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This Cardinal,

Though from an humble stock, undoubtedly

Was fashion’d to much honour from his cradle.

He was a scholar, and a ripe, and good one;

Exceeding wise, fair spoken, and persuading:

Lofty, and sour to them that lov’d him not,

But, to those men that sought him, sweet as summer.

And though he were unsatisfied in getting,

(Which was a sin), yet in bestowing—

He was most princely: ever witness for him

Ipswich and Oxford! one of which fell with him,

Unwilling to outlive the good that did it;

The other, though unfinish’d, yet so famous,

So excellent in art, and yet so rising,

That Christendom shall ever speak his virtue.

His overthrow heap’d happiness upon him;

For then, and not till then, he felt himself,

And found the blessedness of being little:

And, to add greater honours to his age

Than man could give him, he died fearing God.

Shakespeare, Henry VIII




Part One

‘He was a scholar, and a ripe, and good one’




Chapter 1

1482

Tom was trying to concentrate. All around him, boys – most of them fifteen, four years older than he – were busy at their studies, but he was distracted by the noise of building works going on beyond the mullioned windows, and it was hard to drag his attention back to the Latin translation on which he was supposed to be labouring, for he was too busy thinking about the construction of the new buildings and wondering how such a project would be managed. How did one get all those men and materials in the right place at the right time? But the approach of the master, beak-nosed, cane in hand, had him bending, squinting, to his book and vigorously dipping his quill in the inkwell.

The master paused, peering over his shoulder, then nodded and passed along the form, presumably seeking out other victims. Tom had already seen how quick he was to lash out with that cane.

His translation was soon finished, but the other boys were still scratching away with their quills. Tom pretended to be reading over the passage, but in reality he was deciphering the graffiti carved into the desk, doubtless by past pupils steeped in misery. Learning, he thought, should be a pleasure, but the prospect of four years of this stern regime was daunting.

He had been so thrilled to be awarded a place at Oxford, had fallen in love at first sight with the city, its ornate colleges, its quads and spires and its teeming student population. He had yearned with a passion to delve deep into its famous libraries and immerse himself in the knowledge of centuries. But now he felt that the vibrant life of the university was passing him by, and he wondered if he would ever truly be a part of it.

The day yawned ahead. It was not yet seven o’clock, when they would all troop meekly to daily Mass, which would no doubt be followed by an interminable sermon exhorting them to virtuous behaviour. Then there would be lectures until commons, where the fare was invariably beef broth, pottage and weak ale, and after that, private study or tutorials until bed, which was at eight o’clock in winter and nine o’clock in summer. It was like being in a monastery, although monks and friars probably had more freedom.

It was just his luck to end up at an Oxford college run by a religious fanatic who was determined to purge boys of their natural instincts. It was all very well for Bishop Wayneflete. The old greybeard’s juices had long since dried up, and he had apparently forgotten what it was like to enjoy the rough and tumble of life with a horde of lads just on the cusp of adulthood, all eager to laugh, jest and play pranks. Tom doubted that Wicked Wayneflete had ever played a prank in his life. No, he just enjoyed making their existence as miserable as possible, with his petty rules and his abhorrence of levity of any sort.

Tom had been shocked to find that he and his fellow scholars were not permitted to speak their mother tongue, apart from on feast days. They were made to converse in Latin, and woe betide any who lapsed into English. He winced at the memory of a beating he had received during his first week, when he had not quite realised how important the rule was. Of course, it wonderfully concentrated the mind. If they wanted to communicate effectively, the boys had to learn Latin quickly. Tom was deeply grateful for his innate talent for languages. Thanks to his grammar-school education, and his own quick mind, he was competent in Latin and fluent in French.

He had been beaten too for swearing. He had not thought he could be overheard, but the masters seemed to have ears like hunting dogs, always on the alert for transgressions.

The other boys had taken pity on him, for most were older than he was. When, at the end of his first arduous day, he had retreated to the dorter, ready to enjoy his limited leisure time, and taken his dice from his travelling chest, they had stared at him in horror.

‘Put them away!’ one boy cried. ‘We are not allowed to play games of chance. Old Beaky could look in at any time.’

‘And you should cut your hair,’ another said.

‘I know,’ said Tom. ‘They told me that when I arrived last night, but I haven’t had a chance.’

‘You should not delay. If they see you with long hair, you’ll get the whip,’ a slight youth said. ‘I’ll cut it for you.’

Tom was appalled to find himself quickly shorn of his chestnut locks, hacked none too tidily into obedience.

He’d been told off when he whispered to his neighbour during a lecture, and again for finding Caesar’s commentary on the Gallic Wars funny.

‘No laughing in lectures!’ the master thundered, then rounded on a boy who had arrived late, waving his cane at him.

‘Sorry, Sir, I was sick, Sir,’ the boy faltered, looking terrified, and a little green.

‘You look perfectly well to me!’ rapped Beaky, and gave him six lashes on the hand. Tom could see that the boy was trying not to cry.

When he himself had asked to be excused attendance in chapel because of a headache that had suddenly descended, it was refused. ‘It is mandatory that you be there,’ he was told. ‘Don’t ask for leave of absence again. If you absent yourself, you will be flogged.’

Tom had bowed his head, trying to ignore its throbbing, and done his best to perform his devotions. He felt bruised, not wanting his masters to think him eager to miss chapel, for he loved God and desired to serve Him to the best of his ability.

But it was so easy to commit a transgression. Even now, after several weeks at college, he found himself breaking one of the many rules. Yesterday afternoon, he had left a beautifully illuminated manuscript from the college library open while he went to fetch more paper. Seconds later, there was Beaky, looking over his desk with a face like a storm.

‘It is forbidden to leave costly books open!’ he barked.

Tom shrank into himself, apologising profusely and anticipating a beating. But a miracle happened: the master let him off. ‘Don’t do it again,’ he commanded.

Tom was relieved to get to bed that evening. Lying beside his restless companion – boys under fifteen had to share a bed – he could not stop thinking of home. He supposed he was lucky and ought to be grateful, but right now he wished he was back in Ipswich.

His parents’ inn was not a poor abode by any means. It was solid, timbered, warm and welcoming. Father was a busy man who could, and often did, turn his hand to anything. He was the proprietor of both the inn and a butcher’s shop, and a yeoman farmer. He owned land out at Sternfield, where he grazed his animals. Ships from Ipswich carried his wool to the English market at Calais, where it was sold on to Burgundy, a trade that had made Ipswich prosperous. Tom had acquired an early understanding of how important the wool business was to England; it had been drummed into him. But Father was not a member of a guild, or a man of the standing of Uncle Edmund. Tom’s mother’s brother was a very important man, a rich merchant and a burgess who represented Ipswich in Parliament itself. Indeed, if it had not been for Uncle Edmund, Tom would not be here now, lying on a thin mattress in this chilly dorter. Robert Wolsey, by contrast, was too irascible and uncompromising to win the confidence of influential men. And for as long as Tom could remember, he had been in and out of the courts.

For all his faults, though, Tom loved his father, who clearly wanted the best for him, his older brothers, sickly Rob and sweet-natured William, and who was not above showing them affection. Impatient with others, he would take the time to teach them how to milk a cow, chop meat or reckon bills; or he would take the whole family to the markets and fairs that were held on bustling Cornhill, where they lived. But Tom loved his mother more. He had heard it said, by people who probably thought he wasn’t listening, that Father had married above him, and he supposed it was true, for Mother’s family, the Daundys, were wealthy and influential yeoman stock from Thetford. Mother was not quite gentry, but she had gentle ways and there was a daintiness about her that other town wives lacked. She was kind, devout and generous-hearted. Tom adored her.

Both she and his father were eager to see him do well, and Uncle Edmund was always there, saying that such a brilliant young mind must be nurtured.

Father knew the value of getting on in life. ‘Education is the way to advancement,’ he often said, and while he was not rich, he had somehow found the fees of 8d a quarter to send Tom to the grammar school in Ipswich. ‘You’re a bright and industrious boy,’ he’d told him. ‘I expect great things of you. All my hopes lie in you, for your brothers won’t make half the man you’ll be one day.’

It was more or less an order, for Father was an ambitious and strong-willed fellow who liked getting his own way. He cared little about what others thought of him. When he brought his animals from the farm to be slaughtered and sold in his butcher’s shop, he let them run wild in the street, unheeding of complaints that they were a nuisance and spread dung and disease. The town council, fed up with his defiance of their increasingly angry demands that he fence the beasts, had finally summoned him before the mayor’s court, which had fined him – not that he paid much notice. He’d been fined too for letting his house be used as a gambling den, for selling bad meat and short measures of ale, and for charging prices above those decreed by law. Tom had long suspected that this was why his father had never been made a freeman of Ipswich.

But he was fond of his difficult parent, was willing to turn a blind eye to the haphazard, insanitary way the inn was run, and found it easy to please him. An inquisitive boy with a quick mind, he was eager to learn, and it was no trouble to apply himself to his studies. Every day he took the short walk from his home to the schoolhouse by the gate of the Blackfriars, behind St Peter’s Church. The grammar school had been founded by the guild of merchants to educate their sons, and it had such a fine reputation that the local nobles – who were of a class not noted for an interest in education – sent theirs there too. Under the benevolent yet stern auspices of Master Squyre, the head, Tom learned the alphabet and the basics of Latin. He came to know the psalms by heart and developed such a love of music that he was appointed one of the choristers who sang when the whole school congregated every morning at six o’clock for the Mass of Our Lady in the Blackfriars’ church.

When he got home in the afternoons, he helped his father in the inn. He was well liked by the customers and good friends with an elderly neighbour, Edward Winter, who shared the building that housed the inn, and its well too. More than once, in his cups, Edward told Tom that he would go far.

‘Heducation,’ he slurred one evening, as Tom brought him a fresh mug of ale. ‘Assa key to it, boy. They could do with brains like yours at Westminster.’

‘Go on with you.’ Tom had smiled, surprised that Master Winter was so keen on learning when he had had so little of it himself.

‘No, don’t be like me, boy. Had my chance and didn’t take it. Had to stay at home and look after my old dad. Don’t you end up like me.’

‘You’ve not done so badly,’ Tom said kindly. It was a mystery to him what Master Winter actually did for a living, but he seemed to lead a comfortable existence.

‘Coulda done better,’ the old man grunted. ‘But you – you’ll go far!’

‘He won’t if he doesn’t wash up those dirty flagons,’ grinned Robert Wolsey, stomping into the bar with a tray of new-baked pies.

Tom wrinkled his nose. The meat smelt off. Father was up to his old tricks.

It had been a good life, Tom reflected now, as he tried to find a comfortable position in the narrow dorter bed. He could not stop thinking back to the days when he had enjoyed accompanying his father to the cattle markets in Cornhill, and laughing at the travelling showmen and the bull-baitings held there. Once, he had witnessed a hanging, and had been horrified by the bulging eyes of the struggling wretch and the time it had taken him to die, writhing and kicking as the life was choked out of him. He would never forget it. He preferred to dwell on his small pilgrimages to the shrine of Our Lady of Grace in Lady Lane, where he could gaze in wonder at her beautiful jewel-encrusted statue, her radiant face and the golden-haired babe leaping in her arms. Best of all were the colourful processions to mark the annual guild feasts, and the tables set out in the streets so that all might partake of the festive fare. He always gorged himself until he felt sick! How he missed it now, that old life, in which everything was safe and familiar. Looking back, it seemed like a golden time.

He had been fortunate. He knew that. The Lord Bishop of Norwich, who was a great man in the service of King Edward, had always taken an interest in the grammar school, and Master Squyre had told him how Tom excelled at his lessons. When the Bishop next visited the school, he had summoned Tom to stand before him and tested him on his catechism and his Latin, prompting him to ever greater efforts. At length, he had nodded sagely and turned to Master Squyre. ‘The boy’s learning is exceptional. I have never known one so young to be so erudite. How old are you, Master Wolsey?’

‘Eleven, my lord,’ Tom replied.

‘Hmm.’ The Bishop considered for a moment. ‘It so happens that I have in my gift four places annually at Magdalen College School in Oxford. You will know of it, I am sure, Master Squyre. It was founded by my lord Bishop Wayneflete of Winchester about a dozen years back as a feeder school for Magdalen College, his other foundation. If the boy’s family can meet the fees, I am happy to put him forward for one of the places.’

Tom had stared at him, amazed at the prospect. To go to Oxford! Young as he was, he knew that a university degree could open the door to any number of successful careers.

‘By a happy coincidence,’ Master Squyre was saying, ‘my brother Laurence teaches at Oxford, and he has nothing but praise for Magdalen College. Master Wolsey, this is a wonderful opportunity for you, and you should be sensible of the favour shown you by my lord Bishop.’

‘Oh, I am, my lord, I am! I am most grateful,’ Tom cried, but he was in trepidation, fearing that his father would not be able to afford to send him to Oxford. ‘Might I ask what the school fees are?’

‘They are four pounds per annum.’ The Bishop smiled. ‘Do you think your father can afford that?’

Tom’s hopes plummeted. ‘Oh, yes,’ he managed to say. ‘I’m sure he can.’ It was a lie, for he knew that such a large sum might well be beyond Robert Wolsey’s means. But Father would have to find the money somehow – he must! So much depended on it.

‘The Church has need of brilliant minds like yours,’ the Bishop said. ‘Most scholars at Oxford go into the Church. Indeed, most take holy orders in preparation for it. And if you do well, there are limitless opportunities. Even boys from humble backgrounds, like yourself, can rise to the highest offices in the land. Did you know that half the King’s Privy Council are bishops?’ He paused and looked out of the latticed window to the empty courtyard beyond. ‘Now, Master Wolsey, I see that the other pupils have left. Go home to your father and tell him what I have said. Ask if he can afford the fees. Then let Master Squyre know if you would like me to put your name forward. I am sure that I can persuade the school to accept you.’

Tom had run home at the speed of a Greek athlete, determined to convince his father that it would be money well invested. He would tell his parents the good news first, that he had a chance of a place in Oxford. Then he would make his plea.

Father and Mother were so nearly bursting with pride that even the prospect of expensive school fees did not deflate their joy. Of course, Uncle Edmund had to be summoned, and a council of war was held.

‘It is clear that the Bishop thinks Tom is destined for the Church,’ Father said, as they sat around the big table in the inn.

‘And how do you feel about that, my boy?’ Uncle Edmund enquired.

‘I like the idea, Sir,’ Tom replied. ‘It could lead to advancement for me and prosperity for the family.’

‘Indeed it could! And are you prepared to work hard to ensure a successful career in the future?’

‘Oh, yes, Sir,’ Tom said fervently. ‘I would consider myself unbelievably fortunate to have the opportunity.’ In his mind’s eye, he could see Oxford beckoning, shining like some great golden city of myth.

‘There can be no doubt that he has the will to succeed, and that Oxford is the right place for him,’ Uncle Edmund said. ‘The question is, Robert, can you afford to send him there?’

Father frowned briefly. ‘I have been doing some sums and thinking about where I can make savings.’

‘You could stop suing people and taking them to court,’ Mother said tartly.

Father glared at her. ‘I have to do that to get paid and protect my rights,’ he growled.

‘What you are saying, I believe, is that to send Tom to Oxford, you would need to make sacrifices,’ Uncle Edmund said.

‘I am willing to do that,’ Father told him.

‘There is no need,’ Uncle Edmund replied, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘I myself will pay the boy’s fees. I have a strong feeling that he will make his mark in the world.’

So Tom had gone to Magdalen College School, liked it and thrived there. Yes, the master had been strict – what master wasn’t? – and academic expectations high, but despite having to work hard, he and his fellows had had fun. There had been many opportunities for making mischief, and he tried not to smile when he remembered what they had got away with. The head never had found out who had broken the window in the chapel with an ill-judged throw of a ball, or daubed a rude message on the wall of his house. It hadn’t been Tom, but he’d been there when the crimes were committed, splitting his sides with his laughing friends. That was when he hadn’t been slaving away at Latin and the classics. Well, ‘slaving’ was perhaps the wrong word, for he had always thrived on hard work, and he enjoyed immersing himself in the works of the ancient Greeks and Romans. He liked rhetoric; he shone at grammar. His master, habitually critical, had been full of praise for him, declaring he had never had so apt a pupil, and one so forward for his age.

‘Not many boys of eleven have a fine brain like yours,’ he’d told him.

Yes, Tom had loved Magdalen College School, but his time there had been all too short. He had studied there for just two terms when the head informed him that his progress had been so outstanding that they were sending him up to the university.

‘You must decide whether to study for a Bachelor’s degree in theology or canon law,’ he said.

Tom was reeling. Leave this school, when he had only just settled in and begun to make friends? He had thought that university would be three or four years in the future. And yet, deep inside him there was a thrill of excitement. He had justified everyone’s hopes, and far exceeded them. He was good enough to go to university earlier than most boys. He would study theology; he was fascinated by the Scriptures, and he loved debate. A glorious future beckoned.

Lying in the dorter now, he tried hard to recapture the feeling of euphoria that had overwhelmed him when he first arrived in Oxford, yet it was difficult. He had never dreamed that life here would be so gruelling, coming to this half-built college and finding himself the youngest among a thousand scholars. But he must put up with it, work hard and make the best of things if he wanted to fulfil his family’s hopes and expectations – and indeed his own. If this was what it took to build a bright future, he would do it, and he would not falter.




Chapter 2

1486

As time passed, the rigours of university life became less important because the beckoning future seemed so bright and worth striving for. Tom had proved himself to be an outstanding scholar, and his tutors were delighted to have such an apt student. At fifteen, he was awarded his degree – which was almost unheard of – after which his admiring fellows, and even the masters, took to calling him the ‘Boy Bachelor’.

When he rode home that summer and told them the news, his parents were overjoyed, and a proud Uncle Edmund laid on a great feast in his honour, which was attended by half the town, it seemed. But Tom’s pleasure in the praise being heaped on him was diluted by concern for his brother Rob, who was sitting at the end of the high table, toying with his food. At twenty-five, Rob should have been helping their father with his many businesses, yet he had never been robust and was now wasting away with a hacking cough. Their mother made light of it, but Tom could see the fear in her eyes, and wondered if he should tell her that he had noticed spots of bright blood on Rob’s kerchief. She must know, he told himself.

As the remains of the food were removed and goblets were replenished, Rob got up, smiled a discreet farewell and disappeared, bent as an old man. It had to be faced: his brother could not be long for this world – and what would happen then? Thank goodness for William, now twenty-three and next in line. The last thing Tom wanted was to follow in his father’s footsteps. He had ambitions of his own.

He dragged himself back to the present. The talk at table had turned to the new King, Henry VII, who had defeated King Richard last year at the Battle of Bosworth.

‘I don’t care what Parliament says.’ Robert Wolsey was in full flight. ‘His claim to the throne is weak. He won’t last.’

‘That’s treason, my friend,’ Uncle Edmund observed. ‘I’d watch your tongue. Besides, the King has married the heiress of York.’

‘She’s the rightful Queen!’ Mother declared.

Uncle Edmund chortled. ‘We can’t have a woman ruling, sister!’

‘Heaven forbid!’ Father echoed.

‘A woman might make a much better job of it than some of the kings we’ve had,’ Joan retorted. ‘King Richard had his nephews murdered. King Edward had his women. King Henry before him was mad. I rest my case.’

‘We don’t know that King Richard had his nephews murdered, Mother,’ Tom put in. ‘It’s mere gossip.’

‘Then where are they?’ she retorted.

‘I don’t know,’ he had to admit. ‘Maybe they are still in the Tower.’

‘It’s unlikely,’ Uncle Edmund said. ‘I personally believe that they were murdered. What choice did Richard have? They were always a threat to him.’

‘But the rumours that he killed them were a worse threat,’ a town councillor said. ‘They lost him vital support.’

‘Well, I hope this new King will bring stability to England,’ Edmund replied. ‘But with all this talk of a pretender, who knows what will happen?’

‘There wouldn’t be any talk if Elizabeth of York was queen,’ Joan declared.

‘Hush your mouth, woman,’ Robert muttered. ‘You’re not qualified to have an opinion.’

Tom was growing weary of the conversation. He liked what he had heard of Henry VII and wished him well. It was a view not shared by many at Magdalen, for the late King Richard had been a friend to the college – and generous. But one could not judge him on that alone, Tom felt. And Magdalen had already benefited from King Henry’s bounty.

Anyway, the talk had drifted away from the reason why they were all gathered here – his own achievement. It was time to bring it back.

‘Magdalen is now one of the richest colleges in Oxford,’ he said. ‘Its library is splendid, thanks to the beneficence of Bishop Wayneflete. He was much mourned when he died this year, and I have many reasons to be grateful to him.’

‘You’ll miss university life, Tom,’ his mother said.

‘Not at all,’ he smiled, ‘for I am going back to take my Master of Arts degree. It’s all arranged. If, of course, Uncle, you can continue to support me?’

Mother had looked a little crestfallen, but Father rose splendidly to the occasion. ‘Of course, my boy. You must capitalise on your success.’

‘Indeed you must,’ Uncle Edmund added. ‘One day, I feel sure, the name of Wolsey will be famous. We’re all counting on you, Tom.’

Tom smiled, contented again. ‘Thank you, Uncle. I will try to live up to your expectations.’

It was after midnight when they returned to the inn, with Father staggering along the cobbled street and Mother tutting her disapproval. ‘I don’t like the boys seeing you like this, husband!’

‘Oh, shut your mouth,’ Robert slurred.

Once inside the building, William disappeared upstairs. Mother huffed off to the kitchen. Tom declined his father’s offer of a nightcap and climbed the stairs himself, wincing when they creaked, for he was sure that Rob would be asleep. But when he entered the chamber they shared, the candle was still burning and he could see, in the light of the dancing flame, his brother’s staring eyes.

‘Father! Mother!’ he cried out. ‘Come quickly!’

He would never forget his mother’s screams when she saw the lifeless body of her firstborn.

Of course, he could not return to university until after the funeral. When he did get back, he was glad to meet up with those of his fellow bachelors who were staying on with him. In their nightly forays to the inns and stews of Oxford, which often ended in their returning to college after the doors were locked, then having to scale the wall to get in, he could forget his grief, forget the memory of his brother’s pale, shrunken body lying in the bed.




Chapter 3

1496

Tom read the letter from Master Winter with mounting dismay. He was to come home, for his father was ill. His mother was asking for him.

He stared unseeing through the window of his room, which overlooked the quad. His first concern was that she would expect him to stay in Ipswich and take over from his father, which was the last thing he wanted. He was twenty-five now, and the university was his life. He did not intend it to be so for ever, as he was ambitious and his mind was set on higher things, but he was contented here and had done well, although not as well as he had hoped.

He had gone back to Magdalen College and obtained his Master of Arts degree three years later. Since then, he had remained at the university, continuing his studies in theology, and last year he had been made a fellow of Magdalen.

Yes, he had done well, but it wasn’t what he wanted. He longed for advancement, for an outlet for his capabilities in organisation and administration, which could not be given full rein in the rarefied world of the university. His ambition was to gain high public office in some capacity, and the best way to achieve it was through the Church. At eleven, that had seemed the obvious choice, but he had not then been of an age fully to understand what the vows of the priesthood would mean. Now he was a man and had tasted the sweet joys of the flesh. When the students were up, the brothels of Oxford did a brisk trade, of which he had sometimes availed himself. And since his graduation, he had acquired a liking for the finer things in life, through eating with the fellows, who kept a good table and lived in some comfort.

By doing the odd bit of tutoring, and spending some of the money kind Uncle Edmund regularly sent him, he’d been able to afford the occasional good meal in the better kind of inn, and to furnish his spartan room with painted hangings and small items of plate. He did not want to swear vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, did not want to surrender his will to a superior. He had not yet been able to bring himself to take that final step and enter the Church.

But his family clearly longed for him to do so.

‘It’s what we had you educated for,’ his father had said plaintively on his last visit home, and he had looked so old, so diminished, that Tom had felt deep pangs of guilt, especially when he saw Uncle Edmund nodding at him sadly.

‘You’re past twenty-four now,’ he said.

Tom nodded. He was aware that they had expected him to be ordained at twenty-four, the earliest age at which a young man could be accepted into the priesthood.

But it wasn’t their life or their decision! And why should his father worry? Tom was confident that, in time, he would attract the interest of an important patron and begin to rise in the world without having to take holy orders. King Henry, by all reports, was keen to promote ‘new men’, men of ability rather than of noble birth. One day, Tom told himself, that could be him. Why not?

Yet now that prospect seemed to be fading from view. Was he really destined to give up all the pleasures of the world to find some preferment of which his father would approve? And if he refused to become a priest, would he be compelled to come home to spend his days running the inn? Was all his learning destined to go to waste?

His father was bedridden when he got home, his mother tearful and clingy. He was gratified to see that his brother William was running the inn, the farm and the butcher’s shop quite competently. His young sister, Bess, was helping their mother keep house. His family didn’t need him, and they clearly didn’t want him interfering.

He sat beside his father’s bed, marvelling at how skeletal this once big, brawny man had become.

‘I have made my will,’ Robert Wolsey croaked. ‘I want to be buried in the churchyard of Our Lady St Mary of Newmarket, beside your brother Robert, and I want the church of St Nicholas to have my painting of the Archangel. Your mother is to have all my lands and goods, and they will come to William on her death. As for you, Tom . . .’ He paused to gather his breath. ‘You know how I have longed for you to enter the Church, for it is the quickest route to advancement.’ Tom’s heart plummeted, but his father remained oblivious. ‘I have provided that if you be ordained a priest within a year of my death, and sing Masses for me for another year, you shall have for your salary ten marks.’ Tom drew in his breath. It was a staggering sum; he had not known that his father had that kind of money or dreamed that he so wanted him to enter the Church. ‘And if you will not be a priest,’ Robert went on, ‘then I have willed that another honest priest shall sing Masses for me and receive payment for it. You must wait for your mother to die before you get any more of my bounty.’

The old voice was fading. A change was coming over the weary features. Thomas jumped up.

‘Mother!’ he shouted. Then he turned to his father. But it was too late to make any promises.

After the funeral, he went back to Oxford with Joan Wolsey’s blessing. He was resolved to defer any decision on joining the priesthood. For now, he would continue to pursue his academic career and study for a doctorate in theology. It was a relief to return to his rooms in the shadow of the rising Magdalen Tower, to get together for convivial dinners with his fellow dons and to exult in the heavenly singing of the choir in the chapel. He did not mind the constant shouts and hammering of the workmen building the new cloister; it would be an oasis of peace once it was finished, although he did wonder if he would still be at Oxford by then.

It was not long before he was offered the post of master of Magdalen College School, which he accepted eagerly because of the opportunities it offered to win patronage, for it was becoming fashionable for the gentry and nobility to send their sons to Oxford. All he needed in order to take that first vital step to a brilliant career was just a single influential patron.
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