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

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

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

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

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

			A flash of alarm crossed Brother Matthew’s face.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			‘I had to put it somewhere.’

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

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

			‘God’s speed, Jack.’

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

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

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

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

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

			Harry Stubbs and his farmhands were at their archery practice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			I marched boldly up to them.

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

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

			‘State your business,’ he demanded.

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

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