremony. Now the heralds stationed at the doors were playing a fanfare – a warning to all those who had been within the Palace while the King was at sport to leap to attention. He would stroll through the Palace smiling graciously, if his mood was a good one; and it would seem that it was so now from the sound of his voice, and the laughter which followed his remarks.


  She wondered whether he would go to his own apartments or come to hers. What did he wish now? Sweet music? Would he call for his lute and entertain the company with one of his own musical compositions? Would he perhaps summon Mary Boleyn and dismiss his courtiers? He was a young healthy animal and his whims and moods could change in a moment.


  ‘He is coming here,’ she said, and she saw the faint flush begin in Maria’s cheeks as the door was flung open.


  The King stood on the threshold looking at his Queen and her attendant bent over their tapestry.


  Maria rose immediately, as did Katharine, and they both made a deep curtsey as Henry came into the room chuckling, his fair face flushed, his blue eyes as bright as chips of glazed china with the sun on them; his golden beard jutting out inviting admiration; he had recently grown it because King François had one, and he believed that a golden beard was more becoming than a black one.


  Beside him most other men looked meagre, and it was not merely the aura of kingship which made them so. It was true they fell away from him, giving him always the centre of the stage, for every word, every gesture which was made in his presence must remind him that he was the King whom they all idolised.


  He was glittering with jewels. How he loved colour and display! And since he had returned from France he had worn brighter colours, more dazzling jewels. It was true that he did so with a hint of defiance; and Katharine knew that it would be a long time before he forgot the sly looks of the King of France, the caustic wit which, it had to be confessed, had set the King of England at a loss; that long nose, those brilliant dark eyes, had frequently seemed to hold a touch of mockery. The King of France was the only man who in recent years had dared snap his fingers at Henry and make sly jokes at his expense. Oh, the extravagant folly of that Field of the Cloth of Gold! All sham, thought Katharine, with two monarchs swearing friendship while hatred filled their hearts.


  But Henry was not thinking of François now as he stood at the threshold of his wife’s apartment. He was in a favourite position, legs apart – perhaps to display that fine plump calf; his jerkin was of purple velvet, the sleeves slashed and puffed; his doublet of cloth of gold decorated with pearls; on his head was a blue velvet cap in which a white feather curled and diamonds scintillated; about his neck was a gold chain on which hung a large pearl and ruby; the plump white fingers were heavily loaded with rings, mostly of rubies and diamonds.


  It was small wonder that wherever he went the people shouted for him; unlike his father he was a King who looked like a King.


  ‘How now, Kate?’ he said; and she straightened herself to look into his face, to read the expression there – his was the most expressive face at Court – and Katharine saw that for this moment his mood was a benign one. ‘You’ve missed a goodly sight.’ He slapped his thigh, which set the jewels flashing in the sunlight.


  ‘Then ’twas good sport, Your Grace?’ answered Katharine, smiling.


  ‘ ’Twas so indeed. Was it not?’ He turned his head slightly and there was an immediate chorus of assent. ‘The dogs were game,’ he went on, ‘and the bear was determined to stay alive. They won in the end, but I’ve lost two of my dogs.’


  ‘Your Grace will replace them.’


  ‘Doubt it not,’ he said. ‘We missed you. You should have been at our side.’ His expression had changed and was faintly peevish. She understood. He had been with Mary Boleyn last night and was making excuses to himself for conduct which shocked him a little, even though it was his own. She knew that he was tormented periodically by his conscience; a strange burden for such a man to carry. Yet she rejoiced in the King’s conscience; she believed that if he ever contemplated some dastardly act, it would be there to deter him.


  ‘It was my regret that I was not,’ answered Katharine.


  He growled and his eyes narrowed so that the bright blue was scarcely visible. He seemed to make a sudden decision, for he snapped his fingers and said: ‘Leave us with the Queen.’


  There was immediate obedience from those who had accompanied him into the apartment; and Maria de Salinas hurried to where the King stood, dropped a curtsey, and followed the others out. Henry did not glance at her; his lower lip was protruding slightly as the plump fingers of his right hand played with the great ruby on his left.


  Katharine experienced a twinge of that apprehension which was troubling her more and more frequently nowadays. He had felt contented when he was watching his animals; when he had crossed the gardens and come into the Palace he had been happy. It was the sight of her sitting at her tapestry which had aroused his anger.


  When they were alone he grumbled: ‘Here is a pleasant state of affairs. The King must sit alone and watch good sport because his Queen prefers not to sit beside him that people may see their King and Queen together.’


  ‘I believed I did not displease Your Grace in remaining in my apartment.’


  ‘You knew full well that I wished you to be beside me.’


  ‘But Henry, when I explained my indisposition, you seemed contented enough that I should remain in the Palace.’


  It was true; he had shrugged his shoulders when she had pleaded a headache; would she never learn that what he accepted at one time with indifference could arouse his anger at another?


  ‘I liked it not,’ he growled. ‘And if this headache of yours was so distressing, do you improve it with the needle? Nay, ’twas our rough English sports that disgusted you. Come, admit it. Our English games are too rough for Spanish ladies, who faint at the sight of blood. ’Tis so, is it not?’


  ‘It is true that I find the torturing of animals distasteful.’


  ‘ ’Tis odd in one who comes from Spain where they make a religious spectacle out of torturing people.’


  She shuddered; the thought of cruelty was distasteful to her; she knew that during the reign of her revered mother the Spanish Inquisition had tortured heretics and handed them over to the Secular authorities to be burned to death. This she had often told herself was a matter of faith; those who suffered at the autos-de-fé in her native land did so because they had sinned against the Church. In her eyes this was a necessary chastisement, blessed by Holy Church.


  She said quietly: ‘I do not care to witness the shedding of blood.’


  ‘Bah!’ cried the King. ‘ ’Tis good sport. And ’twould be well that the people see us together. Like as not we shall be hearing that all is not well between us. Rumours grow from such carelessness, and such rumours would not please me.’


  ‘There are rumours already. I’ll warrant the secret of your mistresses is not kept to the Court.’


  The King’s ruddy face grew a shade darker and there was a hint of purple in it. She knew she was being foolish, knew that he was like an ostrich, that he fondly imagined that no one was aware of his infidelities or, if they were, looked upon them as a kingly game no more degrading than the hounding of animals to death.


  ‘And is it meet that you should reproach me for seeking elsewhere what I cannot find in your bed?’ he demanded.


  ‘I have always done my best to please you there.’


  The eyes narrowed still more; the face was an even darker shade, the chin jutted out in a more bellicose manner; and only the beard prevented his looking like a boy in a tantrum.


  ‘Then,’ he shouted, ‘let me tell you this, Madam. You have not pleased me there!’


  She closed her eyes waiting for the onslaught of cruel words. He would not spare her because, with the guilt of his adultery heavy upon him, he had to find excuses for his conscience. He was talking to that now – not to her.


  The tirade ended; a slightly pious expression crossed the scarlet face; the blue eyes opened wider and were turned upwards. His voice was hushed as he spoke.


  ‘There are times, Kate, when I think that in some way you and I have offended God. All these years we have prayed for a boy and again and again our hopes have been disappointed.’


  And those words smote her ears like a funeral knell; the more so because they were spoken quietly in a calculating manner; he had momentarily forgotten the need to appease his conscience; he was planning for the future.


  He had expressed that thought before, and always in that portentous manner, so that it sounded like the opening chorus, the prelude to a drama on which the curtain was about to rise.


  So now she waited for what would follow. It must come one day. If not this day, the next. Perhaps a week might elapse, a month, a year . . . but come it would.


  He was eyeing her craftily, distastefully, the woman who no longer had the power to arouse any desire in him, the woman who after twelve years of marriage had failed to give what he most desired: a son born in wedlock.


  There was nevertheless still to be respite; for suddenly he turned on his heel and strode from the room.


  But Katharine knew that the curtain was soon to rise.
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  As the courtiers left the King and Queen together, many an understanding glance was exchanged. It was common knowledge that all was not well between the royal pair. Who could blame the King, said the gay young men, married to a woman five years older than himself – a woman who was over-pious and a solemn Spaniard – when he was surrounded by gay young English girls all eager for a frolic! It would have been different of course had there been a son.


  There was one among the company whose smile was complacent. This did not go unnoticed. Edward Stafford, third Duke of Buckingham, had good reason to be delighted by this lack of royal fertility. Secretly Buckingham believed himself to be more royal than the Tudors, and there were many who, had they dared to express such an opinion, would have agreed with him.


  Buckingham was a proud man; he could not forget that through his father he was descended from Thomas of Woodstock, son of Edward III, and that his mother had been Catherine Woodville, sister of Elizabeth Woodville who had married Edward IV. And who were the Tudors but a bastard sprig from the royal tree!


  Never could Buckingham look on the King without this thought crossing his mind: There but for the chances of fate might stand Edward Stafford.


  Such thoughts were only safe when locked in the secret places of the mind; and it was unwise to betray, even by a look, that they existed. Buckingham was a rash man and therefore, since he lived under Henry VIII, an unwise one.


  The old Duke of Norfolk who was at his side, guessing his thoughts, whispered: ‘Caution, Edward.’


  As Buckingham turned to look at his friend a faint frown of exasperation appeared on his brow. Further resentment flared up in his mind against the King. Why should he have to be cautious lest the stupid young King should realise that he fancied himself in his place? If Henry had a spark of imagination, he would guess this was so.


  Norfolk and Buckingham were intimate friends and there was a connection between the families because Buckingham’s daughter had married Norfolk’s son.


  Buckingham smiled wryly. The old man would want no trouble to befall his friend and connection by marriage, and would be thinking that such trouble often embraced the whole of a family.


  ‘Your looks betray your thoughts,’ whispered Norfolk. ‘There are those who are ready to carry tales. Let us go to your apartments where we shall be able to talk in peace.’


  Buckingham nodded and they disengaged themselves from the crowd.


  ‘You should be watchful,’ murmured Norfolk as they mounted the staircase on their way to Buckingham’s apartment.


  Buckingham shrugged elegant shoulders. ‘Oh come,’ he said, ‘Henry knows that I’m as royal as he is. He doesn’t need my careless looks to remind him.’


  ‘All the more reason for caution. I should have thought you would have been warned by the case of Bulmer.’


  Buckingham smiled reminiscently. It had been worth it, he decided; even though at the time he had suffered some uneasy moments.


  But he was glad that he had shown his daring to the Court; there was no doubt of that when he had approached Sir William Bulmer, who was in the service of the King, and bribed him with an offer of better service in his own retinue. He had done this out of bravado, out of that ever persistent desire to show the King that he was of equal standing. Buckingham had never forgotten how Henry had sought to seduce his, Buckingham’s, sister, as though she were some serving girl at the Court. Perhaps Henry also had not forgotten Buckingham’s action in having the girl whirled out of his orbit by her enraged husband just at that moment when successful seduction seemed imminent. Buckingham had scored then. It was a glorious victory for a Duke to win over a King. And he had tried again with Bulmer. Not so successfully, for the King, no longer an uncertain boy, had summoned Bulmer to the Star Chamber and accused him of having deserted the royal service. Bulmer had cowered before the onslaught of the King’s anger and had been kept on his knees until he despaired of ever being allowed to rise.


  But at length Henry had relented, forgiven Bulmer and taken him back into his service. The affair, however, was meant to be a warning – chiefly to an arrogant Duke. Yet the Duke still thought his dangerous thoughts; and it was possible to read them in almost every gesture that he made.


  ‘Ah, Bulmer,’ he mused now. ‘That man was a coward. He should have returned to me.’


  ‘It might have cost him his head,’ suggested Norfolk.


  ‘I would rather lose my head than be known as a coward.’


  ‘Take care that you are not called upon to prove those words, Edward.’


  ‘Henry does not possess a surfeit of bravery,’ retorted Buckingham. ‘Look how he let my sister go.’


  ‘It would be a different state of affairs if that had happened today. Henry was a boy when he decided on your sister. I do believe that up to that time he had never been unfaithful to the Queen. Those days are over.’


  ‘He realised that we Staffords would not accept the insult.’


  ‘You deceive yourself. If he fancied your wife or mine he’d care not a jot for our families. The King is no longer a boy to be led. He is a man who will have what he wants and thrust aside all those who stand in his way.’


  ‘If he respects royalty he must include those who are as royal as he is.’


  ‘Henry sees only one point of view, his own. He is the King. The rest of us, be we Dukes or lords, are so far beneath him that he would have our heads, ay, and feel it was but his due, should the fancy take him. That is why I bid you to be cautious. Ha, here comes Wolsey, on his way to the royal apartments, I’ll swear.’


  ‘The butcher’s dog is for ever sniffing at the heels of his master,’ said Buckingham, without taking the precaution of lowering his voice.


  Thomas Wolsey was making his way towards them, an impressive figure in his scarlet Cardinal’s robes. He was a man of about forty-five, his expression alert, his face mildly disfigured by smallpox, and the lid of one eye hanging lower than the other, which gave an added expression of wisdom to his clever face.


  Buckingham did not pause as he approached; his gaze became cold and he looked beyond the Cardinal as though he could not see the red-clad figure.


  ‘A merry good day to you, gentlemen,’ said the Cardinal.


  ‘Good day to you,’ answered Norfolk.


  ‘I trust, my lords, you enjoyed good sport and that His Grace is happy because of it.’


  ‘The sport was fair enough,’ murmured Norfolk; but Buckingham, who had not spoken, was walking on.


  Wolsey did not appear to have noticed; he inclined his head slightly and Norfolk did likewise, as Wolsey went on towards the King’s apartments, the two Dukes on to Buckingham’s.


  ‘ ’Tis my belief he heard your words,’ said Norfolk.


  ‘ ’Tis my hope that he did.’


  ‘Curb your pride, Edward. Will you never understand that he is forever at the King’s side, ready to pour his poison in the royal ear?’


  ‘Let him pour – if the King listens to the butcher’s boy he is unworthy to be King.’


  ‘Edward . . . you fool! When will you learn? You already have an enemy in the Cardinal; if you love your life do not seek one in the King.’


  But Buckingham strode on ahead of Norfolk, so that the old man had to hurry to keep up with him; and thus they came to his apartments.


  As they entered three men of his retinue who were conversing together bowed to him and his companion. These were Delacourt his confessor, Robert Gilbert his chancellor, and Charles Knyvet who was not only his steward but his cousin.


  The Dukes acknowledged their greetings and when they had passed into Buckingham’s private apartment he said: ‘My servants are aware of it. They know full well that their master might, by good chance, ascend the throne.’


  ‘I trust,’ put in Norfolk nervously, ‘that you have never spoken of such matters in their presence.’


  ‘Often,’ laughed Buckingham. ‘Why, only the other day Delacourt said to me: ‘If the Princess Mary died, Your Grace would be heir to the throne.’ Why, my friend, you tremble. Norfolk, I’m surprised at you.’


  ‘I never heard such folly.’


  ‘Listen to me,’ murmured Buckingham soothingly. ‘The King is not such a fool as to attack the nobility. He has too much respect for royalty to harm me. So set aside your fears. This much I tell you: I will be treated with the respect due to me. Now, what do you think the King is saying to his Queen at this moment? He is upbraiding her for not accompanying him to watch the sport; but what he really means is that she is of no use to him since she cannot give him a son. I do believe he has begun to despair of ever getting a boy by her.’


  ‘But the boys he gets by others will not provide the heir to the throne.’


  Buckingham chuckled. ‘No. There’ll be no heir – and is the Princess Mary really a healthy child? But the King would do well to forget his anxieties. He has good heirs in me and mine.’


  It was useless, Norfolk saw, to turn Buckingham from the subject which obsessed him; nevertheless he tried; and they talked awhile of the Field of the Cloth of Gold and the treaties which had been made with François Premier and the Emperor Charles.


  Norfolk, who had not accompanied the royal party to France on that occasion, grumbled about the cost to which England had been put, and Buckingham agreed with him. The nobility would be on short commons for the next few months in order to pay for all the finery they had had to provide.


  ‘And for what?’ demanded Buckingham. ‘That our Henry might show François what a fine fellow he is! As if François could not match pageant with pageant!’


  Norfolk sourly agreed. He had not stood in high favour with the King since Thomas Wolsey had risen to such eminence; he hated the Cardinal as much as Buckingham did, but he had had an opportunity of realising the venom and power of the man, and he was too shrewd to take unnecessary risks.


  Buckingham was in a rebellious mood that day and, being conscious that members of his retinue were hovering, and fearing some indiscretion might be uttered in their presence, in which he might be involved, Norfolk took his leave as soon as he could politely do so.


  When he was alone Buckingham brooded on that favourite subject of his, which aroused such bitterness within him and which, try as he might, he could never succeed in dismissing from his mind. He could work himself to a fury over what he construed as an insult from anyone of lowlier birth than his own, and the very presence of Wolsey at Court seemed an affront.


  Norfolk’s warnings had only succeeded in intensifying his recklessness, and when Knyvet came to his apartment to ask his advice about some matter of his stewardship, the Duke said: ‘His Grace of Norfolk has been talking to me of the affair of William Bulmer.’


  ‘Ah, Your Grace,’ said Knyvet, ‘that man is now back in the King’s service. Some say he had a lucky escape.’


  ‘Oh yes, he went back like a whipped cur. He would have done better to have remained with me. I shall not forget that he deserted me . . . when the time comes.’


  Knyvet looked startled. ‘It is not easy to disobey the King’s command.’


  Buckingham lifted his shoulders. ‘At one time I believed the King was preparing to have me sent to the Tower for my part in that affair.’


  ‘Your Grace to the Tower!’


  Buckingham nodded. ‘Kings do not last for ever,’ he mused. ‘My father learned that. He was in conflict with Richard III. But my father was no coward. He planned that when he was brought to the King he would have his dagger ready and plunge it into that false heart. I do assure you, cousin, that had an indignity been forced upon me, I should have been as ready to avenge the honour of my family as my father was.’


  Knyvet murmured: ‘Your Grace cannot mean . . .’


  ‘And,’ interrupted Buckingham fiercely, ‘if the King were to die and the Princess were to die, I should take over the crown of this Kingdom, and none should say me nay.’


  Knyvet recoiled, which amused Buckingham. How terrified everyone was of being drawn into a conspiracy! Such fear in others spurred the Duke on to further recklessness. He said: ‘Is Hopkins, the monk, in the Palace today?’


  ‘Yes, Your Grace.’


  ‘Then send him to me. I have heard that he can see into the future. I want him to look into mine.’


  ‘I will have him brought to Your Grace.’


  ‘With all speed,’ cried Buckingham.


  He paced excitedly up and down his apartment while waiting for the monk; and when the man was brought to him he shouted so that several of his servants could not fail to hear him: ‘So, Hopkins, you are here. I want you to tell me what the future holds for me. I want you to tell me what chance I have of attaining the throne.’


  The monk shut the door and put his fingers to his lips. The face which peered out of his hood was shrewd. He took in the details of the apartment; the love of luxury was apparent. Here was a noble Duke who could do him much good in exchange for the prophecy he wanted. Hopkins knew that if he told the Duke that he would be more likely to end his days on a scaffold than on a throne (and one did not have to be a soothsayer to suspect that) he would be dismissed without reward. But such as this Duke would be ready to pay well for what he wanted to hear.


  Hopkins looked long into that arrogant face, half closed his eyes and murmured: ‘I see greatness ahead for Your Grace.’


  ‘What sort of greatness?’


  ‘All that you desire will be yours. I see a crown . . .’


  A slow, satisfied smile spread across the Duke’s face. This fellow has great and unusual powers, he told himself. It shall come to pass. Has he not prophesied that it shall?


  So he presented the monk with a heavy purse; and from that moment his manner grew a shade more arrogant.
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  In one of the privy gardens of the Palace a young man and woman sat on a wicker seat, their arms about each other. In the distance the shouts from the arena could be heard but both were oblivious of everything but the ardour of their passion.


  The woman was plump and dark-haired; her body voluptuously curved; and the expression of her face, soft and sensuous, betrayed her nature. One glance was enough to see that she was one who had been endowed by nature with a deep appreciation and knowledge of fleshly pleasures; and her generous nature was one which wanted to share these. It was the secret of her great appeal to almost every man who saw her. And if they tired of her quickly it was because she could hold nothing back, but must give all that was demanded; so that in a short time there was little to learn of Mary Boleyn.


  Since her early teens Mary had been in and out of more beds than she could remember. The Kings of England and France had been her lovers; so had the humblest officers of the Court. Mary was overflowing with desire which demanded appeasement and, being on such terms with pleasure and of a generous nature which never sought material gain, her favours had until this time been bestowed on most of those who asked for them.


  Now she was in love and discovering that the emotions this young man aroused in her were of a different nature from those she had ever felt for any other person. She was still Mary, as uninhibited as a young animal in forest or jungle; lust was strong in her but it was tempered by affection, and when she thought of her future with her lover it was not only sharing his bed that filled her mind, but sharing his table, his fortune, and being a mother to the children they would have. This was a new and exciting experience for Mary Boleyn.


  ‘And so,’ he was saying now, as his hands caressed the bare plump bosom, ‘we shall marry.’


  ‘Yes, Will,’ she answered, her lips slightly parted, her eyes glazed, while she wondered whether they dared here in full daylight. If they were discovered and tales carried to the King . . . ! It was only a few nights ago that His Grace had summoned her to his bed. He might be somewhat angry if he knew of her love for Will Carey.


  ‘And when shall I speak to your father?’


  Mary was alarmed. She caught his hand and pressed it against her breast. It was so easy to lose oneself in a sensuous dream and forget reality. In truth she was more afraid of her father than of the King. The King might decide that it was a good idea that she married. It was often the case in relationships such as theirs. He had found a husband for Elizabeth Blount and there was always a possibility that a mistress might become pregnant, when the necessary hasty marriage could be a little undignified. No, she did not think the King would object to the marriage; though he might insist that husbandly activities were confined only to giving his wife his name. Mary would not be greatly perturbed. Could she imagine herself living in a house with Will, and not . . . The thought made her want to laugh.


  But her father – approaching him was another matter.


  Thomas Boleyn had never thought much of his daughter Mary until she had caught the King’s eye. Now he was inclined to regard her with greater respect than he had even for his son George; and all knew how clever George was.


  Strange that Mary should have been the one . . . with her wantonness which had earned her many a beating in the past . . . to have brought honours to the family. But if Will Carey went to her father and asked for his daughter’s hand there would be trouble.


  ‘He’ll never give his consent,’ she said sadly.


  ‘Why should he not?’


  ‘You do not know my father, Will. He is the most ambitious of men, and of late he has risen high in the King’s service.’


  ‘Does he not wish to see his daughter married?’


  ‘Mayhap, but alas, Will, you have no money and are only a younger son of your father. To us such matters are of no moment because we love, and that is all we ask. But my father does not believe in love. He will never give his consent.’


  ‘Then what can we do?’ Will asked in despair.


  Mary took his face in her hands and kissed his lips. The kiss was full of invitation and promise. She was telling him that, even if they had to wait awhile for marriage, they had much to give each other in the meantime.


  ‘I want to take you away from Court, Mary.’


  ‘And I want to go.’ She frowned. If the King sent for her, she must go to him. But it would really be Will with whom she wished to make love.


  ‘What can we do about it? We must do something. I cannot wait for ever.’


  ‘Something will happen, Will, never fear. We will be patient . . . about marriage . . . and something will happen; you see.’


  Will fell upon her in a storm of passion. She was the ideal mistress, never withholding, always ready to give. But he wanted to take her away that he might keep her all to himself and that no others might share the pleasures which she gave so wholeheartedly. He knew about the King, of course. He could never be sure, when she was not with him, whether she was with the King.


  She soothed him as she well knew how and after a while she said: ‘I will speak to my father of your offer.’


  ‘And if he forbids us to meet?’


  ‘No one could prevent our meeting, Will.’


  But Will was unconvinced.


  ‘They are returning from their sport now,’ went on Mary. ‘My father will surely have been with the King. It may well be that his mood is a good one. Will, what if I spoke to him now?’


  ‘But it is surely I who should speak to him, Mary.’


  She shook her head, imagining her father intimidating her lover. Will was a man who might easily be intimidated, and her father, who had always been formidable, had become more so during the years of success.


  She withdrew herself from him, sighing regretfully. ‘Nay, Will,’ she said, ‘I will find him, and if the moment is a good one, speak to him. I know him better than you and if he shows signs of anger I shall know how to withdraw and pretend that our matter is of no importance.’


  ‘You will not let him dissuade you?’


  ‘No one shall persuade me to give you up, Will.’


  He believed her, because he knew that she could be strong where her passions were concerned.
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  Thomas Boleyn, taking a moment’s respite in his private apartments of the Palace whither he had retired when the King dismissed the courtiers that he might be alone with the Queen, was confronted by his daughter, who asked to speak with him in private.


  Graciously he granted this permission, for Mary had become an important member of the household since the King had elevated her to the position of mistress.


  Even so Thomas regarded her with faint distaste. Her dress was crumpled and her hair escaping from her headdress. Though, Thomas thought fleetingly, it may be the slut in her which appeals to the King. Yet although he was pleased with her, he was often anxious because he must constantly ask himself how long she would continue to hold the King’s attention.


  It was difficult to reconcile himself to the fact that Mary had sprung to such importance. She had always been the fool of the family. The other two were such a precocious pair. He had high hopes of George and it was his plan to bring him into prominence at Court at the earliest opportunity; he was sure that when that young man was a little older he would prove an amusing companion for the King. As for Anne, she was too young yet to make plans for. At the present time she was at the Court of France whence he heard news of her from time to time, and how her cleverness and charm pleased the King and Queen and members of their Court. But that the little slut Mary should have found favour with the King . . . was incredible.


  ‘Well, my daughter?’


  ‘Father, I have been thinking that it is time I married.’


  Thomas was alert. Had the King put this into her head? If so he would be following the normal procedure. The King would feel happier with a mistress who had a husband; it forestalled an undignified shuffling into marriage if the need to do so should arise. No doubt Henry had found some worthy husband for his favourite; and Thomas, even if he wanted to, would not be such a fool as to refuse his consent to a marriage suggested by the King.


  ‘Perhaps you are right, Mary,’ he said. ‘Whom have you in mind?’


  Mary smiled in what seemed to the practical Thomas a vacuous manner as she murmured: ‘It is William Carey, Father.’


  ‘William Carey! You cannot mean . . . No, you could not. I was thinking of Carey’s son . . . a younger brother . . .’


  ‘It is that Will, Father.’


  Thomas was astounded and horrified. Surely the King would never suggest such a lowly match for a woman in whom he had been interested. It was an insult. The blood rushed to Thomas’s face and showed even in the whites of his eyes. ‘The King . . .’ he stammered.


  ‘The King might not object to this marriage,’ Mary began.


  ‘He has suggested it to you?’


  ‘Oh . . . no! It is because Will and I have fallen in love.’


  Thomas stared at his daughter. ‘You must be mad, girl. You . . . have fallen in love with this Will Carey? A younger son of a family that can scarcely be called distinguished!’


  ‘One does not think of family honours or wealth when one falls in love,’ said Mary simply.


  ‘You have lost your wits, girl.’


  ‘I believe it is called losing one’s heart,’ replied Mary with some spirit.


  ‘The same thing, doubtless. Well, you may put this young man out of your mind. I want to hear no more of such nonsense. It may well be that, if you are patient, the King will suggest a good marriage for you. Indeed, it might be a good plan for you to make some light suggestions. Carefully, mind. Hint perhaps that marriage might be necessary . . .’


  Mary bowed her head that he might not see the defiance which had sprung into her eyes. Hitherto she had been as easily swayed as a willow wand, but the thought of Will had stiffened her resistance. Strangely enough she was ready to put up a fight, to displease her father and the King, if need be, for the sake of Will Carey.


  Thomas laid his hand on her shoulder; he had no doubt of her obedience. He was confident of his power when he looked back and saw how far he had come in the last years. He was forty-three years old, in good health, and his ambition was limitless. The King’s pleasure in him was stressed by the fact that he had designated Sir Thomas Boleyn to play such a large part in making the arrangements for the Field of the Cloth of Gold; and now that Henry had favoured his daughter he was more grateful to Thomas than ever, because he had produced such a willing and comely girl. Mary had always been pliable, lacking the arrogance and temper of George and Anne.


  Had he looked a little closer at Mary on that occasion he might have noticed that when her jaw was purposefully set, as it was at this moment, she bore a striking resemblance to her headstrong brother and sister.


  But Thomas was too sure of his daughter, too sure of his ability to subdue her, to be alarmed.


  He patted her shoulder.


  ‘Now, my daughter, no more of this foolishness. There’ll be a grand marriage for you, and now is the time to ask for it. I see no reason why you should not become a Duchess. That would please you, His Grace, and your family.’


  Still she kept her head lowered, and giving her a playful push he dismissed her.


  She was glad to escape because of the overwhelming desire to tell him that she was no longer his puppet, nor the King’s; Mary Boleyn in love, fighting for the future she desired, was as formidable as any young woman of spirit.
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  The great Cardinal was alone in his audience chamber, where he stood at the window looking out over the parkland of that most magnificent of his residences, Hampton Court. He could always find delight in this place which he regarded as essentially his own; for how different it had become in those years since he had taken over the lease from the Knights of St John of Jerusalem and raised this impressive edifice to what it was at this time, built around five courts and containing 1500 rooms.


  Here was opulence of a kind not seen even in the King’s own palaces; the walls were hung with the finest tapestry which the Cardinal caused to be changed once a week; throughout the palace were exquisite pieces of furniture and treasures which proclaimed the wealth of their owner. The Cardinal was a man who liked to be constantly reminded of his possessions, for he had attained them through his own brilliance, and because he remembered humbler days he found the greater pleasure in them. He did not care that the people murmured and said that his court was more magnificent than that of the King; that was how he wished it to be. He often said to himself: ‘All that is Henry’s is his because he is his father’s son. All that is mine, is mine because I am Thomas Wolsey.’


  He encouraged ostentation. Let noblemen such as Norfolk and Buckingham sneer. They would sneer once too often. Let them make sly references to the butcher’s shop in which they swore he had been born. What did he care? These men were fools; and Wolsey believed that one day he would triumph over all his enemies. He was determined to do so, for he was not the man to forget a slight.


  He smoothed the crimson satin of his robes and caressed his tippet of fine sable.


  Oh, it was good to be rich. It was good to have power and to feel that power growing. There was very little he wished for and did not possess, for he was not a man to seek the impossible. The greatest power in England, the Papal Crown . . . these were not impossibilities. And if he longed to install his family here in Hampton Court, to boast to the King of his son – his fine sturdy Thomas, named after himself, but known as Wynter – he accepted the impossibility of doing so. As a prelate he could not allow the fact of that uncanonical marriage of his to be known; he was therefore reconciled to keeping his family in the background while he could bestow honours on his son.


  He was smiling to himself now because he knew of the activities which would be going on in the great kitchens. There was a special banquet this day; the King would be present in some disguise. Wolsey had not been specifically told that Henry would come; he had merely heard that a party of gentlemen from a far country planned to test the hospitality of Hampton Court, for they had heard that it vied with that to be enjoyed at the King’s Court.


  Wolsey laughed aloud. Such childish games! One among them would be the King, and the company must express its surprise when he discarded the disguise, and then the great delight and pleasure all felt in the honour of having their King with them.


  ‘A game,’ mused Wolsey, ‘that we have played countless times and will doubtless play countless times again, for it seems that His Grace never tires of it.’


  But was His Grace tiring? Had there been an indication recently of a change in the King’s attitude to life? Was he taking more interest in matters of state, a little less in masking?


  The longer the King remained a pleasure-loving boy the greater pleased would the Cardinal be. Those workmanlike hands of his were the hands to hold the helm. He wanted no interference.


  Let the golden boy frolic with his women. Wolsey frowned a little. Boleyn was growing somewhat presumptuous on account of that brazen girl of his; and the man was becoming a little too important. But the Cardinal could deal with such; it was the King’s interference that he most feared; and while the King was concerned with a girl he could be expected to leave matters of state to his trusted Chancellor.


  The guests were already arriving. He would not join them until the coming of the party of gentlemen in disguise, for that was beneath his dignity. His guests must wait for him to come among them, as at Greenwich or Westminster they waited for the King.


  He knew that they would whisper together of the magnificence they saw about them, of the manner in which he dressed his servants, so that many of them were more richly clad than his guests. In the kitchens now his master cook, attired in scarlet satin with a gold chain about his neck, would be directing his many servants as though he himself was the lord of this manor; and that was how Wolsey would have it: that each man – from his steward who was a dean, and his treasurer who was a knight, to his grooms and yeomen of the pastry and his very scullery boys – should know, and tell the world by his demeanour, that it was better to be a page of the pantry in the household of Cardinal Wolsey than a gentleman steward in the house of any nobleman under the King.


  As he brooded, his man Cavendish came to the door of the apartment and craved his master’s indulgence for disturbing him, but a certain Charles Knyvet, late of the household of the Duke of Buckingham, was begging an audience with him.


  Wolsey did not speak for a second. He felt a surge of hatred rise within him at the mention of the hated Buckingham. There was a man who had been born to wealth and nobility and who never failed to remind the Cardinal of it. It was in every look, every gesture and, often when he passed, Wolsey would hear the words: butcher’s dog.


  One day Buckingham was going to regret that he dared scorn Thomas Wolsey, for the Cardinal was not the sort to forget a grudge; all insults were remembered in order to be repaid tenfold; for that dignity which he had had to nurture, having cost him so much to come by, was doubly dear to him.


  This was interesting. Knyvet to see him! He knew that the fellow was related to Buckingham – a poor relation – who had been in the Duke’s employ until recently. There had been some difference of opinion between Master Knyvet and his rich relation, with the result that Knyvet had been dismissed from the ducal household.


  So he came to see the Cardinal.


  Wolsey regarded his hands thoughtfully. ‘You discovered his business?’


  ‘He said it was for the ears of Your Eminence alone.’


  The Cardinal nodded; but he would not see the man – not at the first request. That would be beneath the dignity of the great Cardinal.


  ‘Tell him he may present himself again,’ he said.


  Cavendish bowed. The man was favoured. At least the Cardinal had not refused his request for an interview.


  So Cavendish went back through the eight rooms, which had to be traversed before the Cardinal’s private chamber was reached, and in which none who sought an audience might wait.


  Now Wolsey could hear shouts on the river, the sound of music, and he decided it was time for him to leave his apartment and cross the park to the water’s edge, there to receive the party, for it would contain one before whom even a great Cardinal must bow.


  He made his way down his private staircase and out into the sunshine; standing at the river’s edge he watched the boat approach the privy stairs. In it was a party of men dressed in dazzling colours, all heavily masked and wearing beards, some of gold wire, some of black. The Cardinal saw with some dismay that the masks, the false beards, and caps of gold and scarlet which covered their heads were all-concealing, and this was going to be one of those occasions when it was not easy to pick out the King.


  Usually his great height betrayed him; but there were several who appeared to be as tall. A faint irritation came to the Cardinal, although he hastened to suppress it; one of the first steps to disfavour was taken when one betrayed a lack of interest in the King’s pastimes. That was one of the lesser ways in which the Queen was failing.


  ‘Welcome, gentlemen,’ he cried, ‘welcome to Hampton Court.’


  One of the masked men said in a deliberately disguised voice which Wolsey could not recognise: ‘We come from a strange land
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