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			‘The King would not approve of my falling in love . . . My marriage was in his gift’

			Brought up in the magnificent castles of Scotland under the storm of her parent’s turbulent marriage, Margaret Douglas is well-acquainted with the changing whims of those who hold power. And when her father is exiled by King James V, Margaret is sent to England to seek refuge with her uncle, King Henry VIII.
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			Margaret Douglas: The Princess of Scotland

			Sometimes, I am amazed at how Fate has brought me to my twenty-seventh year. I have seen the rise and fall of queens and the temper and fury of kings, and have been a whisper from both the throne of England and the executioner’s block . . .

			As far back as I can remember, my Englishness was impressed upon me. My mother might have been queen of Scots and then the wife of a Scots nobleman, but she never forgot that she was first and foremost an English princess – and a Tudor one at that.

			It was only chance that saw me born an English subject, just over the border in Northumberland, even though my father was Scots and a Douglas, which was almost as important as being royal. To Mother, though, our royal English blood was paramount. Born the eldest daughter of King Henry VII of England, she was thirteen when, to cement a peace, she was married to James IV, King of Scots. She had loved him, for all his lechery, and given him six children, though only my half-brother James survived infancy.

			Mother liked to talk about her younger years but she could barely bring herself to speak of the great battle that changed everything. Two years before my birth, King James was slain on the battlefield of Flodden, alongside the flower of the Scottish nobility. It was a terrible defeat for Scotland and a great victory for the English, and it left Scotland under the rule of my brother James V, a toddler in leading reins. Though the great lords were all hungry for power, my mother was named regent of Scotland during the minority of her son and awarded the guardianship of the young King. Her rule began well, until she became entangled with the Douglas clan and, in particular, with the Earl of Angus, my father, and secretly married him. It was not a politic marriage, but one based on lust, which very quickly burned out, and the secret was not kept for long. Then there was a mighty outcry indeed!

			We Douglases can trace our ancestry back to the Emperor Charlemagne and the Sir James Douglas who carried King Robert the Bruce’s heart to the Holy Land. We honour his memory with a crowned heart in our coat of arms. They say we are a violent clan, but we’re a proud one too, even if few of my ancestors died in their beds. My father was no different, and he had charm and audacity in equal portions. My parents’ marriage excited the jealousy of the Scottish nobles. They suspected Father – and with good reason – of planning to usurp the regency and rule Scotland. The country was divided and, as civil war broke out, my mother was ousted from office and locked up. Fearful for her life, she escaped into England and the protection of her brother, my uncle, King Henry VIII; she was so far gone in pregnancy that it’s a wonder I wasn’t born in the saddle.

			Apparently, I wasn’t expected to live, but thrive I did. ‘You were a fair young lady,’ Mother was fond of saying. As soon as I was old enough to understand about kings and queens and kingdoms, she never ceased reminding me that I was third in line to the English throne, King Henry having but the one daughter, Mary, and my mother herself being his next heir.

			King Henry was very angry that Mother had been driven from Scotland and invited her south to London. But Father refused to go with her. He wanted to make peace with the lords and get his lands back, for they had been seized in the fighting.

			‘He never even took leave of me,’ Mother recalled. ‘He just rode away. You may imagine how aggrieved I felt – I, who had loved him!’

			Of course, I was far too young to be aware at the time of the clouds that would overshadow my childhood. I do not remember our sojourn in England, although we were there for about a year and King Henry and Queen Katherine apparently made much of me. Mother had summoned her old nurse to look after me, which left her free to plan her triumphant return to Scotland as regent.

			I was not two years old when I stepped on Scottish soil for the first time, near Berwick. Father was waiting to greet us, but it was clear, Mother recalled later, that he was there under sufferance. Nonetheless, they were reconciled. But, on arrival in Edinburgh, it was made clear to my mother that she would not be allowed a share in the government or access to the young King James.

			For years, she fought to regain power and custody of her son, but in vain. Even Uncle Henry let her down, signing a truce with the Scots lords without insisting on redress for the wrongs she had suffered. There was no money, for the lords withheld her revenues.

			Throughout this time, I saw relatively little of Mother, for she was preoccupied with these political affairs and wrangling for what she believed to be her due entitlements. I was looked after by nurses and servants, yet she did make time to tell me all about her illustrious past and her grievances and her difficulties. She could not hide the fact that she was more devoted to King James than to me, even though I was with her, and she was not allowed even to see my brother. But I suppose it was understandable. I grew up believing that a mother must naturally look chiefly to the interests of her sons and that daughters were relatively unimportant. I did feel some pangs of jealousy, and resentment against James, but I hardly knew him and there was never a close bond between us.

			For all Mother’s grumbles about poverty, I was brought up as a princess. We moved from palace to palace, like a small court. Scots was my first language, although Mother did teach me English. I was trained to virtue and grace, to obedience, truth and the fear of God. I tried very hard to do good and learn wisdom. And I suppose I was content – for a time.

			I was five when Mother found out that Father had a mistress. There were vicious quarrels, which I heard all too clearly on occasion.

			In her anguish and jealousy, Mother did not spare me. ‘Your father has done me much evil!’ she said to me, young as I was. ‘I am minded to part with him, for I know well he loves me not, as he shows me daily!’ I ended up feeling disloyal for just loving my Father, as the Commandments enjoined; and then I felt disloyal for thinking ill of him. I was cruelly torn. Looking back, I think I should have been protected from it all. But my parents were too far gone in hatred and acrimony to wonder about the effect their quarrels were having on me.

			The Douglases, of course, sided with Father, and when Mother finally did leave him that December, King Henry VIII sided with him too, thinking it outrageous for a woman to desert her husband. But it was a relief to me when they were apart, even though I had to live with my mother’s anger and bitterness. It is hardly surprising that I grew up with a jaundiced opinion of my father. And, really, he deserved it, for he seized her property and appropriated her revenues, obliging us to live a poor existence in Edinburgh.

			‘I will never allow him any share in the regency when I get it back!’ Mother thundered, as if the regency was almost within her grasp, which it wasn’t. Then she began to talk of divorce. She had to explain to me what that was. ‘I have grounds!’ she declared. ‘My marriage is bigamous because King James was still alive when we wed.’ Even I knew that to be a lie.

			When Father continued to trespass on Mother’s property, she allied herself with his enemies. He complained she had deserted him; she pretended she was having a love affair with the Regent, the Duke of Albany. Maybe she was behind Albany’s attempt to arrest Father for treason, although, when he was sentenced to death in his absence, she did plead for his life and have his sentence commuted to exile. Father went to France and thence to England, where my uncle granted him asylum. Of course, he wanted something in return, and that was Father’s agreement to form a party friendly to the English in Scotland.

			I was nine when Albany was overthrown and Mother was made regent again. That was the state of affairs when Father returned to Scotland that year. Mother would have nothing to do with him; she believed he had been turned by the English and was now spying for them. She also feared he might snatch me from her. By then, she had fallen for the charms of Harry Stewart, a young, ambitious man eleven years her junior. Young as I was, I understood what adultery was, and shrank, humiliated, from the scandal. In truth, Mother was so blinded with folly that she didn’t care.

			Father was still involved with his mistress – talk about the pot and kettle – but he hated Harry Stewart and was outraged that I was being exposed to such an undesirable and immoral influence. More to the point, he wanted the regency. He stormed into Edinburgh, intending to force his way into Parliament – and take me away – but Mother ordered her soldiers to open fire on him, so he fled to his stronghold of Tantallon on the east coast and proceeded to rally many lords to his side.

			I was torn. I was aware that Mother and Henry Stewart were doing their best to poison my mind against Father. Half of me was glad when Father staged a coup, occupying Edinburgh, summoning Parliament and seizing control of King James, who, having been under Mother’s influence, regarded Father as something akin to the Antichrist. But, now that Father was in power, Mother was forced to establish a fragile accord with him – if only for James’s sake. In private, however, she was still badgering him for a divorce.

			Worn down, he agreed, and Mother petitioned the Pope on the grounds that, before their marriage, Father had entered into a precontract with his mistress.

			‘I have urged his Holiness to consider that I was ignorant of that and that neither you nor I should suffer any loss or damage,’ she told me, greatly agitated.

			‘What loss or damage?’ I asked, bewildered.

			She put an arm around me, a rare gesture of affection. ‘Often, when a marriage is annulled, the children are declared bastards; but if it was made in good faith, its issue can be deemed legitimate. Margaret, I entered into this marriage in good faith. You are trueborn, never doubt it!’

			I only hoped that the Pope would agree. I knew how shameful it was to be a bastard, and how the word could be used abusively.

			I was eleven when the Pope granted Mother’s petition for an annulment. Heeding her wishes, he added a special declaration that I was legitimate and ought not to be disinherited. But still I became aware of gossip that told me I was openly reputed a bastard in Scotland; it was even said that King James spoke of me as his base sister, which I found, to my hurt, was the truth. As I never saw him, I could not take the insufferable little prig to task for it. So I held my head up. Such things were said covertly, never to my face. No one would have dared, for Father now enjoyed great power in Scotland; he even made himself Lord High Chancellor. Mother was lying low, muttering about how he was keeping my brother James a virtual prisoner, diverting him with women and dice from learning his kingly duties. But the Douglases were now supreme, and no one would say a word against them.

			Then Mother revealed that she had secretly married Harry Stewart. No one was more furious than my uncle, King Henry, although I felt he was being somewhat hypocritical, given that he was then trying to divorce Queen Katherine so that he could marry Anne Boleyn. Yet I could not think too harshly of him since, at base, he was trying to protect my interests. I was, after all, still third in line to the English throne – second, if you counted the fact that no one in England would have wanted my tempestuous mother as queen. To my uncle, I was an innocent victim. He urged Mother to reconcile herself to Father, if she wanted to avoid eternal damnation as an adulterer. She should do this for my sake, he thundered, out of the natural love, tender pity and motherly kindness she should feel towards me. There was more in his letter about my beauty and my virtues mollifying a heart of steel, still less a maternal one, the implication being that Mother’s heart was forged in that fashion and was anything but maternal.

			Even the gentle Queen Katherine wrote and sorrowfully reminded my mother that she had committed the great sin of disparaging my legitimacy. Mother wrote back tersely that she had married Father in good faith, so that could not be in question.

			But Father had no time for legal niceties. I was nearly twelve when he came to our house in Edinburgh one day and demanded that I leave with him immediately.

			‘Your mother is not fit to have custody of you,’ he grimaced.

			Mother flew at him. ‘And you are, rutting with your mistress as you do?’

			He would not deign to answer that. He waited while my nurse packed my gear and put on my warm cloak. Mother was shrieking and swearing, but he heeded her not, and I shrank into a corner, just wanting it to end. I was not averse to going to live with Father. I was tired of Mother’s tirades and her complaints about us being poor. I knew I would have a better life with Father. He, at least, was cheerful company.

			‘As your father and a peer of the realm, I have every right to have custody of you, child,’ he said, as we rode up to Edinburgh Castle. ‘Regrettably, your mother is a bad moral influence.’

			I was too young to have to confront moral issues. It was hard for me to have to choose between my parents. I did miss Mother, more than I had expected, but I was even more upset that she made little effort to get me back. But, after witnessing one too many scenes between her and Father, I was grateful to be able to lead a more stable life – for a time, at least.

			Father sent me to live at Tantallon Castle, his magnificent and forbidding fortress of red stone, spectacularly situated high on a rocky headland overlooking the sea. It was a Douglas stronghold, of course, built to withstand attacks by armies. Father placed me there to prevent Mother and her supporters spiriting me away. The sea was on one side, the ramparts and a huge ditch on the other. It was impregnable.

			My rooms were in the Douglas Tower, which was seven storeys high. I loved to stand on the battlements and look far into the distance, imagining that I could see mermaids and sea monsters. Father saw to it that I had every comfort and was honourably housed and looked after, whatever my brother James said later about his not treating me as my birth merited. I did not see much of Father at first because he was often in Edinburgh, much occupied with ruling Scotland, but his influence was everywhere. He wanted me to grow up a true Douglas, rather than an English Tudor. Later, when we were thrown together more, an enduring bond was forged between us. Hurt by my mother’s indifference, I turned to him. He was protective towards me and affectionate. He often told me I was the woman he loved most in all the world.

			I had been at Tantallon for just a few months when, soon after his sixteenth birthday, James declared himself of age and asserted his royal authority as king. The first thing he did was throw off the constraints imposed on him by Father, which he found hateful, and escape to our mother at Stirling Castle. Before long, he had toppled Father from the regency and forbidden him and the Douglases, whom he loathed and feared, to come within seven miles of his royal person. Then he began ruling by the advice of Mother and Harry Stewart, whom he created Lord Methven.

			Father came to Tantallon, seething yet willing to retire peacefully from politics, but James tried to force him and all the Douglases into exile. When they stayed firmly put, he threatened them with imprisonment. Father retaliated by refortifying Tantallon against attack by the royal forces. It was a tense time, but we both felt safe in the castle. It has long been said that to ‘ding doon’ Tantallon Castle is to achieve the impossible. Even so, the storm clouds gathered over our heads. James had Father attainted as a traitor, sentenced to lose his life and forfeit his property to the Crown. The same sentence was passed on my uncle, George Douglas, and Father’s cousin, Archibald Douglas of Kilspindie. They both fled into exile. Father stayed where he was, but he was a marked man and so feared capture or assassination that he had his loyal lords keep watch, in full armour, at his chamber door each night.

			Kilspindie’s wife, Isobel Hoppar, sought refuge at Tantallon. Father appointed her my lady-in-waiting, for I was now thirteen and quite the great lady. She also served me as governess. Isobel was a strong, outspoken lady who had once enjoyed influence in high places. Cousin Archibald must have been in awe of her, as was Father. She was not a woman to be trifled with. Some thought her proud and haughty, but I liked her. She did a lot for me, ensuring that I was well educated. She encouraged me in my letters and inspired in me a love of verse. One day, I told myself, I would be a strong-minded, fearless lady in her mould.

			As well as my lessons, I was learning what it meant to be in opposition to the King. When James besieged Tantallon in the summer of 1528, Father held it effortlessly. We heard that heralds had been galloping through the Scottish Borders, proclaiming that the King was offering a reward to anyone who could return his base sister – me! – to our mother, who could provide me with an establishment suitable to my rank. By then, I had no wish to return to her. I had girlish hopes of marrying one of the lords who had visited Father at Tantallon in his glory days, the Earl of Bothwell, who was sixteen, fair-haired and handsome but Father’s agents had warned that Mother meant to wed me to Harry Stewart’s younger brother. I had no intention of letting that happen, and Father was incensed, especially when he found out that Mother meant to secure for her brother-in-law the confiscated estates of the earldom of Angus.

			The Earl of Bothwell was – I was certain – a far better match. But this was no time for romancing. Father’s priority was to get me away to a place of safety, far beyond my mother’s reach. He resolved to spirit me into England, counting on my uncle Henry welcoming me.

			‘You are of marriageable age,’ he told me, ‘and a highly desirable bride. You will be an asset to the King. He will find you a good husband.’ Miserably, I thought of the Earl of Bothwell, now irrevocably lost to me. And I wept profusely at the prospect of being parted from Father. Yet I could see the sense in his plan.

			In October, he stole away with me to Norham Castle, on the English side of the River Tweed. The Earl of Northumberland had offered me his protection and agreed that my beloved Isobel might seek refuge with me. Father would be welcome too, if things went badly for him in Scotland.

			Norham was an ancient border stronghold standing on a rocky bluff high above the River Tweed near Berwick. But my lord of Northumberland’s steward was concerned that it was not a suitable residence for the daughter of a queen. He was right. It had not one chamber fit to shelter anyone, and when it rained, water streamed in from the roof right down to the dungeons.

			I did not care. I was miserable to be so far from Father and all that was familiar. Homesickness was my worst privation. Yet I had Isobel with me, and her brisk pragmatism fortified me. I was well guarded and the steward did his best to ensure that I was accommodated in as much comfort as possible.

			Daily, I was expecting a summons to the English court, but none came. I know now that King Henry was preoccupied with his ‘Great Matter’, being determined to divorce Queen Katherine. It would not have been appropriate for me to go to his court at that time. So I rusticated at Norham for eight miserable months.

			Father, meanwhile, had held out against King James’s forces. Tantallon proved unconquerable. Father sued for peace, but the terms my brother offered made it plain that he meant to treat Father as a rebel and a traitor.

			I was spending a bleak Christmas at Norham when King James and King Henry concluded a treaty, whereby James was to take the Douglas lands on condition that Father was permitted to seek asylum in England. In the spring, Father surrendered Tantallon in hope of a pardon that was never forthcoming, and fled into England. I was overjoyed to see him at Norham and hear him say that I was to go with him.

			We rode eastwards along the border to Berwick, where we sought shelter in the castle with its custodian, Sir Thomas Strangeways, who was comptroller of the household of my godfather, Cardinal Wolsey. Berwick Castle proved a safe haven. Father left me there when he travelled south to my uncle’s court. The Cardinal sent orders that I was to be kept securely at Berwick and be well entertained; I was to have as much liberty and recreation as possible. Relieved that Father was safe, I was quite merry and content. I was sad to hear of the death of the Cardinal, who had failed to obtain the divorce the King wanted, fallen from favour and died of sorrow, but I felt glad on hearing that Father had been made welcome at the English court.

			At last, I received a summons from King Henry. Sir Thomas Strangeways himself escorted me south to London. Isobel came with us, but only to see me safely to the south. She did not want to remain among the Heathen English, as she called them. It was spring when I arrived and I was delighted to find that my uncle had provided me with a whole new wardrobe – he had ordered gorgeous gowns of velvet, damask and satin, kirtles and partlets. I had never been so richly or grandly dressed.

			I was much struck by the contrast between Scotland and England. My uncle enjoyed widespread popularity, that was evident everywhere. England was at peace, not riven by strife between the King and the lords; its people were prosperous and law-abiding, its court magnificent, affording numerous pleasures. I was soon caught up in a whirl of pageants, masques, music, dancing and tournaments. In the spacious gardens that surrounded the royal palaces, there were bowling alleys, banqueting houses and tennis-plays. There was money a-plenty, and open-handedness. These delights came as a pleasant surprise after the comparative poverty of Scotland.

			And yet . . . I was homesick. My uncle’s court seemed a world away from the wild, rugged landscapes of Northumberland, the magnificent hills of the Scottish Lowlands and the stark, magnificent fastness of Tantallon.

			In October 1530, I turned fifteen. My silver mirror showed me that I was blossoming into pretty womanhood; I had good features and the reddish-auburn hair of my mother’s family. People paid tribute to my beauty, and it went to my head a little. The King openly admired my high spirits and laughed at my pert remarks. I think maybe he detected the inner strength and fearlessness in me and approved. I do believe that he dearly loved me. I will never forget his bounty and kindness, for all the harsh lessons he later taught me.

			But his mood was not always sunny. I had escaped the tensions of a life overshadowed by feuding parents, only to arrive at a court riven by the Great Matter. The Pope had revoked the case to Rome and matters had reached a stalemate. Queen Katherine was still in residence in her apartments, Anne Boleyn in hers. I was not surprised to be told that it had been deemed fit for me to go to live with my aunt, Mary Tudor, Dowager of France and Duchess of Suffolk, my mother’s younger sister.

			They called her the French Queen, although she had left France some fifteen years earlier. She had not been to my uncle’s court for three years. Thanks to the financial strain of paying the fine he had exacted as the price of her ill-advised marriage – for love, praise be! – to the Duke of Suffolk, she could rarely afford to go there. She wouldn’t have gone anyway, as she vehemently disapproved of Anne Boleyn, who was now riding high at court, waiting impatiently to be made queen of England. My aunt confided to me that, when told that the Boleyn wanted to befriend me, she had instantly invited me to stay with her!

			When I arrived at her great palace at Westhorpe in Suffolk, I found her listless and ailing. Her famous beauty had faded. She was lonely, for the Duke supported the King and was rarely at home. She was angry with him for favouring the Boleyn, and sad too, for there was now a great rift between them.

			I spent my days wandering around the great house, the cloisters and the French-style gardens. There was a large statue of Hercules seated beside a lion in the courtyard, and I spent many an hour perched on the lion’s back, reading books purloined from the library. But I was not solitary. I had the company of my cousins, Frances Brandon, my junior by twenty-one months, Eleanor, aged nine, and Henry, Earl of Lincoln, aged seven. I grew fond of them, and the Duke’s ward, Katherine Willoughby, who was then eleven. And I grew to love my aunt, who was a warm and gentle lady, popular with all.

			My idyll in the country did not last long. At Christmas, I was summoned to attend the Princess Mary as chief lady of her privy chamber. My role was to be her foremost companion. I was excited at the prospect, yet sad to be leaving my aunt. My sadness dissipated, I regret to say, when a cartload of wonderful gowns and other clothing arrived from Greenwich. The King had decided that, in consideration of my new role in the Princess Mary’s household, I should be provided with a fitting wardrobe. How I preened in front of my mirror, trying on gowns of crimson velvet lined with cloth of gold over a kirtle of crimson velvet, a nightgown of satin furred with black coney, a black cloak with black satin vents . . . There were biliments for edging necklines or hoods, night shifts of lawn, kerchiefs, smocks, and two French hoods of black velvet. My uncle must have spent a fortune!

			And so, grandly attired, I went to court for Christmas, weeping as I bade farewell to the French Queen and my cousins. I was soon swept up in the gaiety and revelry of the celebrations, enjoying my exalted status as the King’s niece and basking in the admiration of the young gallants of the court, for I was fifteen now and ripe for wooing.

			The new year saw grave matters afoot. The King demanded that Parliament and the clergy recognise him as supreme head of the Church of England. It was the first step towards breaking forever with the Pope. That summer, he separated from Queen Katherine and sent her away from court. By then, I had become fast friends with my new mistress, the Princess, who was only five months younger than me, and I had to comfort her increasingly often during those difficult months. You could never have hoped to meet a sweeter and kinder girl than Mary, and I grieved to see her so unhappy. We had much in common, for we both knew what it was to have warring parents, and both of us had been taken by our fathers from our mothers. We shared too, a deep faith and prayed constantly that the King would be reconciled to the Pope. But there seemed even less hope of that as time went by.

			In the autumn, my uncle sent me more lavish attire and Mary and I spent happy hours trying on my new gowns, although they were big on her, as she was small and too thin, thanks to all the anxiety she was suffering. I felt such sorrow for her and did all I could to cheer and reassure her. Privately, I could only deplore my uncle’s treatment of the Queen. Yet, outwardly, I knew it was wise to keep a still tongue and not involve myself in controversial matters. I needed to keep the King’s affection and high opinion. I was hoping he would arrange a good marriage for me.

			That year, he sent Mary and me money so that we could both disport ourselves over Christmas. I was disappointed not to be invited to court, but it was probably for the best, as the Boleyn was queening it there and Mary loathed her with a passion. We spent our time playing hide-and-seek or cards and making music.

			Mary was inconsolable when, the following spring, we learned that Thomas Cranmer, the new Archbishop of Canterbury, had declared her mother’s marriage invalid and pronounced her, Mary, a bastard. She was even more horrified to hear that her father had married the Boleyn, who was pregnant. I was witness to the hours Mary spent wailing and weeping. I wept with her, and even more copiously when I was told that my aunt, the French Queen, was dead. Her death may have left me the second lady in the land after the Boleyn, but I was bereft.

			In September 1533, Mary and I secretly rejoiced to hear that the Boleyn had borne, not the long-desired son and heir, but a daughter, Elizabeth. Mary had steadfastly refused to relinquish the title of princess, and she roundly declined to acknowledge Elizabeth as their father’s heir, or her mother as Princess Dowager of Wales; nor would she concede that her mother’s marriage was incestuous and unlawful. The King was furious with her and retaliated by reducing the size of her household. I was allowed to stay on, but not for long. By December, my uncle was so exasperated with what he called Mary’s obstinacy that he dismissed all her servants and packed her off to Hatfield to wait on her new half-sister. I was told – as if some great favour was being conferred on me – that I could attend upon Elizabeth when she was brought to court. For that was where I was bound. The King had appointed me as a lady of honour to the Boleyn.

			Of course, I did not want to go, or serve that creature, who was the cause of all Mary’s troubles. I knew that my loyalties would be cruelly divided. Yet I had no choice in the matter. I was dependent on my uncle’s kindness and charity. I knew that, to retain his favour, I must show myself amenable to the new Queen. I could only pray that Mary would understand.

			The Boleyn welcomed me coolly; she mistrusted me because of my former closeness to the Princess. Neither of us were very happy with the arrangement, but we both made the best of it. My uncle was gratified to see us getting along so amicably.

			It eluded me, what he saw in the Boleyn. Close up, she was swarthy and no beauty. She had wit, I grant her that, and she was a terrible flirt. Yet it was clear that her wiles did not always have the effect she intended on her husband. Sometimes he responded with kisses and caresses; at others, he rebuffed her or coldly reminded her that such levity did not become a queen. She would laugh, but her eyes betrayed her. This was a frightened woman. It was imperative that she gave the King a son. It would bind him to her. She would be safe from her enemies. I’m sure she knew that, without the King’s love, she was nothing.

			I was treated like a queen’s daughter and attended by my own train of servants. My mother remembered me for the first time in years, writing to the Boleyn to thank her for finding a place for me and saluting her as her dearest sister. I felt like puking. But I maintained the pretence of liking my mistress.

			I was not unhappy at this time. At court, I could tell that I was liked, or even loved, by all. The Imperial ambassador addressed me as the Princess of Scotland, which made me smile, as I was neither a princess by birth, nor a Scottish one. But it was good to be so highly regarded.

			From time to time, my uncle spoke of arranging a marriage for me. The Duke of Florence was mentioned as a potential husband, and the son of the King of France. Nothing came of either, even though the passing of an Act of Succession left me third in line to the throne after the Princess Elizabeth and my mother, but I knew myself to be a most desirable bride. It could not be long before I was wed.

			Another Act of Parliament made my uncle Supreme Head on Earth of the Church of England, in place of the Pope. Everyone holding public office was required to swear an oath recognising his title and his marriage to the Boleyn.

			These were turbulent times, but I strove not to get involved with the controversies that raged through the land. I took the oath. I avoided engaging with the reformist fervour of the Boleyns and their circle, but quietly went on observing my devotions in private. No one challenged me.

			There was much pastime in the Boleyn’s chamber. We played our lutes and sang, danced, joked, gambled on cards and dice, and flirted. With two of my friends, Mary Shelton, the Boleyn’s cousin, and Mary Howard, who was married to the King’s bastard son, my cousin, the Duke of Richmond, I wrote or collected poems. We transcribed them and bound them into a book, which we intended to circulate at court. I have it somewhere still.

			The Boleyn had been queen for two years when I met her uncle, Lord Thomas Howard, at one of the gatherings in her chamber. He was twenty-three and I was twenty. He was the much younger brother of the powerful Duke of Norfolk. We came together through our shared love of poetry. Tom was a competent poet himself; he enjoyed plays on words and conundrums. He paused by the table where the two Marys and I were busily transcribing and picked up one of my poems. I was lost, from that moment.

			We were circumspect. Instinct told me that the King would not approve of my falling in love with a man he had not chosen for me. My marriage was in his gift. It would be made to his advantage, and England’s. Thomas Howard, a younger son with no fortune, no prospects and no influence in any quarter, would not stand a chance. But I was young and headstrong, and my heart was heedless of policy. Even so, I retained enough sense to play hard to get. For a long time, Tom complained that I was disdainful, even though I was only being cautious.

			‘I love you!’ he whispered, again and again, when we met in secret.

			‘I can only be your friend,’ I kept telling him, fearing to entangle myself further. ‘I value friendship as highly as love.’

			‘Friendship?’ he echoed, one evening, when we were walking in a quiet corner of the gardens. ‘If that is all you want from me, we might scarcely be acquainted!’

			My cheeks burned. ‘When I agreed to meet you here, I did not mean for you to declare such raging love for me. All I want is honest, friendly company.’ It was not true. I wanted his love, but dared not say so.

			‘I love you exceedingly,’ Tom declared, ‘and yet you take it ill! Do you know how hurtful that is?’

			‘What hurt could honest friendship bring?’ I asked.

			‘It’s as good as banishing me!’ he muttered. ‘God, I pray for patience!’

			He wrote me a poem after that, complaining of my coldness. Underneath, he drew two barbed arrows, showing me that Cupid’s darts can have a sting in them.

			After that, I grew warmer towards him. I could not help myself, I was so smitten with him. I was scared that someone would discover our love and report us to my uncle, but love blinded me increasingly to the reality of our situation. Yet I was not that far gone in folly that I had forgotten the need to preserve my honour. I took Mary Howard into my confidence and she said we could meet in her bedchamber and agreed to be present, as chaperone. There, we enjoyed many secret trysts. Thomas told me that I was his true love and kissed me hungrily, but he always behaved like a true gentleman. Although we shared passionate embraces, he never asked me to give myself to him. That could wait until we were wed. It was hopeless, and I think we both knew that there could be no future for us, but we deluded ourselves that there was. And thus we continued for a whole year.

			We should have known that we were courting disaster. Whenever I picked up the book that my friends and I were compiling, I had a salutary warning before my eyes, on the very first page.

			Take heed betime lest ye be spied,

			Your loving ways you cannot hide;

			At last the truth will sure be tried,

			Therefore take heed!

			1536 was a terrible year. In January, Queen Katherine died. Four months later, I was in attendance on the Boleyn at a May Day tournament when the King abruptly rose and departed with a face like thunder, leaving her nonplussed. We were still speculating on what this portended the next day when she was arrested at Greenwich and imprisoned in the Tower of London, charged with adultery with five men, one her own brother, and for conspiring to assassinate the King. Even I found that barely credible.

			The court was in an uproar. We were all wondering who would be apprehended next. We ladies were all questioned, but I had seen nothing untoward in the Boleyn’s behaviour and could not give any evidence, although I would have been willing to testify against her. I did not grieve for her when she was beheaded on a bright May morning, for I had hated all she stood for, although I was shocked at the speediness of her end.

			I rejoiced when, only eleven days later, my uncle the King married her maid-of-honour, Jane Seymour, whom I knew and liked. Jane was a quiet pale blonde whom nobody thought very beautiful, yet I knew her to be a good Catholic who deplored the break with Rome, and that she was sympathetic towards Mary. I know Jane liked me too. She gave me a gift of beads soon after her marriage. It’s a pity I was allowed so little time to enjoy that friendship.

			While these momentous events were taking place, I had been living in my fool’s paradise with Tom. I was so far gone in love with him that, when he asked me to marry him, I agreed. When the court moved to Whitehall Palace in June for the opening of Parliament, we plighted our troth to each other, vowing to wed in the future.

			I could remember my parents’ divorce. I knew what a precontract was and that, in plighting my troth, I had just entered into one. I knew that it was as binding as a marriage and could only be loosed by a church court. It was headstrong and reckless of me, but, by then, I was past caring about any consequences. Of course, both of us knew that my uncle would be wrathful if we were discovered. In our defence, I can only say that we were too far gone in love to care about consequences. There was no malice in us, no desire to anger anyone. How naïve we were! We should have known that secrets could not be kept long at court.

			When King Henry rode with Queen Jane to Westminster on the feast of Corpus Christi, to open Parliament, I rode behind at the head of the Queen’s ladies, for I had been appointed her chief lady of honour. In Westminster Abbey, I carried her train as she proceeded to High Mass. My prominent role in the procession reflected my new status. All the King’s children had been declared or born bastards. My brother James was barred from the English succession because he was a foreigner, and my mother had now renounced her claim. As things stood, I was the next in line for the throne as my uncle’s nearest heir. Everyone was treating me with the greatest respect.

			Far from being overjoyed by my new importance, I was terrified, because it made what Tom and I had done even more reprehensible. I did not have long to fret, however. Someone betrayed us to the King. I’m not sure who it was, but they knew about our precontract. It could not have happened at a worse time because my uncle was not well disposed towards the Howards in the wake of the Boleyn’s fall, and they were decidedly out of favour.

			I still wonder if Mary Howard confided in her father, the Duke of Norfolk, and if it was he who betrayed us. Did he do so to demonstrate his loyalty to his sovereign? Mary had been my confidante and accomplice, and Norfolk would have wanted to deflect the King’s wrath from her – and himself.

			The King was much incensed by my folly and enraged at Tom’s presumption. I imagine he was bitterly disappointed in me, having cherished such a high opinion of me. But that was the least of it. When I was being questioned, it became horrifyingly clear that the King suspected Tom of traitorously coveting the crown. It was believed that he had precontracted himself to me only to gain a throne. What hurt most was that my accusers kept referring to me as baseborn. My uncle was making it plain that there was now no question of my deserving a place in the English succession.

			Looking back, I suppose he had good reason for suspecting Tom’s motives, because our precontract was made after the Princess Elizabeth had been pronounced a bastard. Tom could have realised then that I had realistic hopes of the succession. He could also have seen our marriage as a means of restoring the Howards to power and reviving the Roman faith; the Howards, I might add, are Papists in all but name. I still sometimes wonder if these possibilities had occurred to Tom, but I doubt it. I know in my heart that our betrothal was founded upon love.

			Tom was imprisoned in the Tower. I was hysterical when they told me. Only hours later, they came for me and, trembling with fright, I was conveyed along the Thames in a covered barge towards the brooding fortress where my lover lay. I grew quite light-headed worrying about what they would do to me. The fate of the Boleyn was at the forefront of my mind. I was shaking uncontrollably when I disembarked and was taken under guard to the royal apartments she had occupied.

			There, I could not sleep. I saw ghosts in every corner. Every time the door opened, I thought my time had come. All I could do was lament my ill fortune and the loss of my love, and pray that my uncle would be lenient. He loved me, didn’t he? Wasn’t it evident in the comfort of my apartments and the privileges I was allowed? Surely he was just teaching me a lesson, one I would never forget.

			I comforted myself with such thoughts, assuring myself that this luxurious confinement was the worst that would happen to me, so I was shocked when Sir William Kingston, the Constable of the Tower, informed me that an Act of Attainder had been passed, sentencing Tom to death for high treason. In the wake of our ill-considered betrothal, Parliament had declared it treason for a man to marry, deflower or contract himself to any of the King’s female relatives without royal permission. To this Act, my uncle had given his consent.

			‘But the Act was not in force when we plighted our troth!’ I protested vehemently, but to no avail.

			‘Madam, it is not my office to question the King’s laws,’ Sir William said frostily. ‘And I would remind you that you stand in the greatest jeopardy. It is my painful duty to inform you that, because you consented to the precontract, you yourself will likewise incur pain of death.’

			I could not believe what I was hearing. This could not be happening! My uncle would never go so far! Terror gripped me. I swayed and Sir William stepped forward to catch me, or I would have fallen.

			I spent several dreadful days agonising over the prospect of dying a hideous death for the crime of having fallen in love. I was just twenty years old and I was nowhere near ready to die. I would have appealed to the King, to King James and to my parents, but I was not allowed to write letters. I was under no illusions as to what I was facing. I remembered that my uncle had sent his own wife to the scaffold, and that he had executed others of his own blood in the past. Why should he spare his niece? That he would send me to the block was all too believable. And he might do worse. The Boleyn had been sentenced to be burned or beheaded at his pleasure. Because she was queen, she was allowed the kinder death. Would the King be so merciful to me? I came near to screaming several times when I considered that he might not.

			But then came my reprieve.

			‘You have been pardoned your life,’ Sir William informed me, looking almost as relieved as I felt. ‘This is on account of it having been established that there is no proof of a conspiracy and that you did not have carnal relations with Lord Thomas.’

			Thank God, thank God! I sank to my knees.

			Sir William looked at me with compassion. ‘You will be relieved to know that Lord Thomas has been spared too. You will both remain in the Tower at the King’s pleasure.’

			Hope sprang in me. It was very rare for my uncle to reprieve a traitor who had been sentenced to death. He was just punishing us for our presumption! He might even let us marry after we had learned our lesson.

			Well, I would be patient. I would live in hope.

			I needed that patience. I was not allowed visitors. I was constrained to live modestly, given that the King was paying for my upkeep in the Tower. I pretended that I no longer cherished feelings for Tom. I was determined to be the model prisoner, so that my uncle would relent and let me out the sooner.

			When winter drew in, it was hard to stay positive, for it was cold in the Queen’s lodgings, despite the fires I was permitted, and the nights were long. Often, I lay awake, feeling despondent. Would my imprisonment never end? And then, on the last day of that terrible year, a package was brought to me. I unwrapped it eagerly to find lengths of costly silver and crimson silk fringe. Then a chair of crimson velvet with a fringe of Venice silk was carried in. All were gifts from my uncle. The message could not have been clearer. He had thawed towards me. I was well on the way to being forgiven. My spirits soared. I could look forward to the new year of 1537 with hope, for freedom was in my sights.

			It was a blessing that I was now allowed writing materials in the Tower, for I found solace and release in composing poetry. I wondered if Tom was able to enjoy the same privilege. I did not even know where he was, although it was a comfort to know that he was not far away. My constant prayer was that he was being held in agreeable conditions; surely his family would have ensured that? If only I could have seen him. I longed for him so much it was painful.

			Surely my parents had heard of my plight by now, even in Perthshire, where mother was living with Harry Stewart? And Father was at the English court; he must be aware of my sad situation. I had been hoping and praying that one or the other of them would have interceded for me. But I knew in my heart I could hope for little from Father. He would do nothing to antagonise King Henry, his benefactor.

			My lodgings overlooked a walled garden in which I was permitted to take the air. One winter’s day, I was padding around, my hands in my muffler, when the door in the wall was unlocked and a porter came in with a wheelbarrow. He doffed his hat to me.

			‘Morning, my lady. Thomas Shelton at your service,’ he said.

			Shelton? I stared at him in surprise.

			‘Are you acquainted with Mistress Mary Shelton?’ I asked.

			‘I’m her brother,’ he said, grinning.

			I stared at him. ‘What are you doing working here?’

			‘I need to eat! I am my father’s youngest son and have no estate to look forward to. There is no dishonour in earning your living.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Mary asked me to tell you that Lord Thomas Howard asked that a book of poems be brought to him in the Tower. I was able to help. And I am willing to act as a go-between, if you want to pass a message to him. No one notices me. I come and go at will.’

			‘You would do that for me?’ My heart was thumping. ‘Oh, thank you, thank you, Mr Shelton!’

			As I ran upstairs, I thought quickly. I would send Tom some verses, anonymously, so that, if he was caught with them, he could say he had written them himself. In poetry, I could express myself with more feeling than in a letter.

			I sat down, trying to calm myself, and took up my pen, while Mr Shelton waited below, tidying the garden. The words flowed from me.

			Now may I mourn as one of late

			Driven by force from my delight,

			And cannot see my lonely mate

			To whom forever my heart is plight.

			Alas! That ever prison strong

			Should such two lovers separate,

			Yet though our bodies suffereth wrong,

			Our hearts should be of one estate.

			I will not swerve, I you assure,

			For gold nor yet for worldly fear,

			But like as iron I will endure,

			Such faithful love to you I bear.

			On wings, I sped downstairs and gave the folded paper to Mr Shelton. Only when he had gone did I wonder he had sprung a trap on me. But why would anyone want to do that? I decided I would trust him.

			By evening, I had a reply from Tom. I unfolded it with shaking hands and devoured his words. He had written in like vein.

			With sorrowful sighs and wounds smart

			My heart is pierced suddenly.

			To mourn of right it is my part.

			To weep, to fail full grievously.

			The bitter tears doth me constrain,

			Although that I would it eschew,

			To wit, the reproach of them that doth disdain

			Faithful lovers that be so true.

			The one of us from the other they do absent,

			Which unto us is a deadly wound,

			Seeing we love in this intent:

			In God’s laws for to be bound.

			He still loved me – and he still regarded us as bound to each other! His love had survived all the obstacles placed in its way. Not even imprisonment in the Tower, or the threat of death, had shaken it. My heart was on wings.

			Thus began our correspondence. Never did poets write verses so passionately. It was a joy to me to know that Tom was missing me as much as I was missing him, although I was sometimes unnerved by the bitterness in him. He did not hesitate to criticise our imprisonment and those who had separated us. If the poems had been discovered and brought to my uncle’s notice, Tom would have been in serious trouble. It was never a wise idea to question or criticise the decisions of the King. But Tom was clearly an angry man. His vehemence was the measure of his love.

			We both were still hoping that we had a future together, although Tom was at times despondent. Then I would encourage him, praising him for his devotion and constancy. Of course, I was the one with more cause for hope. The King loved me and had at times shown himself an indulgent uncle. He had stayed his hand at sending us to the block, and his displeasure could not last forever. Yes, we did have a future, and I told Tom in my verses that we must hold to that. One day soon, we would be freed.

			But summer came, and still we were prisoners. With it came a change in Tom’s poems. He dwelt too morosely on the hopelessness of his situation and became morbidly preoccupied with death. It made me wonder if he was keeping something from me. Had he been warned that he would never see me again? When he spoke of lovers being parted, I feared they had told him that I alone was to be sent away from the Tower. Whatever it was, he clearly felt there was nothing left for him in life but a speedy decline to the grave. I wept when I read his verses, longing to comfort and hearten him.

			Even in the Tower there was rejoicing when Queen Jane bore a prince. I heard the church bells ringing and Sir William permitted me to share a toast with him. I think he had grown quite fond of me by then. I never gave him any trouble and did everything I was bid. I’m sure he never knew about the messages Mr Shelton conveyed for me.

			The Prince’s birth meant that I was no longer in the perilous position of being heir presumptive to the crown, or so important politically. Immediately, in the joyous flush of new fatherhood, my uncle pardoned me and set me at liberty.

			My bondage was past, my hope of freedom won! I prayed that Tom would be released too.

			But I rejoiced too soon. Just as I was preparing to leave the Tower, I fell ill with a fever and lay tossing in my bed, not knowing if it was night or day. My uncle sent his own physician to attend me. It was he who told me that Tom was ill too, and that he would be visiting him next. By then, I was slowly coming to myself again, although I was weak as a kitten. However, the lust for liberty was strong in me, and I began to make a steady, if slow, recovery.

			Then Sir William came to me. His face was grave. In words that seemed incomprehensible, he told me that Tom had died.

			It had been an ague, but I was convinced that my beloved had suffered a broken heart, and that he had died because of me. How I wept and stormed at Fate, at those who had parted us and left him to decline in prison. With bitter tears I lamented his loss. It was as if I was frozen inside. I would never love again. I knew it in my bones. I was twenty-two.

			My uncle gave orders for me to be moved to the healthy air of Syon Abbey, where the Abbess would look after me, and I could rest and recuperate. As my litter was borne away, I heard the bells of London tolling for the Queen, who had died in childbed. The King would be in mourning as I was, but at least he had been vouchsafed the freedom to love his chosen lady.

			Tom’s death had dealt me a body blow and sickened my soul. I was still ill when Easter came, although I was able to take walks through the cloisters and the abbey’s orchards, or sit in the shade of its ancient mulberry trees. Thanks to the Abbess’s care of me, I grew stronger daily, even if I was still deep in grief. I spent time in the famous library, seeking for books that could offer me spiritual solace. My life was ruled by the bells of the great church calling the community to the divine offices seven times a day. Often, I would pray with them, sending up fervent intercessions for Tom’s soul.

			I left Syon in April, still quite weak. There was no queen now, so I could not return to court. I was sent to stay with my old friend, the Lady Mary, who had been restored to favour at court, thanks to Queen Jane’s good offices. Mary warmly welcomed me. To my relief, she assured me she had never resented my having served the Boleyn; she knew I had had no choice in the matter. And so we resumed our friendship.

			My uncle bought me another new wardrobe and defrayed the expenses of my servants. By that, I knew that I was truly forgiven. Yet I could take little pleasure in his gifts. I was too listless even to try on the gowns.

			One day, a package arrived for me. It contained the book of poems that Tom had had with him in the Tower and all our passionate poems to each other. There was no note. I suspected that Thomas Shelton had sent it. Reading over my beloved’s verses, I wept all over again.

			That summer, Mary Shelton wrote to me, saying there was gossip at court that the Earl of Wiltshire – the Boleyn’s father, of all people! – was seeking my hand in marriage. No! I cried, in the solitude of my chamber. I would never agree to it! He was an old man, but that was the least of it. I would never marry one of that tribe. Fortunately, I heard no more of the matter, for which I was devoutly thankful.

			But there was no doubt that my uncle was seeking to negotiate a marriage for me. He wrote to me himself, informing me that he was considering Cosimo de’ Medici, Duke of Florence. For a time, I envisaged myself restored to health and living in Italy, revelling in its art and culture – and its warm, reviving weather. But of Duke Cosimo, I could not think. I was not ready, or well enough, to marry any man. My heart was still Tom’s. I would rather have died and been reunited with him than go to Florence. My health was broken and I fully expected to go to an early grave. I welcomed the prospect, indeed, I had resolved to die. I felt so ill that year that I even summoned my father and my friends so that I could bid them farewell.

			Father was then resident at the English court. He came galloping down to see me and told me I should rise from my couch and get some air; and he stood by to ensure that I did. Daily, he made me walk in the gardens, then he got me up on a horse again. I truly believe that I am still here today thanks to him.

			I heard no more of the Italian marriage. It seemed I was not destined to have a husband and children. I was not sure whether I was happy or sad at the prospect. Restored in health I might have been, but not in spirits. I was quite happy to remain in the country. But, after a decent interval, my uncle took a fourth wife, the Lady Anna of Cleves, and I was brought back to court to serve as her chief lady of honour. I had not seen my uncle for three-and-a-half years, and I was shocked by the change in him. Then he had been a magnificent figure of a man; now, he was old before his time, massively fat and a virtual invalid. I marked that he was more maudlin, sanctimonious and tyrannical than ever. Everyone was wary of him, but he was affectionate enough to me. Clearly, all my transgressions were forgotten.

			I was to be chief of the six great ladies of the Queen’s household. We were presented to the Lady Anna when she arrived at Dartford after her long journey from Dover. The weather was atrocious, and she spoke almost no English, but she kept smiling all the time. I admired that. I admired her too, for her discretion when, soon after her marriage to the King, it became apparent that he did not love or even like her.

			I was lucky. Unlike most of her other ladies, I had been assigned my own lodging in the palace, near the Lady Mary’s, so I could escape from the tense atmosphere of the Queen’s apartments in those weeks in which it seemed that a cauldron was about to bubble over. The King rarely visited Anna, and it was all over the court that he was impotent with her, but able to perform the marriage act with other ladies. The palaces were alive with rumours and gossip.

			I felt sorry for Anna. I hoped she had not understood what people were saying about her. The poor lady led a retired life, pretending that all was well. I whiled away much of the time gambling with the Lady Mary and my other friends. None of us were surprised when, after six months the royal marriage was annulled and Anna, richer by a very handsome settlement, left court, the best of friends with the King.

			By then, it was notorious that my uncle had fallen for the charms of a pretty maid-of-honour, Katheryn Howard, a cousin of the Boleyn. Less than three weeks after his divorce from Anna, he married her. In August, when the new Queen’s household was formed, I was summoned again to be chief of her ladies.

			I liked Katheryn. She was lively and kind, if a touch naïve. Once more, we ladies could enjoy dancing and making music and all our old pleasures in the Queen’s chamber. Yet always, for me, the ghost of Tom was hovering. This was where we had fallen for each other.

			Late in October, I received news that my mother had passed away after suffering an apoplexy. I had not seen her for thirteen years, and we had not been close or corresponded often. I still resented the fact that she had always preferred my brother to me, although my uncle had told me that, when I was in the Tower, she had been greatly distressed and done her best to save me from my fate. For that alone, I mourned her. And when the King showed me a report that her thoughts were with me at the last and that she had desired King James to be good to me and make sure I received the jewels she had left me, I wept for her.

			I never did receive that bequest. Later, I learned that James had given my jewels to his new wife, Queen Marie.

			I was hoping to take him to task for it in person, when, in the summer of 1541, King Henry departed with the whole court on a great progress to York, to meet with his nephew. But James never came, much to my, and my uncle’s, annoyance. He was furious at James’s perfidy. He would have been even more furious if he had known what was going on almost under his very nose.

			I know now that, during the progress, and possibly before, Queen Katheryn was rashly carrying on a secret love affair with the connivance of Lady Rochford, one of my fellow ladies-in-waiting. I swear I knew nothing of it, nor saw anything that aroused my suspicions. But, if I had known, I would probably secretly have taken a sympathetic view, even though what Katheryn was doing was sheer folly.

			For she was not the only one who was indulging in a clandestine liaison.

			I ought to have learned a lesson from the tragic consequences of my love for Tom, but I didn’t. How quickly the young forget. And how blind, foolish and unheeding love can be.

			He was the Queen’s brother and a gentleman of the King’s Privy Chamber. His name was Charles and he was in high favour with my uncle. It began as a flirtation during the progress, but it was not long before I began to have feelings for him, although I never loved Charles as much as I loved Tom. And so it all began again, the snatched, secret meetings, the subterfuge, the coded poems. No wonder I did not notice the Queen’s naughtiness: I was too preoccupied with my own, although I managed to preserve my honour. I should have known better, but I am like my mother, impulsive in affairs of the heart.

			When we returned to Hampton Court, Charles and I continued to contrive trysts. Then, with no warning, came the Queen’s arrest, which shocked him to the core. He too, had had no idea of what had been going on, and he was petrified for his sister, who was now confined to her rooms under guard. I consoled him as best I could, but he would not be comforted.

			A week later, Charles did not come to our meeting place, a deserted banqueting house in the gardens. I waited ages, but in vain. In the end, I walked back to the palace in the November gloom, wondering if his absence had anything to do with the Queen. Had he learned the worst, which was what we were all expecting?

			As I went indoors, I met Sir Anthony Browne, who had always been friendly towards me.

			‘My Lady Margaret,’ he murmured, looking around to see if anyone was is earshot, ‘I am glad to see you here. Mr Howard has been forbidden to enter the King’s chamber. Be warned, there is trouble afoot.’ He patted my arm and hurried off, leaving my brain whirling. What trouble? Had Charles and I been discovered? Or was this to do with the Queen?

			I ran to Charles’s lodging, but it was in darkness. In vain did I bang on the door. I knew he shared his rooms with his brother Henry, so I went looking for him.

			‘He’s gone,’ Henry told me, when I found him at the servery, rather drunk.

			‘Gone? Where?’ I cried. ‘Why?’

			‘I don’t know for certain,’ Henry said, slurring his words, ‘but he told me before he left that he was banished from the court on account of you.’

			So they knew! I began trembling.

			‘You mean, he has left me to retrieve my reputation all alone?’ I could not believe it.

			‘I think he said he was making for France to try his luck at the tournaments there,’ Henry said, looking at me with maudlin pity.

			‘I hope they kill him!’ I snapped, and walked away, trying not to cry at my folly in trusting my heart to such a knave. I had sought the best and found the worst. This was where my foolish fancy had led me!

			I lay on my bed, weeping salty tears and filled with remorse and grudges. I knew it was only a matter of time before they came for me. My head was filled with dark memories of the Tower, where I expected to be confined again before long.

			I quaked when Archbishop Cranmer and a deputation of Privy Councillors called upon me. Cranmer looked at me severely.

			‘Madam, we are here to do the King’s pleasure. His Highness knows how indiscreetly and ungratefully you have behaved yourself towards him, first with Lord Thomas Howard and now with Mr Charles Howard. He wishes me to censure you for your conduct and to warn you to beware the third time, and wholly apply yourself to please him and obey his will and command.’

			I fell to my knees. ‘I am very sorry to have offended his Highness,’ I bleated.

			‘Think yourself lucky,’ the Archbishop barked. ‘The King is most vexed at having to be bothered with your misconduct at this time.’

			‘It was but a flirtation,’ I cried.

			‘His Highness is aware of that, Madam. Nonetheless, you have been foolish. Your marriage is in his Majesty’s gift and you may not dispose of yourself or indulge in illicit flirtations. Do I make myself understood?’

			‘Yes, my lord,’ I said weakly. ‘What is to happen to me?’

			‘The Queen’s household is being broken up,’ he informed me. That sounded ominous, but I was too preoccupied with my own fate to dwell on what might happen to Katheryn. ‘The King’s pleasure is that you be conducted to Kenninghall in Norfolk in the company of my lady of Richmond, if she and my lord her father are agreeable.’

			It took me a moment to realise that this was to be the extent of my punishment. I was to go to the palatial Kenninghall, a house of which Mary Howard had often spoken proudly, and lodge with her, my dear friend and fellow poet. My spirits soared. It was not even banishment, for there was no place now for any lady at court.

			Of course, the Duke of Norfolk agreed, and Mary and I left Hampton Court almost immediately. Fortunately, the weather was kind to us on our journey.

			‘My father is grateful to be of service to the King by offering you shelter under his roof,’ Mary said, as we took the road to London, our small escort trailing behind. ‘He was grieved to see the King so sad and feels responsible.’

			‘His Highness loved the Queen so much,’ I said.

			‘We were all taken in by her,’ Mary said, her lips pursed. ‘My father said it was his misfortune to have two nieces offend the King. He feared the Queen’s crimes would rebound on him. Several members of our family are in the Tower on her account.’

			‘Then I am glad that my uncle has looked kindly on him,’ I said, reining in my steed to avoid a great puddle.

			‘It will be good to have you at Kenninghall,’ Mary said, reaching over and squeezing my arm.

			I found Kenninghall to be a magnificent brick house. There were fourteen tapestries in the great chamber alone, and numerous family portraits on display in the long gallery. Costly Turkey carpets adorned the tables and even the floors. I was given the best apartment, which was reserved for honoured guests. Now I sit here, in my window seat, looking out upon the wintry gardens, filled with a sense of having been very lucky, after reflecting on the extraordinary course of my life so far. If this was my punishment for involving myself with a scoundrel, it was by no means onerous. And it was far, far more lenient than what happened to poor Queen Katheryn.
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			A naive young woman at the mercy of her ambitious family.

			At just nineteen, Katheryn Howard is quick to trust and fall in love.

			She comes to court. She sings, she dances. She captures the heart of the King.

			Henry declares she is his rose without a thorn. But Katheryn has a past of which he knows nothing. It comes back increasingly to haunt her. For those who share her secrets are waiting in the shadows, whispering words of love . . . and blackmail.

			Katheryn Howard. The fifth of Henry’s queens. Her story.

			History tells us she died too soon. 
This mesmerising novel brings her to life.
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			Chapter 1

			1528

			Katheryn was seven when her mother died. She would never forget being led by her nurse into the dim, musty bedchamber where Father was kneeling beside the bed, his head in his hands and his shoulders heaving, and the chaplain was saying prayers. It was shocking having to kiss the cold forehead of the still figure lying in the bed, which looked so unlike the mother she knew.

			Why had she died? She had been up and about only yesterday. Yet she had heard her mother screaming in the night, and somehow knew that the little stranger lying in the next room had something to do with it.

			‘You must be brave,’ her half-sister Isabel murmured. ‘Our lady mother is now in Heaven, watching over you.’ It was hard to understand that when Mother was clearly lying here.

			When Katheryn started wailing, Isabel took her hand and led her out.

			‘Hush, sweeting,’ she said, sounding choked herself. ‘Let us go and see our new sister.’

			Katheryn stared down at the snuffling infant lying in the cradle. Mary had plump pink cheeks and a pouting mouth. She was tightly swaddled and wore a close-fitting bonnet. It would be ages before she was old enough to play with Katheryn.

			‘You must be a mother to her now,’ Isabel said. Katheryn wasn’t sure about that. Babies held little appeal for her; they didn’t do anything. She would far rather be romping with her brothers, Charles, Henry and George, even though they were much older and did not always want to be encumbered by a needy little girl.

			She had even older brothers and sisters too, Mother’s children by her first husband. In the days after Mother died, they came down from Stockwell to pay their respects, headed by John Leigh, Katheryn’s eldest half-brother, whom she adored. All the Leighs doted on her, especially Isabel. Isabel was lovely: tall, very fair and still pretty, even though she was thirty-two, which seemed ancient. She was being very kind to Katheryn and had offered to stay on to help Father. It was a mercy that Isabel had been at Lady Hall when Mother died, for Father had now disappeared behind his chamber door, being too sunk in his own grief to heed his children’s misery. It was Isabel who clutched Katheryn to her flat velvet bosom, dried her tears and came hastening when she woke screaming from a nightmare. Isabel had come to help with the new baby. Katheryn thought Isabel should have babies of her own, since she loved them so much, but Isabel was not yet married.

			Katheryn was not now interested in practicalities. All she knew was that Mother was gone and that her world had been shattered. She understood what death was, for the household chaplain had explained that it was like going to sleep, although you never woke up because you had gone to Heaven to be with God, and that was something to rejoice over. But no one seemed to be rejoicing at all, and Katheryn thought that God was very selfish, taking her mother away when she loved her so much.

			There came the day when Katheryn was kneeling on the floor of the hall, playing shovelboard with Isabel as her nurse looked on, and Father summoned her to his private closet with its dark panelled walls. To the child, Lord Edmund looked wild-eyed and haggard in the candlelight.

			‘Come here, Kitty,’ he said. It was his pet name for her. ‘I have something for you.’ He held out his hand and there in his palm lay a glittering ruby ring. ‘Your mother left it to you,’ he went on. ‘She wanted you to have it. You must take great care of it.’

			Katheryn picked it up, gazing at it in wonderment. She had never owned such a beautiful object; indeed, she owned barely anything at all, save for her clothes and a few playthings. They were poor; she had grown up knowing it, just as it had been drummed into her that, despite their poverty, she was a Howard and a member of one of the greatest and most noble families in England. The Duke of Norfolk himself was her uncle.

			The ring gleamed at her, then its image blurred as tears welled at the memory of her mother wearing it. She would treasure it; it was all she had left of her.

			‘Give it to Isabel to keep safely for you until you are older,’ Father said. ‘You will be going away soon; this house is no place for children.’

			‘Going away? Where, Father?’ Katheryn asked, alarmed. She did not want to leave Lady Hall.

			‘Your Aunt Margaret Cotton has gladly agreed to take you. Your brothers will go to the Duke to be trained for knighthood, and Mary will live with her wet nurse in the village. You will leave for Oxon Hoath on Monday.’ Monday was just three days hence.

			The tears spilled over. ‘Are you coming too?’ Katheryn whispered.

			Lord Edmund laid his hand on her head and sighed. ‘No, Kitty. Isabel will go with you. I have to stay here and attend to my affairs. God only knows what the future holds, for there is no money left. Be grateful that your aunt is a woman of true Christian charity and is willing to look after you.’

			Katheryn did not think she had ever met Aunt Margaret Cotton, and did not wish to do so now. ‘I want to stay here with you,’ she said.

			‘Alas, Kitty, I am not fitted to rearing children,’ Father said. ‘It is better you grow up in comfort than starve with me.’

			‘Are you going to starve?’ Katheryn asked.

			‘Well, probably not,’ her father said. ‘But I cannot give you the life you deserve, and Aunt Margaret can.’

			Katheryn cried again at that. She had not dreamed that losing Mother would mean losing Father as well. He had never loomed large in her life, yet he was part of that familiar world that was now crumbling. He patted her head again and called for Isabel. It was she who comforted the child, shaking her head in sorrow at the nurse.

			Katheryn sat in the litter, wrapped in blankets against the November chill, with Isabel beside her. She was sunk in misery as she watched her father waving farewell and Lady Hall vanishing in the distance, and craned her head through the window for a last glimpse of it, until Isabel told her to sit back and pulled down the blind.

			‘It’s freezing, sweeting,’ she said.

			Katheryn sat there trying to remember her mother’s face. It was horrible knowing that she would never see it again. She might never again play with her boisterous brothers in the field that lay between Lady Hall and the church at Moreton. Her head was full of memories: the Christmas gatherings at Lambeth, receiving a cloth doll made by Mother at New Year, getting her brothers to carry her pig-a-back and Father reprimanding them for being too rough with her, and her nurse grumbling because there was no money for new clothes. But her most cherished memories were those of her mother. Mother sewing by the fire, or making cordial in the still room, Mother teaching her how to make daisy chains, Mother kissing her good night, her gentle hand stroking her hair. Tears welled.

			‘You’ve not met your Culpeper kinsfolk, have you, sweeting?’ Isabel said. ‘They are my family too. Our mother was a Culpeper before she married. Aunt Margaret is her sister. You will come to love her, I am sure.’

			They jolted through Epping Forest, passing through the villages of Chipping Ongar and Kelvedon Hatch. Presently, Katheryn fell asleep, and only woke up when Isabel shook her shoulder at Tilbury. Here they were to catch the ferry across the Thames to Gravesend. Down by the jetty there was a man selling hot pies, and Isabel bought three, one each for her and Katheryn and one for the groom, and some hot spiced ale.

			It was a short journey by boat to the Kent coast. Isabel folded Katheryn in her cloak as they stood on deck and watched Gravesend looming near.

			‘Is it far to Oxon Hoath?’ Katheryn asked as the vessel rocked on the tide.

			‘About sixteen miles. We’ll break our journey and stay overnight at Meopham. That’s about five miles from Gravesend.’

			But they found nowhere suitable to stay at Meopham and had to ride on a further six miles until they arrived, exhausted, at the Bull Inn at Wrotham, which looked inviting. Isabel paid for a private chamber and asked for food to be brought up to them. They had the daily ordinary, a bowl of rich beef stew and slices of apple pie. Then Isabel put Katheryn to bed and sat sewing in a chair by the fire. It all seemed so strange, after the known and the familiar, and Katheryn started crying into her pillow. Instantly, Isabel was there, holding her in her arms.

			‘I know, I know, sweeting. She was my mother too and I miss her dreadfully.’ Clutching each other, they wept together until Katheryn fell asleep.

			Aunt Margaret Cotton was waiting for them at the door of a big old house with uneven walls and stout timbers. She was a plump matron in her forties with ruddy cheeks and a brisk manner, but Katheryn could see warmth and sympathy in her eyes.

			‘Oh, the poor mite!’ she pronounced. ‘I’m glad you brought her to me, Isabel.’

			‘So am I, dear aunt,’ said Isabel, and the women embraced each other.

			‘William!’ Aunt Margaret called, and a kindly-looking man appeared. He greeted Isabel with a kiss and patted Katheryn’s head.

			‘You’re a pretty little thing,’ he told her. ‘I hope we’re going to be friends.’ Katheryn ventured a tentative smile.

			‘Come in the warm, child,’ Aunt Margaret instructed. ‘Let’s get some decent food into you.’ In the hall, she stood back and appraised Katheryn. ‘I can see you’re my sister Joyce’s child; you look just like her, dear, apart from your hair. That auburn hair comes from the Howards. Joyce was fair, like me.’ She dabbed her eyes with a kerchief. ‘I can’t believe she’s gone. I hope he had her buried decently!’

			Katheryn saw Isabel frown at Aunt Margaret. ‘Of course he did,’ she said. ‘She’s at Lambeth, in the Howard chapel.’

			That seemed to satisfy Aunt Margaret. ‘Now, Katheryn,’ she said, ‘you shall meet your cousins.’ She led them into a parlour where four children in her very image were sitting at a table. They all rose and bowed or curtseyed as their mother introduced them. ‘This is Thomas; he’s eight, and John, who is seven. Joan’s our eldest; she’s fourteen, and Anne is twelve. Joan and Anne are both to be wed soon. We shall miss them when they leave the manor.’

			The children all seemed friendly. Thomas was a mite shy at first, but Katheryn thought he might be interesting and kind when you got to know him, whereas John had a mischievous look about him, and would not sit still, to his parents’ exasperation. The girls were sweet things and made much of Katheryn, who was eager to point out that she had brothers too and loved to play games with them.

			‘Do you play catch and ninepins?’ John asked.

			‘I can play anything!’ Katheryn boasted.

			‘So can I!’ he countered.

			The adults left them to it and went off to unpack Katheryn’s things. Anne suggested a game of hide-and-seek and pulled Katheryn along with her to show her the many hiding places the old house afforded.

			‘It’s an ancient place,’ she told her. ‘It’s two hundred years old!’

			There were lots of corners and crannies within the numerous stairs and chambers, and cupboards and closets galore; soon Katheryn was racing about and shrieking with the rest. By the time they were called to dinner in the parlour, she was feeling a lot happier.

			Within a week, she felt quite at home at Oxon Hoath, where everyone was so kind to her. She could see in Aunt Margaret comforting resemblances to her mother, and Uncle William was a very merry fellow who had an endless store of jokes. There was a litter of kittens in the barn, and a host of dogs about the place. Above all, she was struck by how well the Cottons lived, what good food they had, and their fine clothes. She had never known such plenty at Lady Hall or at her father’s town house in Lambeth. She felt drawn into the bosom of the Cotton family, who treated her as one of their own. Only at night did she weep for her mother.

			The young Cottons enjoyed a lot of freedom and the run of the house and its surrounds. It stood in the middle of a great deer park and had been in the Culpeper family for generations. There were lots of Culpeper relations living nearby, at places called Bedgebury, Wakehurst and Preston Hall, many of whom came visiting while Katheryn was at Oxon Hoath. Later, she learned that her grandfather had been the last of his particular line, and that his estates had been divided between his two daughters, her mother Joyce and Aunt Margaret. How different life might have been if Mother had inherited Oxon Hoath!

			One day, as Margaret and Isabel were overseeing the boiling of plum puddings for Christmas, Katheryn was sitting under the kitchen table, playing with a kitten and listening to her elders conversing. Much of what they said went over her head, but her ears pricked up at one point.

			‘You did better for yourself than Mother,’ Isabel said. ‘She married the son of a duke, but you’ve had the happier life.’

			‘Aye,’ Aunt Margaret agreed. ‘I still have the house and much of the property left me by your grandfather. Edmund squandered all Joyce’s inheritance on his extravagances and gambled the rest away at cards. Now there is nothing left but what the Howards have given him. I daresay he’d wager the very roof over his head if he thought it could bring him a fortune. And him an educated man, who has learned Latin, French and logic and God knows what else. He ought to know better!’

			‘It cannot be easy being a younger son with no inheritance to look for,’ Isabel said, ever the pacifist. ‘Edmund is one of nine, you know.’

			‘All the more reason not to be such a spendthrift with Joyce’s money!’ Aunt Margaret retorted. ‘He told me last Christmas that he’s deeply in debt. I didn’t sympathise, for he had only himself to blame. Those poor children have nothing; the girls will have no marriage portions. What is to become of them, I don’t know! Think how well your father provided for you and your brothers and sisters. I know you haven’t been found a suitable husband yet, but the dowry is there. It gets my goat, how those Howards are so stuck-up and high-and-mighty, and yet so wanting where it matters. We Culpepers are descended from King Edward the First too, you know!’

			Katheryn was surprised to hear the glorious Howards, and her father, spoken of so unkindly. Clearly her aunt had got it wrong. Father had always been nice, if distant, although he was prone to disappearing mysteriously for weeks on end and people often seemed to get angry with him. Perhaps, when he was away, he was playing cards. Katheryn had not known there was anything wrong with playing cards, or that she did not have a marriage portion, whatever that was. She was more worried about her finger, which the kitten, fed up with being pulled about and bedecked with ribbons, had just scratched. She crawled out from under the table with the protesting animal in her arms.

			‘Mercy me!’ exclaimed Aunt Margaret, and Isabel said something about little pitchers.

			‘My finger hurts,’ said Katheryn, holding it up. Isabel fetched a damp cloth and dabbed at it. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said, smiling. ‘Be brave.’

			‘Culpeper’s a funny name,’ Katheryn observed.

			‘I’m told our ancestors were spice merchants,’ Aunt Margaret said. ‘They were called pepperers.’ Katheryn giggled. She had forgotten about what she had just heard. But that night, lying in her comfortable feather bed in the beamed chamber she shared with Isabel, she remembered and was glad that she didn’t have to be poor any more. Father had been right. Coming to Aunt Margaret’s was the best thing that could have happened to her.

			Of all the Culpeper relations who came to stay, Katheryn liked her distant cousin Tom best. He was one of the Bedgebury Culpepers, the senior branch of the family. He came that winter with his parents and six siblings. At eighteen, Tom was eleven years older than Katheryn, but so debonair with his dark good looks, and so kind to a motherless little girl. He took the time to sit with her and admire the kittens, winning her heart completely.

			‘We have lots of animals at Bedgebury,’ he told her.

			‘I wish I could see them,’ she said.

			‘I hope you will visit us soon,’ he smiled. ‘Alas, I am hardly ever there. I serve the King and am mostly at court.’

			Katheryn’s eyes widened. The King had been a constant, dominating, unseen presence at Lambeth and Lady Hall, for Father had often spoken of him, wishing he could do something to earn his favour and, more often than not, complaining that he hadn’t. The King was powerful. He ruled everyone in the land. To Katheryn, he was a vague and distant figure, mighty and menacing.

			‘What’s the King like?’ she asked.

			‘He is very kind to me, sweeting, and treats me well.’

			‘Are you scared of him?’

			Tom chuckled. ‘No. He is a good fellow, and a considerate master.’

			Katheryn frowned. This didn’t sound like the King of whom her father had sometimes spoken. That King was mean and nasty.

			‘I know his Grace well,’ Tom told her. ‘I’ve been at court since I was a child. I was his page at first; now I am a groom of his Privy Chamber, and I hope to rise further in time.’

			‘Can I come and see you at court?’ Katheryn asked.

			‘Oh, no, sweeting. The Privy Chamber is no place for fair young maids like you,’ Tom said, giving her a hug. ‘When I am next home, I will ask Cousin Margaret to bring you to Bedgebury.’

			Katheryn thrilled at the prospect. She did so like Tom. She felt very lucky to have all these kind Culpeper relations.
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			A German Princess with a guilty secret

			The King is in love with Anna’s portrait, but she has none of the accomplishments he seeks in a new bride.

			She prays she will please Henry, for the balance of power in Europe rests on this marriage alliance.

			But Anna’s past is never far from her thoughts, and the rumours rife at court could be her downfall. Everyone knows the King won’t stand for a problem queen.

			Anna of Kleve. The fourth of Henry’s queens. Her story.
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			The woman haunted by the fate of her predecessor.

			Eleven days after the death of Anne Boleyn, Jane is dressing for her wedding to the King.

			She has witnessed at first hand how courtly play can quicly turn to danger and knows she must bear a son . . . or face ruin.

			This new Queen must therefore step out from the shadows cast by Katherine and Anne – in doing so, can she expose a gentler side to the brutal King?

			Jane Seymour. The third of Henry’s queens. Her story.
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			The young woman who changed the course of history.

			Fresh from the palaces of Burgundy and France, Anne Boleyn draws attention at the English court, embracing the play of courtly love. But when the King commands, nothing is ever a game.

			But Anne has a spirit worthy of a crown – and the crown is what she seeks, at any price. And as she begins to follow the path laid out for her, a kingdom risks being torn apart.

			Anne Boleyn. The second of Henry’s queens. Her story.
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			A Spanish princess. Raised to be modest, obedient and devout. Destined to be an English Queen.

			At sixteen years old, Catalina is alone among strangers.

			Six weeks from home across treacherous seas, everything is different: the language, the food, the weather. And Catalina can find no comfort in any of it.

			She misses her mother. She mourns her lost brother. She cannot trust even those assigned to protect her.

			Katherine of Aragon. The first of Henry’s queens. Her story.
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