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			‘Goodbye and good riddance, you worthless worm!’ Father Busbrig’s angry face glared at me through the abbey gates. ‘And when you fail – as I’m sure you will – don’t come back with your tail between your legs.’

			I wanted to reply that it would be difficult to do that as worms don’t have legs, but I kept my mouth shut. He’d only waddle out waving his vicious stick, and I was determined to walk away from St Godric’s Abbey without a sore bum. He’d thrashed me for the last time.

			When I got to the bend in the road, I heard the sound of running feet. I turned, knowing it couldn’t be Father Busbrig. The fat old abbot hadn’t run for years – not even for the dinner bell. Brother Matthew caught up with me, holding something wrapped in a cloth. I’d already said goodbye to all the monks, but I should have known my godfather wouldn’t let me leave without a last word with me alone.

			‘I forgot to give you this,’ he panted, pressing the bundle into my hands. ‘Bread for your journey. Don’t eat it all at once. Now, do you have the letter safe?’

			I nodded, patting my jerkin. ‘You’ve asked me a hundred times. I’m to go straight to Whitehall Palace, shove the letter under King Henry’s nose and demand a knighthood on the spot!’

			A flash of alarm crossed Brother Matthew’s face.

			‘Or maybe I’ll do as you’ve told me and show it to the Clerk of the Kitchen and he’ll give me a job.’

			‘Then mind you do,’ said Brother Matthew, smiling. ‘I know your hare-brained schemes.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ I told him. ‘I won’t pester the King straight away.’

			I wouldn’t be pestering the King at all. I’d be stuck in a steamy kitchen. Every day at the abbey had been the same for as long as I could remember. Prayers, meals, prayers and a lot of hard work in between. I knew that life in the palace kitchen would be exactly the same – without so many prayers!

			But it would be a good job and a roof over my head. If I said that to myself enough times, I’d start to believe it.

			‘Just stay out of trouble,’ sighed Brother Matthew.

			‘I’ve tried really hard this week,’ I replied. ‘It wasn’t my fault the goat decided to follow me into the chapel and eat the tapestries. It’s God’s creature and can make up its own mind.’

			‘And the rotten herring under Father Busbrig’s cushion?’

			‘I had to put it somewhere.’

			Brother Matthew chuckled. ‘You always have an answer, Jack Briars. Now go. I must get to my prayers. Come and see me when you can. I’ll welcome you even if the abbot won’t.’

			Although he was smiling his eyes were moist. I hoped he wasn’t going to cry. That would be too embarrassing, especially as I had a knot in the pit of my stomach and was worried I’d join him if he started. Brother Matthew had been more than a godparent to me, he’d been like a proper father, and I was leaving him for the first time in my life.

			‘God’s speed, Jack.’

			I watched him return to the gates, clutching the rough grey wool of his habit to keep it out of the puddles. Then I turned my back on St Godric’s. If it hadn’t been for Brother Matthew, I’d have been happy never to see it again.

			Father Busbrig had always rubbed it in that I was just a foundling and couldn’t live on the monks’ charity for ever. He said I should be grateful he’d let me live at the abbey at all. And even more grateful that Brother Matthew’s cousin worked at Court. According to the miserable old toad, my godfather’s letter to William Thynne, the Clerk of the Kitchen, was the only thing keeping me from certain death in a ditch. Although he also informed me that Mister Thynne would take one look at me and slam the door in my face.

			I was going to prove him wrong. As much as I didn’t yearn to work in the kitchen, I wanted to get the better of fat old Father Busbrig.

			The sun was up but the March morning was cold and I strode out to keep warm. I’d not gone far before the bread began to call to me. As I pulled bits off the crust I saw that Brother Matthew had tucked a slice of salted pork in the parcel. An unexpected treat, which was soon gone. It was only after I’d swallowed the last mouthful that I remembered that there’d be no more until I got to Whitehall Palace – seven miles away.

			‘Coming to join us, Jack?’ came a deep voice over the hedge.

			Harry Stubbs and his farmhands were at their archery practice.

			‘I would do,’ I called back, grinning, ‘but I’d put you all to shame.’

			‘Aye, you would,’ agreed Farmer Stubbs. ‘If we were trying to shoot our own feet!’

			They laughed. Once, I’d sneaked out of the abbey and they’d let me try shooting a longbow. It was twice as tall as I was and I’d barely been able to pull the string. The arrow had plopped down in front of me.

			‘Where are you bound for, lad?’ asked Seth the cowherd, coming to lean on the gate. 

			‘To see the King,’ I said, as if I was a regular visitor at Court. ‘Well, to work in his kitchens anyway.’

			They wished me luck and I marched on, soon leaving the abbey and Acton Village far behind.

			I was starving by the time I could see the church towers of London in the distance. My old boots were chafing my toes. I’d never walked so far in my life. The bells began to chime ten o’clock. It was strange to think that, as I was making my way up the busy road to the cross at Charing, Brother Matthew was on his knees in the abbey chapel. Three hours’ walk away and I was in a new world, a world full of English spoken in more strange accents than I’d ever heard. And not only English. A group of horsemen in plumed hats were calling to each other in a foreign tongue as they cantered by.

			I hurried round the cross, past the beggars asking for alms. I felt sorry, but I had nothing to give them, not even breadcrumbs. My stomach was growling so loudly I didn’t hear the cart that nearly ran me over. The carter called me a pudding-brained jolthead. I was just thinking up a good insult to throw back when I caught my first glimpse of King Henry’s palace and forgot all about the carter. I was standing outside the palace of the greatest king in the world – well, one of his palaces. He always seemed to be acquiring new ones. I must have looked like Jem the village idiot as I gawped at its walls and turrets and flags. His Majesty would be in there somewhere. If the Clerk of the Kitchen was in residence, then so was the King.

			Then it finally dawned on me what my future had in store.

			It didn’t matter how splendid the place was, or how many kings were loitering in the halls, once I passed through the gates I’d be a kitchen boy and I wouldn’t have anything to do with kings. And it didn’t matter how much I tried to convince myself it would be all right. I was going to boil beetroot and chop turnips for the rest of my life. Even death in a ditch sounded more exciting!

			I remembered how I used to picture myself leading the King’s troops into battle and vanquishing his enemies. But that was just a boy’s silly dream. Poor foundlings didn’t get to lead the King’s troops anywhere. Those close to His Majesty were of noble birth. But even as I thought this, I remembered the abbot railing about a certain Thomas Cromwell, one of King Henry’s ministers. Father Busbrig hated him and was always going on about Cromwell’s father only being a lowly blacksmith and a drunk into the bargain – which was rich coming from a man who swigged the altar wine whenever he could.

			Anyway, Cromwell had started poor but he was fast becoming the King’s most trusted man. If he could do it, then why not Jack Briars? I decided I’d find Master Cromwell and offer him my services. After all, the miserable old abbot thought I was going to get the door slammed in my face anyway. At least this way I’d be able to boast I’d had it slammed in my face by none other than the great Thomas Cromwell himself.

			And there was just a chance that Master Cromwell would see beyond my straw hat, ragged shirt cuffs and jerkin that hadn’t fitted me since I was eight. I felt a pang of regret for the pains Brother Matthew had taken with his letter which I wouldn’t be using now, but I knew he’d forgive me – eventually.

			A huge stone gatehouse towered over King Street. Set deep in its arch were two solid wooden gates, twice the height of a man on horseback, and carved like the portcullis of a castle.

			I marched boldly up to them.

			‘Who goes there?’ bellowed a voice from the shadows.

			I nearly jumped out of my skin. I hadn’t seen the man in King’s livery until he slammed his staff onto the flagstones, just missing my toes.

			‘State your business,’ he demanded.

			‘I’m Jack Briars, if it please you, sir,’ I said. ‘I’m here to work.’

			‘Well, I am His Majesty’s Sergeant Porter, whether it pleases you or not,’ said the man, staring at my ragged shirt cuffs, ‘and I am here to chase away vagabonds, rascals and boys. And I’ll warrant you are all three. On your way!’
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			Father Busbrig’s smug face seemed to hover in the air in front of me.

			The beslubbering old buzzard had been right. In fact, more right than he thought. The door hadn’t even been opened to me, let alone slammed in my face. I wondered if the beggars up at Charing would lend me a bowl.

			I was going to have to show my letter. It was the only thing that might get me past the Sergeant Porter. Brother Matthew would have breathed a sigh of relief to see me doing as I was told for once.

			The man snatched the letter, produced a pair of eyeglasses and perched them on the end of his nose. His mouth turned down so far that he looked like one of the trout back in the abbey pond.

			‘Dear Cousin,’ he read out slowly, ‘I ask you to give employment to the bearer of this letter, Jack Briars. He is clean, godly and obedient . . .’

			He peered at me doubtfully over his glasses. I hid my surprise at my godfather’s description of me. He must have done some penance for those fibs.

			‘. . . a lively enquiring mind . . .’ the Porter continued.

			Brother Matthew always said I was too nosy.

			‘. . . and I ask you, Cousin William, to take him into your employ. You will not be disappointed.’

			The Sergeant Porter sniffed and slapped the letter into my palm. Without a word, he turned away and I heard the rattle of a key in a lock. He pushed open a small door in one of the gates and nodded for me to go through. God’s oath, I thought, I’m in! and I charged forwards. But before I’d got a foot inside the royal courtyard a hand planted itself firmly on my chest.

			‘You will go straight to the kitchens and nowhere else,’ barked the Porter, poking me in the ribs with each word. ‘It’s on your left, beyond the dairy and workshops. And mark this, it will not go well with you if you’re found near the royal apartments. Understand?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ I replied, because I had understood perfectly. I just wasn’t going to do what he said. If I was to find Master Cromwell anywhere, it would be with the courtiers, not the servants.

			The Sergeant Porter stood aside, grumbling under his breath about vagabonds. I stepped through the door and into the courtyard.

			It was hard to miss the royal apartments that I wasn’t supposed to go near. Opposite the kitchen and workshop buildings rose the huge palace itself. The white walls with their brightly painted doors and mullioned windows were covered in carvings of horses, dragons and huge roaring lions. It was the most impressive place I’d ever seen.

			Clearly King Henry didn’t think the palace was impressive enough, as all manner of building work was being carried out. But then, he had to entertain foreign monarchs and ambassadors and the like, not a lowly foundling who’d lived in a plain cold abbey all his life. Father Busbrig wouldn’t have been pleased to see the wooden scaffolding, and men building new walls and slapping fresh plaster and paint over the old ones. It wasn’t that he was a humble man. He would just have been jealous of all the gold leaf.

			The courtyard was as busy as Acton Village on market day, with servants, horses and courtiers, dressed in the finest clothes. Well, the horses weren’t, but even the servants had smart red uniforms with ‘HR’ on the tunics. A troop of yeomen guard marched past in a flash of crimson and silver breastplates. Over their shoulders they carried halberds with double-headed axe blades and sharp spikes. They were making across the courtyard to the palace.

			I itched to follow in their wake but I could feel the Sergeant Porter watching me so I plodded off towards the kitchen. I looked back. He was still glaring in my direction. If I didn’t get free of his eagle eyes soon, I’d have an apron on and a bucket of eels to chop.

			Someone yelled, ‘Make passage!’ and I jumped out of the way of a fat man with an armful of firewood.

			The man was on course for the royal apartments. Keeping the man’s vast belly between me and the Sergeant Porter, I crept towards the palace.

			The man walked up some tiled steps to an important-looking pair of arched doors with a miserable-looking stone angel above them and a miserable-looking yeoman guard standing on either side. Courtiers and servants were going in and out. My stomach suddenly lurched at the thought of what I was about to do, but I ignored it. I decided to stride in confidently, pretending I was with the firewood man. No one noticed my knees wobbling as I strode up the steps.

			I found myself standing in a huge vaulted chamber. I glanced about nonchalantly, as if the massive tapestries, jewelled ceilings and shining golden statues were a common sight. Passages and doorways led off left and right and a wide staircase wound up in front of me. I wished someone had written a sign – ‘This way to Master Cromwell’. I was just wondering who to ask when I heard a bellow from outside.

			‘Stop that boy!’

			The two yeomen charged into the hallway. They didn’t look miserable any more. They looked angry – angry enough to spit me on their halberds!

			I ran.

			I belted down the nearest passage, battling through a bunch of courtiers who were chatting and laughing and leaning against the walls. And all with nothing better to do than get in my way.

			Brother Matthew often worried that I was too thin. He was wrong – my bony elbows were a useful weapon for forcing a path through a sea of doublets and gowns. Curses followed in my path.

			I reached the end of the passage, skidded round the corner and charged up a staircase. I could hear the shouts of the guards behind and one thought kept pounding in my brain – HIDE!

			But there was nowhere. I raced up and down flights of stairs. I didn’t dare try any of the doors I passed. No one would give shelter to a vagabond. I cursed King Henry’s builders, who’d spent too long carving fancy woodwork and slapping gold leaf everywhere, and not enough time making hiding places for boys on the run. The footsteps were coming closer.

			‘There he is!’

			Behind me the two men seemed to fill the whole corridor. I sprinted up a spiral stairway and came to a tiny chamber with a single high window.

			‘You can’t escape us now.’

			I turned. The guard looming into view was a giant, at least two yards high. I took one look at the sharp blade of his halberd and leapt onto the windowsill. Flinging open the casement, I stepped out onto a narrow brick ledge and nearly fell off with shock.

			I was teetering high over a garden full of ornate hedges. Beyond its wall flowed the grey water of the River Thames. I’d need to grow wings to get out of this.

			The tall yeoman had reached the sill. He grunted as he heaved himself up. At that moment I’d have given anything to be chopping eels in the palace kitchen.

			Suddenly I heard an astonished cry. ‘What are you doing, lad? You’ll get yourself killed!’

			Dizzily I peered down. I hadn’t noticed the wooden scaffolding platform sticking out from the corner of the tower, a good fifteen feet below. It was covered with tools and piles of stone – and a crowd of workmen, who were staring up at me, their mouths open.

			‘Got you!’ A hand shot out from the window.

			I jumped.

		

	
		
			 

			3

			 

			[image: 12852.png] 

			Old Brother Jerome told me once that a drowning man sees his whole life pass before his eyes. Well, it’s not the same for someone who’s about to fall to his death. All I saw was the ground rushing up and all I felt was cold white terror!

			I flung out my arms and somehow my fingers caught the edge of the platform. The structure shuddered as it took my weight.

			Hands grasped my wrists and hauled me roughly onto the scaffolding. I stared up into a weather-beaten face.

			‘What game are you playing?’ demanded my rescuer. ‘Do you want to get us all killed? The scaffolding near collapsed!’

			‘Thanks for saving me,’ I said quickly. ‘I’m new here at Whitehall and . . . I took a wrong turn.’

			The man gave a guffaw of laughter. ‘Then I won’t ever ask you for directions, lad,’ he said. ‘If I want Southwark, you’ll send me to the top of St Paul’s steeple!’

			A large window sprang open close to the platform and a red-stockinged leg appeared. 

			‘Seize that villain!’ came a shout.

			Before the workmen had the chance to obey, I raced for a winch with a thick rope wound round its drum. It sat on the edge of the platform. If it was strong enough to haul up heavy baskets of bricks then I guessed it was strong enough to take one skinny abbey boy to the ground.

			I grasped the rope and flung myself over the edge.

			I’d imagined the winch would slow me down. I was wrong. The ground rushed up at such a speed I thought I’d bore straight through it. I landed with a thump and lay winded in a lavender bush. Above the shouts of the workmen, who were cheering me on as if I was in a race, I heard the angry voices of the guards.

			I pulled myself out of the flattened bush and plunged into a dark alley between the palace and the river wall. Running footsteps behind spurred me on. At the end was a rough building that smelt of herbs and ale. This must be the stillroom. I skirted quickly round it, keeping to the shadow of the river wall.

			I burst into a wood yard. Joiners were busy at work, sawing and stacking timber. I darted between piles of wood – ignoring the surprised cries – and out at the other end, only to find myself back in the courtyard where I’d started.

			‘Halt!’ That was no rough joiner’s voice. The guards had caught up with me. In desperation, I slipped inside the nearest door.

			I took in the huge, smoky room with its roaring fire and smell of roasting meat that made my belly twist with hunger. It was the last place I wanted to be – the palace kitchen. A host of men and boys stood round a huge table, joking as they worked. At the far end of the kitchen an archway led into a passage, but I had no hope of reaching it without being seen. I dived between the men’s legs and under the table.

			Above the clamour, there was no mistaking the thud of the door banging open. Everyone fell silent.

			‘Where’s the boy hiding?’ came a shout. I recognised the voice of the giant yeoman.

			A puzzled murmuring filled the air, like the buzzing of bees.

			The yeoman only had to bend down and he’d see me. Then I realised that among the forest of legs around the table, there was a skirt. I was surprised that a woman should be working in the palace kitchen, but grateful that she did! I crept along until the skirt hid me from view.

			‘There be a multitude of boys here, Nicholas Mountford,’ said a calm voice. ‘Though they be in plain sight, every one. Here’s James and Tom the log boys and . . .’

			‘I don’t mean the boys who work here, Mister Sorrel. We’re after a vagabond! He entered the royal apartments.’ Nicholas Mountford strode about the kitchen, his thick soles creaking ominously on the flagstones. He came so close I could see the silver Tudor roses on his shoes.

			As I crouched there, not daring to move a muscle, a hunk of bread suddenly dropped to the floor. No one’s going to miss this, I thought. But I’d just taken a huge bite when a hand appeared, feeling around for the bread! And suddenly a wrinkled face was staring at me in horror. It was the woman who belonged to the skirt. She let out a shriek.

			‘What ails you, Mrs Pennycod?’ asked someone.

			‘Is the scoundrel there?’ That was the guard.

			My heart was in my mouth.

			Well, it would have been if my mouth hadn’t been stuffed full of bread. I wanted to plead with her not to give me away but I just spat crumbs over the floor. So I tried to look as innocent as possible – not very easy when you’re found hiding under a table with a guard on your tail.

			To my amazement, the old woman gave me a wink.

			‘I saw a rat,’ she called. ‘That’s all.’

			She stood up. Mrs Pennycod had saved me!

			‘I’d be glad if you would leave now, Mister Mountford,’ came the calm voice again. ‘You burst in with some cock-and-bull story, stomping about and holding up the work of the kitchen! The Court won’t be happy to have their luncheon spoilt.’

			The buckled shoes paused a moment, then turned angrily and headed for the archway.

			‘Shame on you, young Nicholas,’ the old woman called as they left. ‘You’ll be going without a taste of my pies if you don’t watch your step.’

			Something suddenly dangled in front of my nose. It was a chicken leg – in Mrs Pennycod’s hand. I took it and gave the hand a squeeze of thanks. I may not have looked innocent when she’d discovered me – but I must have looked hungry!

			I ripped the meat from the bone with my teeth, slipped from under the table and scurried out, back the way I’d come. I heard exclamations of surprise as I shot by, but I heard no one calling the guard. Once outside, I flattened myself against the wall until I was sure I was safe.

			As I saw it, I had three choices. I could go back into the kitchen, present my letter and live a quiet life. I could slip out of the palace and start my training as a beggar up at the Charing Cross. Or I could make one more attempt to find Thomas Cromwell.

			I pulled my letter out and stuck it under the nose of a man hauling a high-backed chair out of one of the workshops.

			‘Urgent message for Master Cromwell,’ I said importantly, hoping he wouldn’t be able to read it. ‘Can you tell me where I’ll find him?’

			‘In his rooms,’ panted the man. ‘He always takes his noontide meal there. First floor in the palace yonder. River end.’

			I stifled a laugh. I’d been there already – on the outside. I wondered if Master Cromwell had seen me whiz past on the winch.

			‘I’m taking this chair to a chamber along the passage from there,’ the man went on. ‘Help me carry it and I’ll show you.’

			I stowed the letter and seized one arm of the chair. This was a stroke of fortune. The man was going to take me right to my destination.

			‘Are you all right there, lad?’ chuckled the man as I staggered under its weight.

			‘Yes,’ I squeaked breathlessly. ‘I’m stronger than I look.’

			He steered me round the workshop and back along the alley.

			‘This is a short cut,’ he told me. ‘There’s a door at the bottom of the tower and then it’s straight up the stairs.’

			It sounded simple but, as we reached the tower, a yeoman guard went by. He didn’t look like one of my pursuers but I wasn’t taking any chances. I ducked my head behind the chair arm.

			‘What’s the matter?’ demanded the man.

			The yeoman had turned at his voice.

			‘Just a twitch,’ I said, jerking about a bit.

			The spiral staircase was barely wide enough for one man, let alone a man, a boy and a chair. It took us some time to reach the first floor. My clothes might have been too thin for the cold of early spring, but I was sweating by the time we’d deposited our load. And I had to remember to keep twitching.

			‘Thanks, lad,’ said the man. ‘Now you want the last chamber down there.’

			He nodded towards a carved wooden door at the end of the empty passage.

			I took a deep breath. There was nothing to stop me reaching
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