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Chapter One

“OK Alice, get ready to go,” said the voice in my ear.

“It’s not Alice, it’s Jenny,” said the other voice in my ear.

The production assistant started counting backwards from ten, I arranged my face into what I hoped was a good smile rather than an inane grin.

“It might be The Jenny Wilson Show,” said the producer Ruth, alias voice number one, “but the presenter’s real name is Alice.”

“Well, I just think that’s confusing, I don’t remember that kind of thing happening before,” said the first voice, alias director Julian.

“That’s because they were known by their real or stage names,” Ruth pointed out, “and their shows were named after them. Besides, this was your decision.”

“Cue Alice,” said the production assistant.

“Hello and welcome to The Jenny Wilson Show, PL-TV’s first chat show.” I beamed towards the audience. They’d taken longer than we had anticipated to get settled. It shouldn’t have been a surprise; some of them had egos the size of stadia. The guests had the potential to be worse. Hence Julian and Ruth debating strenuously in my ear: one of the reasons anyway.

“I still say it’s confusing.”

“It was you who wanted to call it The Jenny Wilson Show,” snapped Ruth.

“Well, the Alice Frobisher Show doesn’t sound right,” said Julian. “Why didn’t we find a Jenny Wilson to front it?”

“Today the question we’re asking is whether a five-times married man is a good bet for the future,” my beam was becoming fixed. If I could have gagged them...

“We found eight Jenny Wilsons to front it,” fumed Ruth, “but you didn’t like any of them. The only one you liked was Alice. So you made her use the name or were you thinking she’d change her name?”

It was true. I think having a show where the presenter’s first name began with a J was some sort of homage to Jeremy and Jerry. Or maybe it was just because Julian liked names that began with a J. In any event, he’d thrown enough hissy fits on the subject to convince everyone to go along with him.

“Especially,” I continued, “when some of his previous wives have met what we might call dubious ends. Ladies and gentlemen, please put your hands together and welcome Katherine Parr and get ready to help her answer the biggest dilemma of her life.”

The audience dutifully applauded. The voices in my ear had gone silent, I glanced towards the control room. I could see Julian and Ruth standing and waving their arms at each other. Clearly they were still arguing so I could expect little help there. Why the sound wasn’t coming through my earpiece was a mystery but most things about PL-TV were a mystery to me. I hadn’t been involved in TV before I became what you might call life-challenged.

It was odd. While full-scale arguments complete with anger, bitterness and a swathe of negative emotions had pocketed my earlier life, here it hadn’t – so far. But, before I could complete the thought, the sliding doors had opened and Katherine Parr was walking towards me, wearing a long red dress with panels of gold and a jaunty little cap with a feather in it. My first thought was how tall she was: impossible to tell whether she was wearing heels under her long skirts. My second impression, as I shook her hand was how kind her eyes were. Perhaps we could somehow wing it without the director’s or producer’s help.

“So Katherine,” I said, when she’d seated herself. “You’re here today to talk to PL-TV’s viewers about the biggest dilemma of your life.”

“That’s right, Jenny,” she said. “The most powerful man in the realm has asked me to marry him but I’m in love with another younger, more vigorous man and he’s already had five wives. The one who’s asked me to marry him, that is. Not the one who I’m in love with who is his brother-in-law.”

Some in the audience gave loud gasps, getting into the spirit of the thing, as it were.

“So, tell me a bit about yourself, Katherine, have you been married before?”

She nodded. “Twice. Both times to men either older than me or in poor health so both times I’ve been widowed.”

“And is it because you’ve only had old or sick husbands that a young, vigorous man appeals?”

The audience laughed. I deliberately hadn’t pulled a suggestive face. Was Clare the floor manager holding up cue cards for them? I didn’t dare look. Neither of us had dried, the cameras were still running and there were still no voices in my ear. I suppose you could say that all was going well.

She smiled before saying, “But I do know that I cannot marry Tom now that Henry’s asked me. Either I must marry Henry or I must stay a widow.”

“Ahhh,” some of the audience members were doing the fake sympathy thing.

“That’s great, Jenny,” Julian was back. “Keep ’em guessing.”

“How can she keep them guessing,” Ruth thundered, “everyone knows the story.”

“Now that’s where you might be surprised, research indicates…” the voices in my ear were switched off so I didn’t get to hear what Julian’s researchers had come up with.

“Tell me about your first marriage, Katherine.”

“It was when I was seventeen, to Edward Borough. He wasn’t well and died within four years.”

“So, you were a widow by the age of twenty-one?”

She nodded, the audience murmured. Real sympathy this time?

“What happened next?”

“Within months I’d married my second husband. John was twenty years older than me, I was his third wife.”

“That was quick!”

“Well, yes, but what alternative did I have? My first husband didn’t leave me well enough provided for to be a merry widow. My only future was to marry again.”

“Did your second husband have children?”

“Yes, a boy and a girl. Margaret and I became very fond of each other. Good friends in fact. Companions eventually. I continued to bring her up after she was orphaned.”

“So what was life like in your second marriage?”

“Well, I was in charge of my husband’s houses. We had one in Yorkshire and another in London. I was responsible for seeing that all ran smoothly, from the brewing to the spinning to the making of soap and the setting of bones. Things within the house went smoothly enough but events around us were, shall we say, turbulent. My husband was taken hostage before my very eyes by Robert Aske during the Pilgrimage of Grace. Aske used my husband as his mouthpiece, much to the fury of the king. Eventually my husband had to go south to explain things, leaving his children and me unprotected in the north. The rebels put us under house arrest to ensure my husband came back.”

“So you were hostages?”

“Well, yes. My husband never recovered from it. He was being accused of treason while his family was being threatened with death.”

“Caught between a king and a rebel, then.”

“Yes. He was later arrested and sent to the Tower for a time.”

“How did he get out?”

“Well, he bribed Cromwell, of course. What else would he do?”

A couple of people in the audience laughed. Presumably mid-sixteenth century members of the audience who knew the difference between Thomas and Oliver or considered Oliver as irrelevant because he came after them – it can happen.

“What did you do?”

“We spent more and more time in our London house. It seemed safer there!”

I couldn’t hear a peep from either the audience or the control room. I’d had no idea Katherine had had such a colourful past. That’s the thing with PL-TV, we didn’t know what we were going to get. The idea for this chat show had come from someone remembering the pre-post-life game of which historical character would you invite to a dinner party. Then it became a chat show where people talked about what they were remembered for, then it became The Jenny Wilson show where people with connections to each other would talk about their greatest dilemmas. Now you know how the story ends would you have done things differently at a cross roads in your life; what would happen if you could get extra information, not available to you then, all that kind of thing really. We had no idea whether the show would prove more popular than pre-post-life TV but Katherine had kindly volunteered to help us out and Henry and his other wives had agreed too. Henry because he loved an excuse to be the centre of attention and at least one of the wives had a score to settle and up until PL-TV, her options had been limited. Or so our researchers had told us. They hadn’t mentioned how colourful Katherine’s life had been before Henry’s proposal.

“So Katherine, how do you think your second marriage made people see you?”

“As someone who could tread delicately when necessary. Also, it was well-known that I love fresh flowers, clothes – particularly shoes – music, laughter, animals, dancing…”

“All wholesome, harmless pastimes, especially in a time before credit cards.”

“Well, yes. Safe pastimes. I discovered that safety is important.”

One of the drawbacks of PL-TV is the clash of mind-sets. Sixteenth century viewers would understand Katherine’s choices entirely, twenty first century viewers would probably find it much harder going and who knew what those tuning in who hailed from the intervening centuries would have thought? A woman who believes that safety is important is proposed to by a man who has the power to order her execution. A twenty first century viewer would probably have told him where to get off – or been seduced by his fame.

“So, ladies and gentlemen,” I addressed the camera, “there you have it. An eventful life in Yorkshire followed by safety in London. Tell me, Katherine, when did you first become aware that you had attracted the admiration of a king?”

“Both my brother and sister were at court and high in favour, so I would visit them there and see the king. He sent me a present of sleeves on the sixteenth of February. I didn’t think too much of that, Henry enjoyed having women at his court and was often generous to them. Umm, do I need to explain about the sleeves?” She’d seen the blank look on my face.

“It might help.”

“In our portraits the lower sleeves you see on our gowns, the ones that are heavily embroidered, were tied on. It meant we could fashion new looks without having too many clothes. Anyway, John died on the second of March and whereas the first time I was widowed I had to remarry to survive, this time I could marry to suit myself. John left me enough property to ensure I was comfortably off, shall we say.”

“Balls! She was a very wealthy widow,” Ruth’s voice was so loud that I was sure Katherine could hear it through my earpiece as well.

“I had known and loved Tom for several months but we had worked hard at keeping it a secret so neither my husband’s last months nor my reputation should be disturbed. In my heart I was ready to marry for love, to bear children…”

“Even though Tom was something of a rogue?”

Katherine smiled indulgently. “He was an adventurer, yes, but I believe he always loved me.”

“He was a sociopath and only after her money,” muttered Ruth in my ear. “Get her to talk about how she knew Henry was interested.”

“All right Katherine,” I smiled. “I think what everyone wants to know is how you found out the king was interested: when did your dilemma begin?”

Katherine nodded. “I’ve already mentioned the gift he gave me in February. A couple of weeks after John died, the king appointed my brother to the privy council and then made him a Knight of the Garter in April. I hadn’t taken too much notice of this for I thought my brother had merit enough of his own but then it became apparent that the king was lonely and depressed and that he felt that only my presence could cheer him.”

“Weren’t you flattered?”

“Well, yes. It is always good to know one is admired. But I tried to keep it as a friendship only.”

“But that didn’t work?”

“Well, no. And that is my problem you see. I do not have any desire to be queen. It is a path that seems to bring nothing but danger with it.”

Talk about a statement of the bleedin’ obvious! But I did like the way she was acting as if she faced the dilemma now instead of four hundred odd years ago. I should have worked out the timeframe before we took to the airwaves. “As we shall hear,” I said, smoothly. “But couldn’t you find compensations in it?”

“Well, yes. There would be the chance to create more of a family life for the king and his children, I should enjoy that. Then I would also be able to hear the finest musicians, wear the best clothes and promote reform.”

“Promote reform?”

“Of the church. Theology is a subject I find fascinating and I think the king has done well to reform the church.”

“Get her off religion,” Julian’s voice crackled through my earpiece. “This is about Henry marrying, not about his religious policy.”

“I think you’ll find the two inextricably entwined,” said Ruth, “but for the moment get her off the subject. In fact, we need to cut to a break soon, now’s as a good a time as any to start heading into one.”

Although this was a programme made for PL-TV, it links into adverts screened on earthly TV. Among our audience there is, it seems, a fascination with adverts for things you will never have a need for.

“So,” I said. “The choice comes down to duty or love?”

“Love and duty or pure passion,” she smiled.

“Love and duty?”

“Well, yes. We should all love our king.”

Once again, the mindset clash between the sixteenth century and the twenty first century. Do people still love the monarch enough to feel they should marry them? I rather suspected not.

But I nodded, and said to the camera, “We’re now heading for a break but rejoin us to hear what Henry thinks he’s got to offer and whether Henry’s previous wives think he’s a good bet for Katherine.

“And cut,” said the production assistant’s voice in my ear.

“Well done Alice,” added Ruth.

“Are you all right,” I smiled at Katherine.

“Yes, fine. It seems strange to be going through the whole should I, shouldn’t I process again though. Last time around I just had to pray and hope the answer I got was the right one.”

“Ah well, that’s PL-TV for you,” said Julian, who had emerged from the control room with Ruth. He wandered off to check the positioning of a camera and wave his arms at Clare.

“Sorry about the debates,” said Ruth. “We both worked in TV once upon a time and neither of us agrees with the way the other one works. Besides, he’s crap; full of his own self-importance, it’s as if he never left the other place.”

“It does seem...odd.”

Ruth shrugged. “TV changes things. I presume they thought of that when they gave PL-TV the go-ahead.”

I wondered. There was probably a road called good intentions leading to the building we were in. I’d have to check when I went out.

“Who’s the next guest?”

“We still haven’t decided. Julian thinks we should bring on all the wives before bringing on Henry, the big denouement as it were. I think we should bring Henry on now. This isn’t a murder mystery.”

“No, there’s no mystery about it. If we bring Henry on first it would allow him to answer each wife’s points,” I said. “Might set up the conflict Julian wants.”

“See, you’re a natural at all this,” she said, heading off in Julian’s direction with purposeful strides.

“Hadn’t you done this before?” Katherine asked.

I shook my head. “I did do a bit of print journalism but not for very long. I finished up number crunching in an accounts department. But Julian liked my face and offered me the chance to present this show even though my name wasn’t Jenny Wilson. I didn’t really know what I wanted to do afterwards, you see.”

“I think it’s easier for those of us who were famous,” she said. “People sort of expect you to carry on being yourself, so you don’t become part of the whole or go for reincarnation and I think that if you’ve risen to fame at any time then you possibly have a stronger sense of self than most people, so it’s easier to hang onto. Some of us do the odd bit of haunting but it’s really only a sideline: people like to spot us around. I must admit, things have improved since the invention of TV. There’s always something to watch somewhere. The first three hundred and fifty years or so after my death were pretty dire, I can tell you. Unless you liked watching battles, of course. Always some of them going on.”

I nodded. “I must admit, all of this was a bit of a surprise for me. I didn’t think anything much happened after you died. The body becomes worm food but that’s about it.”

She smiled. “I believed that man was sinful and that it was only through God’s charity that we could come to heaven. It was a little surprising to find that there was no heaven and no hell.”

“I did hear that they tried the concept of hell but couldn’t find anyone to staff it. The smell of the sulphur was a bit of a problem. And I heard the Wright brothers put paid to the fluffy white cloud and musical instrument idea.”

“Quite a few used to go for that you know, particularly people who couldn’t play or sing a note in life.”

Julian and Ruth reappeared. They were still debating. I sighed. Clare stood behind them, she didn’t look very happy either.

“The thing is,” said Julian, “although this is a good story, it’s not really sexy TV is it? I mean, where’s the guts of the story?”

“Guts!” Ruth exploded. “They’re the Tudors for goodness’ sake. Blood and guts is what they do for recreation. They make twenty first century dysfunctional families look like the bloody Waltons!”

“Well, we’re not seeing it on the show.”

“No, that’s because we’re setting the scene. We’re showing Katherine’s dilemma before bringing on the wives who have gone before. That’s the point at which we can expect to see some conflict, all of which means we need to get Henry out there next. He’s the lynchpin, he’s the one that ties them all together – don’t forget some of them never met in life.”

Julian narrowed his eyes at her before flouncing off. It was a superb flounce given that he was wearing combats and a T-shirt. If he’d been in regency ruffles and satins he’d have turned flouncing into an art form.

“We need to get this show back on the road,” said Ruth.

I winced: I didn’t like to be reminded of roads.

“We’ll bring Henry out next. Get him to explain why he wants another wife and then we’ll bring the wives out in order to give their opinions. Are you OK with that?”

“Yes.”

“Good, if you take your place to the left of stage we’ll get going again.”

She dashed back to the control room, muttering. It sounded something vaguely like, ‘I’ll give him blood and guts’ but I was busy with Clare, checking Katherine was in place and finding my spot, so I wasn’t sure. It couldn’t be that, surely, it would be far too much like a threat.

 


 

  


Chapter Two

“And cue Alice.”

“Welcome back to The Jenny Wilson show. I hope you enjoyed the break,” I said, smiling into the camera. “And now it’s time to introduce our second guest. He’s been listening in while Katherine explains her dilemma and now it’s time to hear from her husband-to-be. Please, give Henry the Eighth a big round of applause.”

The doors slid back and Henry bounded down the steps. Not the Henry you see in the famous – or infamous – Holbein portrait but the younger and trimmer version from the Joos Van Cleeve picture, which was my favourite of the ones I’d seen. I gaped.

“Shut your mouth darling,” hissed Julian in my ear, “you’re practically dribbling.”

Henry beamed and waved at the audience, strode across to me, somehow grasped my hand – I wasn’t aware I’d offered it – and kissed it. His beard felt soft, I gazed into his eyes.

“Thank you for agreeing to appear on the show.”

He smiled, “It’s my pleasure, I assure you. I know the Van Cleeve was your favourite portrait.”

Was he flirting with me? His eyes were making me feel as if we were the only two in the studio. Trying to recover my wits, which appeared to have packed their bags and gone on a long-haul holiday, I gestured that he should take the seat next to Katherine. They smiled and nodded at each other.

“Now, Henry, you had five wives before you proposed to Katherine and it’s fair to say she’s had some difficulty in deciding whether to accept you or not.”

“If he’d looked like that at the time he proposed to me, I don’t think I’d have had as much difficulty deciding,” Katherine interrupted.

“Perhaps you should show us your physical journey,” I said to Henry. Oh, the advantages of the post-life, there’s no need for people to spend hours in make-up, a bit of willpower and you can be the sense of self you want to be. The only difficulty is keeping the concentration going long enough to hold it. That’s why most of us appear in the clothes we associate most with our bodily selves and why everyone hailed PL-TV as a natural winner: so few costs. Not that costs mattered to us really and time didn’t usually matter at all. But PL-TV was changing the post-life concept of time: we had to make it appear that we were a normal TV programme, so we couldn’t allow people to drift off for a couple of centuries before returning to answer a question. We use available digital frequencies and we have to make sure we complete our show while the chosen frequency is still unoccupied.

He pursed his mouth and looked at me steadily for a couple of seconds before nodding and standing.

“I’ll begin from when I was seventeen and became king,” he said.

There was a murmur of appreciation from the audience as he showed off his mastery of changing form in front of us. First the young, slender athlete with the bobbed red hair and clean-shaven chin. Gradually he became heavier, more muscular and a short beard appeared. Then the figure became more solid and the hair shorter. Finally the figure itself grew and grew until the muscle was gone and a bear of a man stood in its place, with tiny eyes peering out of a potato of a face. After taking us through the transformation, he returned to his chosen self.

“Sadly, I was not able to present my younger self to woo Katherine. The injury to my leg prevented me from exercise, stank as if the Devil himself had cast it on me…”

“On behalf of my client, I object to that comment.” A member of the audience had risen to his feet.

“With respect,” I replied, “we are not in a court of law. Such objections have no place here.”

“But my client…”

“Would really like you to sit down. Terribly sorry about that,” Lucifer himself called across to me having grappled the lawyer into his seat. “It’s just I have such a bad press. My lawyers are very keen to see I’m not defamed.”

“And, of course, they are naturally drawn to you,” grinned Henry. “Is Crum with you?”

“Probably,” said Lucifer. “It’s difficult to keep track at times, what with people expecting all lawyers to lodge with me. Quite unfair, of course. Very good at land law, Thomas Cromwell. He’s probably making sure my lands raise sufficient revenue. And we all know he did the same for you!”

“Best in the business,” said Henry affably.

“If we could continue,” I butted in.

It wasn’t that I had a problem with Henry and Lucifer’s banter, Lucifer has such a wicked sense of humour that he keeps everyone amused. It’s just that not everyone is comfortable with the fact that Lucifer constantly moans about his bad press. Well, if you’ve been brought up on tales of Hell, sulphur and demons, then the discovery that Lucifer is omnisexual is fine. It’s the hanging baskets which always win first prize at the gardening competitions that cause the shock. And no, he doesn’t cheat: his ambition is to win the trophy for the best rose but the competition for that is as fierce as the competition to breed a lilac daffodil, partly because of the different definitions of perfect. Besides, I didn’t want another interruption from Julian if I could avoid it. I didn’t know where he was getting his nastiness from but it felt wrong and it was uncomfortable; upsetting even, thinking about it, that was probably why it felt wrong – upset was a banned emotion here.

“Henry, you’d been married five times before. Why did you want a sixth wife?”

“A court without a queen just doesn’t work,” he explained. “For without a queen there can be no queen’s household to serve her and without that there are very few high-born women with whom one can pass the leisure hours. The company of women brings out a man’s gentler side, enables us to pass the day with the courtesy and gallantry required of a gentleman. It brings us respite from sport, hunting, study and matters of business as we look to dancing and music and softer entertainments.”

“So, you wished to marry again to be a good father to your court?”

“It is my duty.”

“What about your pleasure?”

“It’s for my pleasure too. I like women. Their company soothes me, takes away from my cares. As king it was one of my pleasures to host feasts for the women of the court and even to make sure that the accommodations for those invited were fitting. From my earliest days I learned, as many men do not, that there is much to be enjoyed in women’s company. Katherine is intelligent and learned. I knew I would be able to talk to her. Having a queen’s household enables the young men of my household to meet the young women they will marry and makes their marriages more than just affairs of business.”

He paused briefly before adding, “In some cases, anyway, when their parents can agree dowries and suchlike. A word from me could usually help agreements along,” he smiled.

“But will she not be placed in danger from the factions in your court?”

“Not so long as she pleases me. I know how to look after my own. They came for Cranmer; wanted a commission to test him. So I appointed him head of the commission. Such a shame I was unable to see the faces of those who plotted against him as they realised that those whom I love are safe in my love. But I can guess!” He guffawed.

I opened my mouth to ask about Henry Norris and Thomas Cromwell but Ruth read my thoughts and said, “Move on from this, we can come to those he executed later.”

Henry continued, “One of my reasons for choosing Katherine, quite apart from her merriment and joy in life, is that she has no political following. Her role will be to guide my children and I can think of no one better suited. She is learned and wishes to learn more, she has sound good sense and her every action will prove the wisdom of my choice.”

“Sanctimonious fool,” Ruth muttered in my ear.

“Katherine?” I turned to see she was smiling faintly.

“Part of my difficulty in making the decision was the knowledge that I do possess strong opinions, particularly about religion,” she said. “Maybe it is difficult for people from later times to imagine but at the time religion and the opinions one held carried life or death importance. And because things were changing all the time, it was difficult to know what opinions were safe. It was a most exciting time because there was greater freedom than ever before to come to a conclusion that satisfied your own conscience rather than being told by the Pope…”

“The bishop of Rome,” Henry interjected.

“The bishop of Rome,” Katherine continued smoothly, “what to think. Discussions about religion coloured our lives. Was it simply reform we were about or was it about building something new and great?”

“Well, the Church of England still existed in my time,” I smiled. I thought of the bombings and assassinations that took place in the twenty-first century in the name of religion and wondered how much had really changed.

“I am proud of that,” said Henry. “But Katherine knows she need have no fear about expressing her opinions to me provided they are not heretical.”

“But how would I know whether they were true opinions or heretical thoughts? I am not the theologian you are.”

Henry preened. “Of course not, and I would not expect a woman to understand these things but to be guided by her husband. You will come to no harm if you allow yourself to be guided by me.”

“How would he have coped with feminism?” Ruth muttered in my ear.

“Of course, times have changed since you were on the throne,” I said. “In my day it is considered normal for a woman to make her own way in the world and to have her own opinions.”

“I am aware of these changes,” Henry smiled, “but, if you’ll forgive me, I’m not sure that is such a good thing for men.”

“But isn’t it a natural progression?” I asked. “After all, in your day women had the ordering of large households.”

“Indeed,” said Katherine, “I myself did.”

“Yes, but that is in the domestic sphere, which is right and proper,” said Henry.

“Shame!” yelled a woman in the audience.

Henry blinked, surprised.

“Women’s rights is a subject that raises considerable passion,” I hastened to intervene.

“Passions which could be better spent with their husbands, perhaps,” he did a quick flash of the eyebrows as he said the words, stretching his legs out in front of him.

“The audience, particularly those from later eras, must forgive me,” he continued. “In my time a woman’s role was to ornament her husband, to provide him with sons and to follow the teachings of St Paul and be obedient. I know that things have changed but I must be as I am.”

“This is boring,” snapped Julian in my ear, “and you’re allowing him to get away with being a pompous arse. Do something!”

For myself, I thought that allowing the audience access to Henry’s innermost thoughts, particularly where mindsets didn’t meet was helpful but my inability to argue with him gave Julian the advantage. I blinked, helpless, as I searched for words, the earthly feeling of a dried-up mouth returning as if I had never left my body. It felt like an age had passed before my mind began working again and I thought of a question to ask.

“So, Henry, as we’ve mentioned you had been married five times before you proposed to Katherine. Perhaps the crux of Katherine’s dilemma is what makes you think a sixth marriage will be any more successful than your previous five?”

“Good question,” breathed Ruth.

“Ah, because the lady is far too modest to rely on her own virtues in making it a success?” Henry smiled.

I nodded.

“Well, although I have hopes of a Duke of York to join my son in the nursery, I am conscious that as she has failed to bear children to her previous husbands it is unlikely that our union will be blessed by more children. So she need have no fear of succumbing to the perils of childbed and I will not renounce her for her failure to bear children. And, as I have said, her own personal qualities of good sense commend her to us as a wife who will be dear to our heart. I am confident I have made the right choice.”

“But isn’t it true to say that all of your previous wives were your choice?”

For the first time, Henry looked less than comfortable, he hummed and hawed for a bit before murmuring, “My councillors…”

“But sire,” I smiled, “would any of your councillors have gone against your wishes? They may have advised this bride over that but ultimately, wasn’t the decision always yours?”

He looked at me, eyes twinkling. “A hit, I admit it. When it came to choosing women to share my life, they were my decisions. But it is hard being a king when every family dangles the most beautiful of its daughters in front of your eyes. Princes marry for heirs but life is so much the sweeter if they can love and admire their queens as well.”

“That’s perfect! Stop it there and we’ll go to a break,” said Ruth.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen we’ll go to a quick break,” I said, smiling. “But make sure you rejoin us when you will get to meet the rest of Henry’s queens.”

“And cut,” said Ruth. “Great job Alice. Perfect line from Henry. ‘Love and admire’ is so rich coming from him.”

“I think we went to a break too early,” Julian said.

“Ah, it’s fine. They do it on sports programmes all the time,” said Ruth. “For anyone who knows what Henry did to his queens that’s the perfect high drama moment. Leave ’em wanting more, that’s my motto.”

“Yes,” said Julian, “but who, exactly is in charge here? Who is directing?”

“Well, you would be if you knew what you were doing,” said Ruth. “This isn’t TV as we knew it on earth, you know.”

I sighed.

“Was that it?” asked Henry.

“Apparently so. I’m as surprised as you are,” I said. “In fact, I think I need to find out what’s going on. I can hear what they’re saying,” I indicated my earpiece, “but I can’t argue with them, even though their bickering keeps putting me off.”

“Good luck,” said Katherine.

I was rather warming to her. You never see common sense listed as a quality people find attractive; perhaps it masquerades as something else.

I flung open the door to the control room to find Julian and Ruth standing and glaring at each other. He had his hands on his hips and had jutted his head forward aggressively. Clare had beaten me to the control room and was standing watching them with interest.

“When you two have quite finished squabbling,” I snapped, “could someone possibly tell me what is happening next? I am the one facing the cameras and I am the one who’s going to look stupid.”

“Going to?” Julian turned his glare on me. “You, my dear, are turning this into some kind of flirt fest. You have no control, no style and hiring you was probably the biggest mistake of my life!”

There was a silence.

“Figure of speech,” he muttered.

“We’re bringing Catherine of Aragon on next,” said Ruth, having flashed him a glare. “She’s got plenty to say for herself and lots of audience sympathy. You really can’t go wrong.”

“Other than both women out there have the same name,” I said.

“This entire show was a mistake,” Julian said. “What kind of man marries six women with just three names between them?”

“I’ve already spoken to them,” said Ruth. “Catherine of Aragon is happy for you to use her name in its original Spanish form – Catalina. Catherine Howard is happy for you to call her Cat. Anne of Cleves is happy with Anna. It’s all sorted. Nothing for you to worry about Julian.”

He glared. She winked at me.

“You’d better get on with it,” snapped Julian. “The sooner we get this over and done with, the better if you ask me.”

Gritting my teeth, I went back to the set, Clare in tow. Just what was the man’s problem? Whatever happened in our lives, post-life we are all equals. Oh, some have the remnants of earthly fame which makes people want to meet them; so they possibly look more than equal. Some people come from big families and are told when they’re met that there’s a family tradition that they all stick together, so they’re more insular, which might give them a sense of superiority. Then there’s the small matter of the competitions where winning automatically confers a sense of superiority but we are equal. Julian lost his right to snap at anyone when he chose not to be reincarnated. I remembered my own snappy comment with a wince, I didn’t have the right to behave like that either, whatever the provocation, even if I didn’t understand how there could be any provocation to begin with.

As I thought about it, I realised that I didn’t know how Julian had met his earthly end. That was unusual. The first person you meet is the person whose responsibility it is to come and greet you. At that point you are usually suffering from the biggest shock you’ll ever get in any life, so it’s usually arranged for someone you know to come and meet you. They explain the options and you don’t really think about how they came to be there to meet you because the chances are you already know how they arrived in the post-life phase. It’s when you meet the first complete stranger that you realise that, tasteless as it appears in life, you now define yourself by your death. After a while it stops being strange and is no different to defining yourself in life by the job you do. I knew Ruth had drowned; Mary who had got me this gig had been burned at the stake in 1556; Henry had died in his bed, Katherine in childbirth but I didn’t know what had happened to Julian. He looked too young to have died in his bed but that didn’t mean anything – he could be using incredible forces of will to hold his appearance. I didn’t know much about Clare either. I shook my head, I must have been told and forgotten: you couldn’t have mysteries in the post-life world.

 


 

  


Chapter Three

“OK Alice.”

“Welcome back to The Jenny Wilson show,” I beamed into the camera.

“Get on with it,” said Julian in my ear.

Was he trying to put me off? I ploughed on.

“In life, by the time Katherine Parr had to decide whether or not to accept Henry’s proposal, four out of his five previous wives were dead. She had to rely on gossip and supposition…”

 “Unsubstantiated facts or something that is supposed, hmmm, I think you might be being a tad tautological there,” murmured Julian.

“Whereas now she can hear the story of their marriages from Henry’s earlier queens. Please give a big welcome to Catalina de Aragon, generally known to the English as Catherine of Aragon.”

The audience duly applauded as the doors slid back and a tiny woman appeared. She had long red-gold hair, blue eyes, a peaches and cream complexion and rosebud mouth. Her dress was a deep goldish brown with a simple pearl border and heavy gold chain. She smiled briefly at me and the audience before turning, curtseying to Henry and then taking the seat Clare signalled her to. She was very composed.

“You’ve appeared as you were when you first came to England,” said Henry.

“You haven’t exactly appeared as you were at the end of your life,” she remarked.

“But I did show everybody.”

She acknowledged the accusation with a faint smile, stood and went through the same transformation Henry himself had shown earlier. It wasn’t quite so dramatic, she simply got wider and her dresses became more jewel-encrusted and her headdresses covered more of her hair. They too were jewel-encrusted; the Tudors quite possibly were the inventors of bling. Finally, her dresses became shabbier and she became thinner and more hollow-cheeked.

“It’s being called Catalina,” she explained, as she sat down again. “It takes me back to my childhood in Spain and when I first came to England.”

“Forget Spain,” said Ruth, “what she did there has no bearing on her marriage to Henry.”

Personally, I thought her mother’s example had quite a lot to do with the stand she took when faced with her marriage being annulled but I accepted Ruth’s intervention.

“Tell us about coming to England,” I invited.

“We were living in Andalusia at the time, at the Alhambra Palace in Granada.”

“Oh!” I said, startled.

She looked at me quizzically.

“I’ve been there,” I explained. “I remember the royal apartments and the water gardens.”

“And the views over the Sierra Nevada.”

We smiled, nearly five hundred years separated us and yet we had found something of a shared memory. Result.

“Get on with it,” said Julian.

I nodded at Catherine to continue.

“I was supposed to take ship for England in June,” she recalled. “But the heat meant we could only move in slow stages. It was ironic, I had said goodbye to my parents and travelled without them and their court so we could move quickly and yet our progress was still so slow. In some ways I did not mind, I knew I would never return to my homeland, never see the wide open plains stretching as far as the eye can see, feel the dry heat shimmer off the rocks around me, smell the orange groves…”

She sighed slightly before continuing. “It was August by the time we embarked, the English fleet had been waiting for me for months. Some people are lucky sailors: I was not,” she said dryly. “The ships were beaten back by storms and we barely made it to land. It was September before we had calm enough weather to leave Spain but there were storms off the coast of France and so when we did arrive in England we arrived in Plymouth and not Southampton. Perhaps the journey prophesised the storms to come but at the time I was just glad to make land.”

“I’m not surprised,” Henry said.

She ignored him. “I spoke no English but there were traders in Plymouth who spoke some Spanish and I was learned in Latin, so I was able to speak to the clergymen. And I also had learned some French from my sister-in-law Margaret of Austria, which English noblemen spoke. So, even though I did not speak English, I was able to manage.”

“You were well educated then, except in English?” I asked.

“I had read many classical moralists and historians and Christian authors in Latin, could read and write Spanish, obviously I was educated in the Christian faith. I was also taught to sew and to dance.”

“But you were not taught poetry or English,” Henry interrupted.

“No, but I did eventually learn English and shouldn’t a queen preside over a court rather than participate in it?”

“Margaret of Austria wrote poetry and she most definitely presided over her court.” He paused before adding, “The fact is, madam, your parents did not equip you to be a queen in a court that aspired to all the conventions of chivalry.”

“But at least I knew how to behave royally in every situation!” she countered.

“Sounds like she’s prepared to give as good as she gets,” said Ruth. “This could get interesting.”

“Anyway,” said Catherine, ignoring the sulky expression on Henry’s face. “Our journey took us through Somerset and Dorset and then into Hampshire and it was there that I met the king and my husband for the first time.”

“My father and my brother Arthur,” Henry confirmed.

“Arthur was always sickly wasn’t he?” I asked.

They both looked surprised.

“Not until just before he died,” said Catherine.

“Not when I saw him,” said Henry.

At my surprised look Henry explained, “As the second son I was brought up with my sisters. Arthur had his own establishment from a very young age. I only ever saw him at great festivals or when my father wanted to display his whole family together. As he was from the Lancastrian house and my mother the senior member of the House of York it was important to show that in us, his children, were the prime claims to the throne from both houses. It didn’t stop pretenders to the throne but they claimed to be from the Plantagenets: the past, not the future. We were the future. My father understood the value of family and sons too.”

And Henry did not have a safe and secure an upbringing as we might have supposed, I thought.

“Are you implying my parents didn’t understand the value of family?” asked Catherine. “My mother took us everywhere with her: I was brought up at the centre of power not hidden away in a nursery miles from the court.”

“It was for our health’s sake.”

“Didn’t do us much harm but then England was more backward than Spain.”

Henry muttered something to himself but didn’t reply aloud.

“The meeting was not planned,” continued Catherine, trying to hide her smile. “We were supposed to meet in London so my duenna and ladies in waiting were scandalised. I had sent a message saying that my father had instructed that I was to have no contact with my future husband’s family until the marriage was solemnised. The king ignored my message and brought Arthur to meet me. To prevent the king bursting into my chamber I had to summon minstrels so my ladies and I could dance.” She smiled at the memory.

“Just so, quite right too. In England things are as the King of England requires not how some foreign monarch wants things done,” said Henry. “You see the point about having a son to be king instead of a daughter who hands England to her husband.”

“So did you all travel back together?” I asked.

“No. The king and Arthur went back to Richmond. I continued on my way to London and my official reception. It was important to show me off to the people.”

“Whose love you never lost, damn their loyal souls,” muttered Henry. “That was to put us in great danger later.”

“Going back,” I said. “When did you meet? At the wedding?”

“No,” said Henry. “We met for the first time when I headed the English delegation that met Catalina on her way into London.”

“At St George’s Fields,” she smiled, “I’ve never forgotten it. It was the day before my wedding and you were ten and determined to show off. It made me laugh amid my fears – my next meeting was with the queen, my mother-in-law.”

“Not like you to be afraid, besides she was determined to like you,” said Henry.

Catherine continued, “She was a good woman as well as queen. If I could not be with my own mother then Elizabeth of York was the next best thing. There were pageants throughout the streets and, to show me off to as many people as possible during my wedding, a platform five feet off the ground was built from the west doors to a stage in the middle of the nave. My mother had been anxious that the celebrations should be moderate and that I should not be the cause of any loss to England but I was there to be displayed so her wishes were ignored. My mother, of course, spent her money on her armies.”

“As I said, in England things are as the English king requires,” said Henry. “We were all there to be displayed. Catalina’s marriage to my brother was there to prove the Tudors had established themselves and were recognised by the most powerful rulers of the day and give the message that there was little point in opposing us. I was required to escort Catalina down the walkway so all could see her. And there was the bedding.”

“Which would be the cause of so much argument in the future,” I said.

Henry, and his two wives all nodded.

“Move it on, Alice,” said Ruth in my ear. “Let’s get to that when Anne comes in.”

“We’ll leave future arguments for now,” I said, fighting the urge to nod at Ruth. “What happened next?”

Catherine shrugged. “In Spain everything is done ‘just so’ and a queen has a large household but in England certain functions are shared between the king’s household and the queen’s. This was not explained properly to my parents and I think they would not have grasped the differences anyway. It took me many years, after all.” She gave another slight smile. “To cut many arguments short, the king and the English were not happy with my Spanish servants and gave them new titles which demoted them. It was not altogether a happy time.”

“Excuse me,” said Katherine, “but was it not usually the case that a princess’s attendants would be sent home instead of staying with her?”

“Indeed so,” said Henry, “that is what Louis did with most of my sister Mary’s attendants – packed them off straight back home the day after the wedding. My parents should have done the same with Catalina’s entourage instead of giving them new titles.”

“Had Louis really packed off home all of your sister’s attendants my life might have been quite different,” said Catherine, emphasising the word ‘all’. “But it is hard to be a princess arriving on foreign soil. It is your duty to make a new home in your husband’s country but you cling to what is familiar from your childhood. I was dreadfully homesick. And with all the arguments my household split into factions and I was caught in the middle, not daring to offend the king and not wishing to upset either my duenna, Dona Elvira, or the ambassador, De Puebla. I realised that both of them would have to accede to the king’s wishes but when the king was not certain what he wanted to do, then my determination to do what he wanted served for nothing.”

“What about what my brother wanted? Or did your husbands’ wishes never count for much with you, my lady?” Henry had leaned forward and his eyes were fastened on her as he made the comment.

“Arthur’s wishes would come second to your father’s, as yours did when he was alive,” Catherine snapped back.

Henry inclined his head and settled back in his chair.

“As it happened,” said Catherine, “Arthur was to go to Wales and there was an idea that I should remain at court and not go with him. I despaired. My role in life was to be first Princess of Wales and then Queen of England, how could I be successful if my husband and I were separated?”

“You weren’t exactly successful as a queen when you were with your husband,” said Henry.

“You didn’t object for the first twenty years,” she snapped. “Anyway, Arthur pleaded with me to resist the separation but half my household believed I should stay behind. I was torn in two.”

“Get on with it,” muttered Julian.

“But you went?” I prompted her onwards.

“Yes, to Ludlow. We set out in December, although we stopped at one of the king’s houses near Oxford to celebrate Christmas. We spent the spring at Ludlow and then, on Easter Day Arthur fell ill. A week later he was dead and everything changed.”

“Did you attend his funeral?” I asked.

All three looked astonished.

“Royalty does not look on death,” explained Katherine, seeing my incomprehension. “At least,” she smiled, “not in our day.”

I nodded.

“Arthur was buried at Worcester,” Catherine said. “I was ill myself. The queen sent her litter for me to bring me back to London in easy stages.”

“Because of your illness?” I said.

“Yes.”

“And because my parents thought she might be carrying Arthur’s child,” said Henry. “I remember it well, my whole future hung on her – I would either continue as Duke of York and make my way in the church or I would become the heir to the throne. That’s why I could never understand her stance about her first marriage being unconsummated later in life. But I know you want to proceed in order so I shall say nothing more: for now at any rate.” He glowered at Catherine.

She leaned forward in her chair and said, “The problem was what to do with me and my dowry. To explain: my dowry was to come in instalments. The first had been paid in cash. The second was plate – household goods many of them made of precious metals – I had brought with me. A valuation had been made of these but they were not due to be handed over until a year later. The problem was that the plate was used during that year and the English claimed that its value had been reduced. Even though it was not unusual for princes to die soon after marriage, indeed my own brother had done so, nothing had been decided in the marriage negotiations about what would happen if either Arthur or I died.”

I nodded.

“So, it would be usual for a dower to be paid that would enable me to live in some style.”

“Had it not been for my father’s parsimony you would have been one of the richest women in the country,” Henry intervened.

“But because he felt that not all instalments of my dowry had been paid, King Henry decided he was not required to pay my dower rights. As far as my parents were concerned, the plate had formed the second part of my dowry and that had been sent with me, so my dower had been paid and it was up to the English to provide me with financial support.”

“Money always can produce diplomatic wrangling of the most determined sort,” Henry said, not without sympathy.

I thought of the bailouts in the eurozone during my own time. Nothing much had changed.

“And while all of this was going on we both lost a person very special to us.”

She turned to Henry whose eyes had filled with tears.

“My mother,” he said.

“She had been so determined to try and produce another heir...”

“That she sacrificed her own life to do so,”

“And the child died too.”

“A girl, Catherine. And the Tudor dynasty hung by a thread: me. It was a lesson I learned well – a king needed sons. But the politics of the time meant our betrothal went ahead.”

“Isabella of Castile seems to have earned your respect,” I said to Henry, having seen the expressions chase across his face when Catherine talked about her upbringing.

He shifted slightly in his seat. “Yes.”

“She was a queen regnant,” I said.

“Yes,” he replied. “But the Spanish and English are different. We were not ready for a queen regnant. Not in my time.”

“It wasn’t so very long after your time that your daughters proved you wrong,” said Catherine.

Henry glared at her.

“But then my mother died. And once again, that changed things for me,” said Catherine. “Not just because I had lost my mother but because my status had changed. I was a princess of Spain until that point but the union of Castile and Aragon was only for the duration of my parents’ marriage. After my mother died, my father retained his kingdom of Aragon but the throne of Castile was inherited by my sister Juana. My father did rule as her regent for she was declared mad and eventually the thrones of Aragon and Castile were united by her son, my nephew Charles and my position was powerful again.”

She paused before adding, “But all that was far in the future. I became caught up in a plot to enable King Henry and my sister’s husband Philip of Burgundy to plot against my father. I did not know what my duenna, Dona Elvira, was about when she asked me to write to the king suggesting that he invite my sister and brother-in-law to court. It was only when De Puebla warned me that she and her brother, the ambassador to Philip’s court, were plotting against my father that I realised what was happening and sent a second letter to the king explaining I had written under duress.”

With a rueful grimace she said, “De Puebla urged me to be silent but I could not pretend I did not know what a traitor to my father Dona Elvira was – and so, we quarrelled and she left my service. After all that, my sister and brother-in-law were shipwrecked in Dorset by storms and Philip invited himself to the English court in any case. We all met at Windsor.”

“Indeed,” said Henry, “I much admired Philip. I was much saddened when I heard he died. He was a chivalrous and gallant knight, someone I looked up to and wanted to emulate. I remember he refused to dance with you.”

Catherine nodded. “He did. As Henry says, he was such a gallant knight.”

“You were my enemy!” A shout from the audience followed by some muffled scuffling noises.

“Sorry about that,” said Lucifer. “Gag slipped.”

“We’ll meet up later,” Henry called.

A short pause and Lucifer called back, “He’s looking forward to it.”

Hastily, I tried to re-gather my thoughts. I hoped audience members weren’t going to interrupt too much. The problem was I didn’t really know who was out there.

“So Philip your brother-in-law was rude to you because you were his enemy,” I said.

Catherine nodded. “He knew of my loyalty to my father. I think that is why he only allowed Juana and me a short meeting. He was afraid of my influence over her. He should not have been; Juana had become his creature. I never saw her again but then I had not looked to see any of my family when I left Spain, so even a short meeting was precious. I had become very good friends with Henry’s youngest sister, Mary, so I was making my home among the Tudors. But it did not seem as if the Tudors wanted me any more.”

Henry nodded. “It was shortly after Philip’s visit that I was called upon to renounce the marriage because the betrothal had been made when I was too young. It was my father’s wish.”

“It was then that my hardships really began. King Henry deliberately treated me badly in the hope it would force my father to send the rest of the dowry. My household was disbanded and I lived as a pensioner at court with no income. I had to sell jewellery to buy clothes. When my father failed to send the dowry by its due date, I was treated with contempt and my confessor confirmed that the marriage with Henry might not go ahead.”

“Catalina had not been told that I had already renounced it,” he explained. “She still did not speak English, so if anyone had been sympathetic enough to whisper a word to her, she would not have understood them. As for disbanding her household, it was a veritable wasps’ nest and everyone thought it was best to abandon it.”

“That’s unfair,” she said. “We just didn’t know what to do for the best.”

“It was your household, maybe you should have told them.”

“I was a princess. Sheltered from the worst of men, apart from my brother-in-law, of course, and having to face your father’s double-dealing and meanness. Could you have done any better?”

“I’d like to think I’d be master in my own house.”

“What did happen,” she continued, “was that I became my father’s ambassador to the English court and was given the task of negotiating a marriage between King Henry and my sister Juana. I learned to lie like a diplomat.”

“As you proved later,” Henry sniffed.

“This is good stuff, Alice,” Ruth said.

The control room had been silent for so long, I’d forgotten they were there.

Catherine flapped her hand at him. “My treatment improved. I learned to write in ciphers and to talk direct to kings rather than through an ambassador. My father then sent Fuensalida out as ambassador. I was pleased. I had requested that he replace De Puebla who I did not feel was of sufficiently good birth to be my father’s representative in England.”

“You were such a snob,” said Henry, “we Tudors cared more about a man’s ability than his birth.”

“That’s what comes of having a wardrobe master for great grandfather instead of a proper descent from kings. Anyway, the old issue about the plate and its worth was conceded by my father, who agreed to make up the difference in my dowry. Everything should have progressed with my second marriage. But then King Henry betrothed his daughter Mary to Charles, my sister’s son. My father was not pleased and Fuensalida ordered me not to take part in the court ceremonies for the betrothal. But not taking part would make it look as if I were not to marry Prince Henry after all.”

“As, indeed, you were not, at that point.”

“Well, I did not know that,” she continued, “and so I asked my confessor, who said I should take part and so I ignored Fuensalida. That meant Fuensalida was not pleased and he tried to get my confessor removed.”

“Always squabbling, the Spaniards, even the priests,” said Henry. “Do go on,” he grinned as she glared at him.

“To make matters worse, Fuensalida’s rough handling of the council and the king meant they refused to receive him. How could a man finish the negotiations for my marriage when those he must negotiate with would not see him? He believed the English were preparing to make war with Spain and that the only way out was for the pair of us to leave. Even De Puebla had managed my affairs better than Fuensalida! I thought I had known despair when they talked of not letting me go to Ludlow with Arthur. Now, I knew I had failed. I wrote to my father asking him to make arrangements for me to go back to Spain.”

“And then,” said Henry, “everything changed.”

Catherine smiled broadly for the first time. “From the depths of despair to elation. King Henry died and the new King Henry was so very different.”

Henry smiled, “I was young, then. Not yet eighteen and I had been educated to believe that justice and virtue were what kings should aspire to. I had been brought up on tales of the Arthurian legends, chivalry and the fifth King Henry. I wanted to be great. I wanted to go down in history as King Henry the Great. And the first thing I could do was right the wrongs that had been done to the Infanta Catalina and make her England’s queen. So, that is what I did.”

“And cut to a break,” said Julian.

“Well done everyone,” said Ruth.

 


 

  


Chapter Four

“OK Alice, we’re back on air.”

“Welcome back to The Jenny Wilson show,” I beamed into camera two. “For those of you who’ve just joined us, we’re helping Katherine Parr re-visit the greatest dilemma of her life by talking to Henry the Eighth and his previous five wives. So far we’ve heard about Catalina of Aragon’s arrival in England, her first husband’s death and her despair at the wrangling that took place between her father and Henry’s over her second marriage. Then we heard that almost the first action Henry took when he came to the throne was to right the wrongs done to her. Tell me, Katherine,” I said, turning to Katherine Parr. “What do you think of Henry’s action in marrying Catalina as soon as he became king?”

“I think it’s very romantic,” she said. “Very chivalric.”

Henry smirked.

“How quickly did you decide?” I asked him.

He shifted in his seat. “My father’s death was not announced for two days,” he said. “That was so we, that is my officials and myself, could ensure a smooth transfer of power. My Yorkist relatives had not been treated well during my father’s reign and there was a fear that an uprising might be staged. One thing I needed to do was make a strong marriage, to make allies you understand.”

I nodded.

“Also, as I intended to pursue my claim to the French crown which the fifth King Henry had won, it made sense to ally myself with Spain and the Low Countries. A Spanish princess was already at court, the contract had already been negotiated in my father’s reign so there was no need to wait the interminable months for the contract to be negotiated and my bride to arrive. It could all be done quickly. And my position would be that much stronger.”

“And you knew her,” I suggested.

They looked across at each other.

“Not really,” said Henry. “We had met many times on formal occasions but my father had been very careful about who I saw privately and what I did. I was not even allowed to joust,” he sniffed.

“I knew more of Henry than he knew of me, I think,” said Catherine. “I knew that our educations were similar and that made a bond.”

“And also my father had treated us both harshly,” said Henry. “For me that made a bond too.”

“So all the wrangling was over?” I said.

“Effectively,” said Henry. “Ferdinand paid the remainder of the dowry and we married privately on the eleventh of June.”

“It was very different to my first wedding,” said Catherine, “but I liked that. Seven years of wrangling during King Henry’s time and then to be married within just seven weeks was little less than miraculous to me. I had money and clothes again. Oh it was a happy time!”

“Why such a quiet wedding?” I asked.

“Well, my father was newly dead and the coronation was to take place on midsummer’s day, which was less than two weeks later and…”

“Ah,” interrupted Catherine, “it was so good not to have to fear midsummer’s day.”

Henry glared at her, “I was about to add there was the matter of you having been my dead brother’s wife.” He smiled at me, “But no doubt we shall come to that later.”

“We shall,” I confirmed, trying to stop my knees weakening as I felt the warmth of his smile. “Why did you fear midsummer’s day?”

“Well, it was always the date by which my father should have sent the remainder of my dowry and he always failed,” said Catherine. “Some years even the excuses were late.”

“We need to move on,” said Julian. “This is a live show, you know.”

I fought the urge to grimace at the control room. The whole point about PL-TV is that it just runs. Our audience does not need to sleep, eat or take comfort breaks. They just want to be entertained and there’s always an earth channel we can tune into when we need to break shows up for technical reasons.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Ruth. “You’re doing fine.”

The interruptions meant I’d lost the thread of the conversation. What had I been going to ask? I floundered, imagined myself gasping like a fish out of water.

“The coronation,” snapped Julian. “Where did we get this amateur from?”

“You were crowned together?” I asked. I really, really wanted to strangle Julian. I struggled to restrain my mind from contemplating whether that was still a possibility.

“Yes, although the ceremony meant I was crowned first and my queen second,” said Henry. “She did not have an oath to swear.”

“But I was anointed with holy oil,” said Catherine, “and so I was as much queen as you were king. Nothing could ever change that.”

“Queens had stepped aside when they were unable to bear heirs,” said Henry irritably, “the coronation of a queen consort emphasises that her role is to bear children. And when we look at the mess you made of your first pregnancy, it seems you were always ill-equipped there madam!”

“What happened with your first pregnancy?” I intervened before Catherine could answer Henry directly.

She sighed. “I miscarried a daughter but my stomach still grew and my physicians assured me I was still pregnant, so I took to my chamber in March. And then I waited and my belly shrank and there was no child. It was not even embarrassing, it was humiliating.”

“Humiliating for me as well: I needed an heir. There we were planning for an heir and then there was none.”

“You blame me?”

“Who else?”

“What did you do?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I kept to my rooms and would not be seen in public. I told my father the baby had been born dead and that I would not allow anyone else to write to him.”

“Of course,” said Henry, “the chances are he knew anyway. His ambassador had made many suggestions about the queen’s diet and I knew he had upbraided her physicians for allowing a woman who was having her monthly bleeding to believe she was pregnant.”

I looked at Catherine in amazement. “Had you not been educated about pregnancy and birth?”

She waved a hand, dismissing my question.

“Did the silly cow know whether she was pregnant or not?”

“Shut up Julian! Don’t you get it – if she was that bloody ignorant she might not have known whether or not her marriage to Arthur was consummated – and that changed English history: no, world history. Just think her whole argument might have depended on her not knowing about the birds and the bees.”

I could hear the excitement in Ruth’s voice.

“Or she could just have lied,” said Julian.

I desperately wanted them to cut to a break so I could ask them not to argue in my ear. I was finding it very distracting. Fortunately, Catherine intervened.

“It was bad,” she said, “but I really was pregnant soon after and the child was a boy, born alive. I had achieved my destiny and the first time could be forgotten.”

“Except that we were still celebrating his birth when he died,” said Henry quietly.

They looked at each other, forgetting to bait one another: clearly remembering their eldest child.

Henry sighed, “Had Prince Henry lived, everything would have been different. I might have achieved what I set out to achieve at the start of my reign.”

“We still had hope,” said Catherine.

“And at the time,” added Henry brightly, “we had war.”

“Against France,” said Catherine. “And, in the event, Scotland.”

“We broke the treaty with France, allied ourselves with King Ferdinand and Emperor Maximilian and, after a few difficulties over victuals and our allies, I was able to lead my army to war in France, put the French nobles to flight and capture two French cities,” said Henry importantly. “Meanwhile, my brother-in-law the Scottish king decided to take advantage of our absence and invade.”

“But my husband had already thought of that,” said Catherine, “and had left behind the Earl of Surrey who rode north and defeated him. I mustered my own troops and led them for part of the way, reminding them that the Lord smiled on those who defended their territory. I had written to Henry promising to send him the Scottish king after he sent me his prisoner the Duc de Longueville and the keys to the towns he’d captured but in the event I could only send the shirt he was wearing when he was killed.”

“Isn’t that a little blood-thirsty?”

She stared at me, “I am the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella. I spent my childhood on campaign. It was a perfectly natural way to demonstrate success.”

“Shows how times change,” I said. “In my day you’d be considered insane to do something like that,”

“I doubt I’d think much of victory celebrations in your day.”

I turned to Henry, “Did you feel she had outdone you? A king must be worth more than a couple of towns and a duke, surely?”

“The battle was won by men. English men proving that England could stand alone. A queen couldn’t take to the field in the way I, as a king, could. Our victories in France and against Scotland meant we were a force to be reckoned with. And Wolsey, who was the coming man at the time, made that his policy.”

“France and Spain were evenly matched,” said Catherine.

“So whichever England allied herself with was the more powerful,” smirked Henry. “Besides, we were expecting another child. All was going well in England at that time.”

“You need to ask her whether Henry was a good husband,” said Ruth. “After all, it’s what Katherine wants to know!”

“Would you have said Henry was a good husband to you at that time?” I obediently asked.

She nodded. “He had made me regent, was very attentive when I was with child. I had nothing to complain about for myself. But you must understand that whether Henry was a good husband or not did not matter: it was my destiny to be queen of England, it was what I was born to do. These things are always better if the couple can be happy but to my mind it did not matter. I was born to be queen, I was queen and whatever happened, nothing could alter that fact. I would die as queen.”

“Stubborn beyond the grave,” muttered Henry.

Catherine ignored him. “Our marriage was not just between two people, it was about keeping the English and Spanish alliance intact. I miscarried that child and it was not long after that Henry completely broke his alliance with my father.” She waved unpleasant thoughts away. “I could not complain: I knew what my father was like and what he had done…”

“The wily old fox,” interrupted Henry.

“But with no heir and no alliance, I could not honestly say I had a successful marriage – I was fulfilling my destiny but I was not fulfilling it well. Do you understand?” She paused for a second, as if waiting for an answer. None came.

“Henry berated me with the sins of my father and the only thing I could do was do my best to ignore what was going on around me. My own father had encouraged me to become English, so when Henry made peace with France and married his sister to King Louis instead of my nephew, I appeared at the ceremony and I smiled, ignoring the rumours that he meant to put me aside because I had not borne him a healthy child. I was not worried, I was able to conceive children – there was no danger of being put aside when his sister was married as I was with child again.”

“Miscarried again,” said Henry.

“And to make matters worse, my confessor and advisor Fray Diego was sent back to Spain.”

“About time too, should have gone years before. He was a menace.”

“I was a good friend to the queen,” the shout came from somewhere near the back of the audience. Catherine beamed and raised her hand in welcome.

“But then, my father and my husband became friends again and the French king died, leaving Henry’s sister a widow and the throne to Francis,” she said. “And Mary being Mary insisted on marrying her choice of suitor which meant I was not forced to sit and smile through another disagreeable wedding. Such is politics. Tell me, Henry, would you have forgiven them so readily had Charles Brandon not been your best friend?”

Henry shrugged. “I loved my sister and my friend. They paid handsomely enough, although at the time it was tiresome to lose such a valuable bargaining counter. It would have mattered far less if you’d given me living children.”

“I was with child again when my father died,” said Catherine. “And this time, the baby lived.”

“But it was only a girl, which was no use to me without a boy,” said Henry. “I was only the second generation of Tudors, there were still plots against us. I needed a boy to follow me. But Mary’s survival gave me hope that I would have a son.”

“Could you explain to us why it was so important to have a son?” I asked. “In my era women considered themselves the equal of men.”

He nodded. “But in my age a woman was a man’s legal property and her property became his. So, there was a danger that if I only left a daughter then she would marry another ruler and England would be subsumed into another country as her child would inherit both. We saw it when the Emperor Charles inherited Burgundy and Flanders from his father and then Castile and then Aragon from his mother and then his grandfather. I wanted better than that for England. Also a woman cannot lead men into battle.”

“My mother led armies,” Catherine interrupted. “She was the epitome of a successful queen regnant.”

“She didn’t fight, your father did that. Besides, she was not English. The English would not suffer a woman to lead them onto the field, to decide tactics. Pretty speeches, yes, but not to lead an army. The Tudors were a new dynasty, we needed to make our hold on the English crown secure and that meant I needed a son.”

I turned to Catherine. “After Mary was born, did you become pregnant again?”

“Yes, I gave birth to another girl nearly three years afterwards but she died soon after birth.”

“What happened then?”

Catherine sighed. “I knew I had lost my looks, that ambassadors reported back to their princes that I was old and ugly. Royal palaces were arranged so there was a king’s side and a queen’s side and so, with the exception of the great court occasions I was able to keep to my side, while the king hunted, danced and had his mistresses. We’d not be the first couple to lead separate lives. I was still fulfilling my destiny, which was the important thing.”

“I knew the fault in our not being able to have sons lay with the queen because Bessie Blount bore me a son,” said Henry. “But that made my lack of legitimate male heir all the worse. After that, I ensured my mistresses were married women so it could never be clear who was fathering their children.”

“But would the husband of one of your mistresses sleep with his wife while you were doing so?” I thought. I didn’t realise I’d asked the question out loud until Henry raised an eyebrow and suppressed a laugh.

“Probably not,” he acknowledged, “but a man has the right to sleep with his wife and who could say?”

“Apart from the husband?”

“They were well paid. It was considered an honour to be the king’s mistress. Don’t forget, I had the authority to grant them lands and wealth and there were enough greedy, grasping sorts who craved power for me to be able to salve my conscience with a manor or two.”

I wondered whether there had ever been a lack of ‘greedy, grasping sorts’ down the ages.

“Just so the audience is aware,” said Catherine, “it wasn’t his women who got the lands and the titles, it was their families.”

“Shame!” A woman’s voice called from the audience.

Catherine gave an innocent smile.

“But all the time,” continued Henry, ignoring her and the audience, “there was the need for a son. I did consider legitimising Bessie’s son but I knew that after my death that could lead to civil war between the people who supported him and the people who supported Mary. I knew something had to be done but what to do was the question.”

“Meanwhile,” said Catherine, “I found great comfort in my religion and I brought up Mary to be a queen. She was brought up in my household until her staff grew too big and she had to have her own accommodation. I taught her the lessons I’d learned from my mother, I commissioned educational advice from the best scholars and I nursed her when she was ill.”

“We did work together to establish who her tutors should be,” Henry recalled, with a slight air of injury.

“Indeed and you treated her as the Princess of Wales – your lawful heir.” Catherine smiled, “But she was never far away from me.”

“Mary also excelled at music and dancing and as a child was very pretty,” said Henry complacently, “so when it came time to find her a husband I could be sure she would excel. But marrying Mary off was one thing…”

“There were certainly plenty of suitors,” Catherine interrupted, “First she was pledged to the heir to the French throne when she was two, then to my nephew the Emperor Charles four years later.”

“A betrothal which he overthrew,” remarked Henry. “But proud as I was of Mary, the fact remained I still required a son and the queen was incapable of giving me a son. Other men had sons, other men had housefuls of sons who caused them no end of bother. Yet I as king had none. Catalina could have none and so I had to do something about it.”

“Call a break, now!” Ruth shouted in my ear.

Trying not to wince, I turned to the camera and said, “And we’re now going to take a short break, stay tuned and we’ll be right back.”
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