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Chapter 1
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London, 1533

The murky brown water was an unlikely backdrop for the grandest spectacle the city of London had ever seen. England was soon to have a new queen and the lavishly extravagant coronation celebrations had brought the city to a standstill.

Expectant crowds lined both banks of the Thames; the air was charged with drama, but from some of the unguarded comments that could be overheard, not everyone was happy about King Henry taking a new wife. 

Claire was in London against her better judgement. Just a few days ago she had killed a man. She didn’t know who he was, only that he had deserved it. He had tried to abduct her, and she didn’t like to think what would have happened if he had succeeded. 

He was dead, but his friends were not, and they would be searching for her to take their revenge. She was still angry with herself for having walked straight into their trap, but there was nothing she could do about it now—except be vigilant. 

​The large crowds were a mixed blessing. She could easily blend into the throng of people jostling to get the best view, but the crush of bodies was a haven for dips, foists and cut-purses, and possibly even more dangerous rogues.

The possibility that an associate of the villain she had stabbed to death could easily slide a knife between her ribs and simply disappear into the press of bodies was not lost on her, but she knew she would never have the opportunity to witness a spectacle as important as this ever again.

All the same, she would be content to leave the revellers to enjoy the celebrations once the flotilla reached the Tower and Anne disappeared from view. The sooner she was off the streets, the happier she would be.

Her sixth sense for danger, which had served her so well when poaching with her brothers, warned her to be on her guard, but unlike the forest, it was much harder to identify where the danger was lurking. 

It crossed her mind that the risk she was taking wasn’t worth the reward, but she had agreed to meet her friend Tim at the Hog’s Head Inn. 

She was sure he wanted to marry her, but her heart had just been broken and she was in no mood for even more emotional entanglements.

Her mind was in turmoil. She had thought that her narrow escape from the alley would mean the end of her time at court, and it would have if Will had not married a pretty tavern strumpet. She still couldn’t believe he had done it. 

He’d promised he would wait for her, and as much as she tried to blame him for losing patience with her, she knew it was as much her fault as his.

Serving in the household of Lady Anne Boleyn was far beyond anything she could have hoped for growing up in a small rural village. Life at court had been exciting, stimulating and challenging, but she had thrived on it. It had been too addictive to walk away from, but now, when she was ready to start a new chapter in her life, she couldn’t.

When Will had said, “Claire, I’d like you to meet my wife, Maggie,” it had felt like a blade had been pushed into her chest.

She had thought that telling Will she had just killed someone would be the biggest obstacle they would have to overcome in starting a life together, but now there could be no future with Will.

Her emotions had been in turmoil ever since. One moment she was angry with herself, the next she was even angrier with Will, but she was still no closer to finding a resolution to the predicament she now found herself in.

Will had asked his friend Tim to tell Claire he was getting married, but circumstances and an outbreak of the plague had prevented him telling her. The unfortunate outcome for Claire had been an embarrassingly awkward meeting between herself and Will’s new wife. 

Every traumatic detail of that terrible night was etched into her memory. Not least, the look of contempt on the other woman’s face. It had been forged from iron, conveying not the slightest shred of compassion or understanding.

That she saw Claire as her bitter rival was painfully obvious, and she was determined not to give her the slightest chance to steal her husband away from her.

Claire’s first impulse had been to turn and flee into the night, and she would have, had she not been covered in the blood of her attacker and in desperate need of help.

It had been a humiliating experience, but she needed to put it behind her and find a way to regain her self-confidence, which was sure to be difficult, given how lost and bereft she felt.

She would stay in Anne’s service for now, of course, but life in the crowded, odious city of London had lost all appeal. 

She could return to the tranquil Kentish countryside, and her family would be happy to have her back, but having lived at court for so long, it was hard to imagine that life in a small rural village would satisfy her. She had learnt so much and was determined to make the most of what life had to offer.

Anne would be Queen in a few days, she would be busier than ever, but what did that mean for Claire? She would just have to take one day at a time and perhaps a solution would present itself.

At that moment, movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. There was movement all around her of course, but there was something surreptitious about the way this person had quickly stepped behind someone else when she had glanced in their direction.

His childish attempt at being furtive and stealthy just made him all the more conspicuous. 

Accepting a wooden cup brimming with free wine from a street vendor, she joined a group of boisterous revellers and pretended to be amongst friends.

Blending into the celebration, Claire scanned the crowd for someone who was doing their best to avoid being seen.

It didn’t take long. The person was not good at what they were doing, and when she saw who it was, she knew why.

The serjeant of the watch, a long-standing enemy, who she had last seen writhing on the ground after she had kicked him between the legs, was not good at being unobtrusive. 

Despite his neglected uniform and dishevelled appearance, he was still a formidable adversary and more to the point, he was entrusted with enforcing the law.

As much as she would have liked to witness Anne’s triumphant arrival, Claire’s instinct for survival overrode all else. She needed to get away as quickly as possible.
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Anne Boleyn, recently created Marquess of Pembroke, would soon be England’s new Queen. 

It was Thursday, the 29th of May 1533, nearly seven years since the King’s ‘great matter’ had plunged England into religious and political turmoil and changed Anne’s life forever.

King Henry VIII had moved heaven and earth to make this happen, but not all his subjects shared his enthusiasm for their new Queen.

Katharine of Aragon had been Henry’s loyal wife for twenty-four years and many people thought the contempt and disdain with which she had been treated was cruel and grossly unfair.

When Katharine had first arrived, England was little more than a cultural backwater, but her partnership with Henry had seen the nation’s standing with its European counterparts improve significantly. England was now a force to be reckoned with.

Even Henry acknowledged that Katharine had been a loyal and faithful wife, the one unavoidable stumbling block was her failure to produce a male heir.

Despite at least half a dozen pregnancies, only one child, Princess Mary, had survived. Henry desperately wanted a son to carry the Tudor line into the future and avoid the very real possibility of civil war tearing the country apart upon his death, just as it had before his father had won the crown from Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth.

Only by defying the Pope, the Holy Roman Emperor and the highest-ranking clergy in England had Henry been able to replace Katharine with a younger, and hopefully more fertile wife.

Anne was already pregnant, ‘of goodly belly’; those in her household judged her to be around six months along, but the question foremost in people’s minds was, ‘Would she provide Henry with a healthy son?’

All of London had turned out to witness what was ironically the largest celebration the city had seen since Katharine of Aragon had arrived in England in 1501 to marry Henry’s older brother Arthur.

Although it’s doubtful that many people in the crowd realised it—the machinations of the royal court were far beyond the understanding of most commoners—they were witnessing the beginning of a new era.
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It had been nearly two months since Anne’s first public appearance as Queen in waiting, and even though it had been a relatively routine occasion, attending mass at the Chapel Royal at Greenwich, the foundation was laid for the formal occasions soon to come.

On the 12th of April, Easter Saturday, Anne attended Mass with great pomp, resplendent in a pleated gown of cloth of gold and adorned with sumptuous jewels.

No less than sixty ladies were in attendance, and her cousin, Lady Anne Howard, soon to become Duchess of Richmond and Somerset (when she married Henry’s illegitimate son, Henry Fitzroy) carried her train.

Henry was making an emphatic statement; from this point on there was no turning back. He was announcing to the country and the world that henceforth they would pray for King Henry and Queen Anne. 

The date was symbolic, chosen to coincide with Easter, it likened their marriage to England’s own resurrection. It was a new beginning for everyone.

The imperial ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, wrote in his report of the event:  

‘The daughter of the Duke of Norfolk, who is affianced to the Duke of Richmond, carried her train; and she had in her suite sixty young ladies, and was brought to Church, and brought back with the solemnities, or even more, which were used to the Queen (Katharine).

‘She has changed her name from Marchioness to Queen, and the preachers offered prayers to her by name.

‘All the world is astonished at it for it looks like a dream, and even those who take part in it know not whether to laugh or to cry.

‘The King is very watchful of the countenance of the people, and begs the lords to go and visit and make their court to the new Queen, whom he intends to have solemnly crowned after Easter, when he will have feastings and tournaments.’

Anne was feeling supremely confident. After years of unfulfilled promises, staunch opposition and prolonged uncertainty, she was finally Henry’s wife. It had been a long and difficult journey, but she was now reaping the rewards of her persistence and devotion. She was Henry’s Queen, and she carried his child in her womb. Her future was secure.
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Barges of all shapes and sizes choked the river, cannons boomed, drummers and musicians added to the cacophony; it was truly a sight to behold.

Visibly pregnant and sumptuously dressed, Anne boarded the royal barge with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. Not in her wildest dreams had she envisioned that a celebration this lavish would be held in her honour; but then, she couldn’t have imagined that one day she would be Queen of England. 

She was accompanied by the principal ladies in her court, but her entourage was so large that still more ladies had to follow in a second barge.

Directly ahead of Anne’s barge was a boat carrying a giant representation of Anne’s heraldic badge, a white falcon, crowned and perched triumphantly upon red and white roses growing from a golden tree stump, an emblem of the Plantagenet family. 

The symbolism represented Henry’s claim to both the Yorkist and Lancastrian line, with Anne’s falcon fiercely guarding that claim, and if God willed it, her son would secure it.

One ambassador described the scene, ‘Flags and bunting overall, hung with gold foil that glistened in the sun and with little bells that tinkled; the vessels were packed with musicians of every kind, and more cannon than seems safe on such a crowded waterway.’

Fifty elaborately decorated great barges of the London livery escorted by around 120 large craft and 200 smaller vessels left Billingsgate en route for Greenwich. 

The early summer sun bathed the river in dazzling sunlight, highlighting a shimmering path for the expansive flotilla to follow.

Having left Billingsgate behind, the fleet headed upriver, navigating a giant S-bend as it passed the royal dockyards at Deptford.

A little further on, people from the villages of Limehouse and Radcliffe had come down to the river bank to witness what must surely be the most incredible spectacle they would ever see.

These were the families of the shipwrights and craftsmen who proudly laboured to build the huge warships destined for Henry’s increasingly powerful Navy.

Drawing closer to the city, the vast array of vessels entered the stretch of the Thames known as the ‘Pool of London’, the furthest point ships with a deep draught could navigate up the river. 

It was normally a bustling hub of activity, with sailing ships disgorging their contents or being loaded with exports destined for the great cities of Europe.

Today, however, all such activity had been halted and the ships ordered to clear the main channel to allow a clear passage for Anne’s flotilla.

The trading vessels were moored along the processional route, forming an impromptu guard of honour and those ships which had cannons fired in salute as the royal barge glided past.

One observer described the Thames as a river of banners and pennants attached to masts, of silk and beaten gold, shining and shimmering in the sun, their ropes dressed in little taffeta flags.

All the way from Limehouse, a thousand and more guns were fir ed in salute. On both sides of the Thames, crowds were entertained by musicians playing tambourines, flutes, trumpets and oboes, harmonised with minstrel song and tinkling bells.

Rounding the final bend at Wapping, word was sent ahead to the Tower, alerting them to begin its own gun salute, firing four guns simultaneously. 

It seemed that every cannon in London was paying tribute to the future Queen. In all, over a thousand rounds were fired. The thunderous roar echoed across the city, shaking the foundations of even the strongest buildings and emphatically announcing the arrival of England’s new Queen.

Thomas Cromwell, Lord Chancellor of England and King Henry’s first secretary, was more than a little anxious that something might go wrong. With so many vessels crowded together, bumps and scrapes were unavoidable, and a catastrophe was a very real possibility. 

As the principal organiser, any blight on this auspicious occasion would reflect very badly on him and more to the point, Henry’s displeasure would be made abundantly clear.  

Rowing against the tide, it took the procession two hours to reach Greenwich.

The fleet was led by a light wherry in which had been constructed a mechanical dragon that could be made to move and belch flames of fire. With it were other small foists with figures of monsters and huge wild men, who threw blazing fireworks and uttered hideous cries.

Fire and wooden boats were a recipe for disaster, just another cause for concern for Secretary Cromwell, but he reckoned the risk to be worth it. 

The sheer magnificence of the spectacle was intended to bedazzle the people of London and impress upon them that without any shadow of a doubt, Henry's dear and well-beloved wife was their new Queen.

People came in their thousands to witness the grandest procession the city had ever seen. Speculation abounded on whether the good folk of London were there to recognise Anne as their rightful Queen, or if it was merely for the novelty and grandeur of the occasion.

Those who indulged in gossip declared themselves puzzled regarding the King’s infatuation with Anne, particularly when he had discarded her vivacious sister without a second thought.

Mary’s beauty was not shared in equal measure with her younger sister, but then Anne was blessed with rare qualities which shone amongst even the most illustrious company.

Dark beguiling eyes that flashed when they caught the light or in a display of tempestuous anger as the case may be. Sensual lips, slightly upturned at the corners, that could turn a sulky frown into a radiant smile in the blink of an eye.

The great wealth of luxuriant dark hair cascading down her back, seemingly too much for her slender frame to bear. 

Her soft, velvety voice, captivating when she chose to sing. Her grace, poise and presence, and her je ne sais quoi, as the French would say, an elusive quality that could not easily be described.

Not beautiful, they were quick to mention, and it was true, but she had something other than beauty, something that would have made itself known even if you pulled a sack over her head.

She needed to be worshipped, and Henry was more than happy to oblige.
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Claire started moving with the crowd as it edged towards the river. Everyone was trying to find the best vantage point, but she had no intention of being hemmed in for much longer. 

Keeping a careful watch for the loathsome serjeant, she mingled with the crowd, waiting for the chance to make her escape. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t long before an opportunity presented itself.

A wagon was going against the flow, having unloaded the barrels of wine it had brought into the city for the festivities, it was now trying to return to the warehouse for another load. 

The angry driver’s corpulent face had gone bright red from yelling and cursing at the crowd to get out of his way. He was flailing his whip, shouting at anyone unlucky enough to venture too close, as he urged his anxious horses to force a path along the crowded street.

As the wagon drew level with her, Claire abruptly turned around and fell into step close beside it. Using the wagon to shield her, she headed away from the river, in the opposite direction to everyone else.

Glancing behind her, she tried to spot the vile beast who wanted nothing more than to get his repugnant hands on her. The street was choked with people, making it nearly impossible to see more than a few yards in any direction. 

She was still scanning the faces of those around her when she felt a sudden pain in her arm, as an iron hard hand locked its grip around her wrist.

“Got you! Thought you could outsmart me, you little minx. Well, let's see how clever you are now!” 

She couldn’t believe that her worst fears had been realised. The horrible face confronting her belonged to the obnoxious serjeant of the watch and he was even more loathsome than she remembered.

He was grinning with a mouth full of rotten teeth that made him look positively malevolent, but it was the pure evil radiating from his beady black eyes that frightened her the most.

“I knew you’d try to use the wagon to get away, but I was catching more cunning knaves than you since before you was sucking on your mother’s teat. Stupid wench, you walked straight into my arms.”

Claire’s mind was racing. Surely she didn’t deserve this. She wanted to scream in frustration, but she knew she couldn’t afford to wallow in self-pity. If the serjeant got her locked away, he would make her life a living hell and she might very well disappear without a trace.

Her only chance was to do something now, while she was still on the street and could prevail on those around her for help.

It had been a precarious situation she had found herself in at their last encounter, but she had escaped his evil clutches on that occasion, and she would do everything she could to escape him again. 

It had been a very different setting, and her attacker had been well affected by ale, but on the spur of the moment, all she could think of was to try the same ploy which had worked so well last time.

Pretending to be resigned to her fate, Claire let her shoulders slump and bowed her head in resignation. 

The situation had escalated quickly, she would have liked to take some time to order her thoughts, but the longer she waited, the more difficult it was going to be. 

Surely there would be more guards close by—if her captor yelled for them to come to his aid, they would be by his side in a matter of moments.

Clearing her mind and ordering the sequence of events as she intended them to play out, she took a deep breath and let her body relax.

It was now or never. Feigning weakness, she let herself fall against her captor as if needing his support. 

“What are you playing at?”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, I feel faint.” She made her voice sound strained and weak, trying to add to the deception. Moving away from him was the natural thing to do, but as she regained her balance, she planted her feet and suddenly pulled him towards her. 

The look of surprise on his face was replaced with a sudden realisation of what she was about to do. 

Claire launched a kick aimed squarely between the serjeant’s legs, but what happened at their last encounter was firmly etched in his mind and he managed to twist away from her, causing the blow to strike him on the hip. 

“I’ve not been in my cups this time. You won’t be catching me unawares again, you little vixen. I’m going to enjoy teaching you a lesson, you can count on that!”

Tightening his grip on her arm, he started to drag her away, but Claire was desperate now and frantically tried to pull away from him.

She had to do something before he had her locked in chains. Once she was wearing manacles all was lost, but all she could do was cry for help.

“Help! Help! He’s attacking me.” Yelling at the top of her voice, Claire was genuinely frantic and afraid.

Those around her looked to see the source of the commotion, seeing that her cries were drawing attention she continued to scream in pain and fright.

“Scoundrel! Wretch! He won’t let me go. He’s hurting me! Help. Please help me!”

To the revellers around them it looked like a dishevelled drunken brute trying to force himself on a pretty young girl and it took little encouragement for them to come to her rescue.

Most of them had been enjoying the free wine and ale for some time and it looked like her ploy would work. Several bystanders moved to help the pretty young girl being attacked by the drunken wretch.

The serjeant was surrounded and could see that he would be overwhelmed in a matter of moments, but he had a few tricks up his sleeve as well.

“Stay back! She’s a witch, don't let her touch you! You’ll be cursed and spewing worms before nightfall. I’m a serjeant of the watch taking her to gaol. Stay back, I say.”

The effect was immediate. Witches were feared and despised by everyone. The merest mention of witchcraft sent a shiver down the spine of all honest, god-fearing folk.

All manner of illnesses and bad luck could be attributed to witches and no one in their right mind would try to help one escape from the arms of the law.

The crowd pulled away from her in horror, creating a circle of fear that was growing bigger by the moment. 

Claire cried in desperation, “He’s lying! I’m no witch. He’s an evil wretch...’

A sharp blow to the back of her head from the serjeant’s cudgel plunged her world into darkness, and she slumped to the ground, helpless and compliant.

With the witch safely subdued, the crowd began to disperse. There was still plenty of free ale to be had and the celebration continued with most people barely sparing a glance at the young woman being carted off by the King’s guard.
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The first thing she noticed was the stench. It was pervasive, almost a physical thing. Her head was foggy, and she felt confused, but the foul smell overrode all her senses, making it difficult to order her thoughts. 

Her head was pounding, but apart from that she didn’t know where she was and couldn’t remember how she got here.

She lay still for a few moments, trying to make sense of her surroundings. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as they seemed, but try as she might, she couldn’t help being overcome with a feeling of dread.

She surveyed the floor around her and found herself lying amongst the filth and slime in a dark cell with cold stone walls and a stinking overflowing bucket for a privy. 

The room had no windows, but the door was open, and a faint, insipid light leaked through the opening.

Slowly sitting up, she found that she felt dizzy and light-headed, with a painful lump on the back of her head.

If she didn’t know better, she would have thought she was in a gaol, but surely that couldn’t be possible. Gaol... the serjeant! Oh no, it all came flooding back. He must have hit her on the head and knocked her senseless and now she was in prison!

Her worst fears were realised, but she forced herself to remain calm. There was nothing to be gained by mindless panic. For the moment she seemed to be safe, but how long would that last? 

Slowly rising to her feet, she felt dizzy, but stood still until her head stopped spinning and she felt steady enough to stop leaning against the wall. 

How could this be happening to her? What had she done to deserve this? Her emotions were threatening to overwhelm all her good sense. 

Forcing herself to clear her head and take stock of her situation, she knew that it was going to take more than a good measure of luck if she was going to get out of this foul place.

Had they searched her when she was unconscious? She had hidden pockets sewn into her dress, but it was a common practice, surely the gaolers would be aware of it. 

Running her hands along the seams of her kirtle, she felt for the coins which she had hidden in case of dire need. Being held prisoner in a stinking, vermin-infested gaol was not a possibility she had planned for, but she prayed that the coins had not been discovered.

Her heart was pounding as her fingers ran along the seam and probed for the lumps created by the money hidden inside. 

Relief flooded through her veins as she felt the coins still safely concealed within the hem.

Next she checked the hidden pocket in her dress for the knife that Will had given her. 

It had already saved her life once and she carried it with her everywhere. It could prove to be invaluable in a place like this, and she was heartened to find that it too was still in place.

The coins only amounted to a modest sum, but hopefully it might be enough to bribe a guard and gain her release. But she was getting ahead of herself. First, she had to see what lay in store outside the confines of this cell.

Steeling her resolve, she took a deep breath and cautiously made her way over to the doorway. Gingerly poking her head out, she looked up and down the corridor but could see no one else in sight. 

The cell she was occupying was one of many opening off both sides of a central corridor, but she couldn’t see or hear anyone in her vicinity, so she risked venturing towards the opening which had light streaming in from outside.

Lifting her skirts and treading carefully through the muck and sludge covering the floor, she reached the end of the corridor without incident and stopped to see which way she should go now.

She could turn left or right, but to her left was a woman sitting on a small wooden stool who beckoned for her to come in her direction. 

The woman didn’t appear threatening, and in any event, Claire didn’t really have a choice. She could go back to her cell, but she had to come out eventually, so she reasoned that it was best to get the ordeal over and done with.

Moving tentatively towards the seated woman, Claire tried to gauge her demeanour. She didn’t appear to have any malicious intentions, but she was in gaol for a reason, best to keep a safe distance between them.

“Don’t be afraid, deary. I won’t hurt you. I've been waiting for you to wake up. My name is Betty.”

Claire considered herself a good judge of character. Being a healer had given her the opportunity to study human behaviour in all its forms, and her instincts told her that she could trust this woman.  

It was hard to determine Betty’s age—she could be anywhere between twenty and forty. She had a kind face, from what could be seen beneath the grime, but it was her emerald green eyes that held Claire’s attention. They were the deepest green, but they seemed to contain kindness, empathy and understanding, at least that was Claire’s first impression.

It seemed that this woman had lived a hard life. Her face told a story of poverty and hardship, but also of determination and resilience. You could consider yourself fortunate to have this woman as your friend.  

“My name is Claire. Can you tell me where I am?”

“Why this is Newgate, deary. You must have done something awful to end up in here.”

It was more of a question than a statement, but Claire needed a friend, so she decided to be as forthcoming as she considered advisable.

“Well, my mind is still a little clouded, but I think I’m supposed to be a witch.” 

“Oh, that seems unlikely, but it certainly covers a multitude of sins, doesn’t it?”

“Do you know how I got here? I was knocked senseless and have no memory of recent events.”

“No, I’m sure you don’t. You were carried in by a serjeant of the guard and a couple of his men. He’s a nasty piece of work, make no mistake. You’d do well not to cross him.”

“It’s a little late for that, I’m afraid. We’ve crossed paths before and suffice to say that his intentions were not entirely honourable. He expressed himself most forcefully, but I declined his advances with an equally forceful kick between his legs.”

Betty burst into laughter, exposing some missing teeth. “I’d like to have seen that, but now we know why you’re a witch.”

“Is there some way I can get a message to someone outside?”

“You can do most things if you can pay for it.” Betty gave Claire’s dress a meaningful look.

She was wearing one of Anne’s castoffs. It was a rich blue velvet, and had originally been trimmed with ermine, but Claire had taken off the fur, as it was far too costly for someone of her lowly station to be wearing. 

Nevertheless, it still looked elegant and extremely ostentatious in its current surroundings. 

Claire had thought Anne’s coronation celebration warranted her wearing something special, but if she’d known how the day would end, she would certainly have chosen something much more practical.

“I know how it must look, but I’m only a servant. I possess no great wealth.”

“If you’re only a servant, you must belong in the Queen’s household!” Betty gave a chuckle, to imply that she was jesting.

Claire looked uncomfortable and didn’t respond. After a few moments of awkward silence Betty blurted out, “You do belong in the Queen’s household!”

Claire simply nodded as she cast her eyes around to make sure that no one could overhear their conversation.

“That would explain why you're not allowed any visitors.”

“How do you know that?” Claire was alarmed to learn of this new development.

“I overheard the gaolers arguing with the serjeant who brought you in. They were none too happy with something that he told them. I couldn’t hear everything that passed between them, but it must have been your connection with the new Queen that caused such consternation. They didn’t want anything to do with you. They didn’t even search you before they threw you into that cell.”

“I fear that my connection with the new Queen will not help me. She doesn’t even know where I am, nobody does.” 

“Well, all you have to do is send a message to someone in authority, preferably the Queen, and you’ll be released immediately.”

“I hope so, but I have a feeling that it’s not going to be that easy.”

“Do you have some money? It should be a simple matter if you can pay a messenger.”

Claire was too shrewd to reveal how many coins she had to someone she had just met inside Newgate; instead, she replied with a question of her own: “How much is it likely to cost?”

Betty looked thoughtful and took a few moments to consider her reply. 

“Normally it would be a modest sum, but they’ll take one look at that dress and the fee will double, then there’s the matter of the recipient. It could be a considerable amount when all is said and done.” 

“I feared as much, but perhaps I don’t need to seek the help of the Queen. The coronation is tomorrow, it would be impossible to get anywhere near her in any event.”

“Is there someone else you can appeal to?”

“I have a friend who works for Lord Cromwell. He may be able to intervene on my behalf.”

“Lord Cromwell!” Betty shook her head in disbelief. “How did you end up in here with friends like that?”

Ignoring that question, Claire replied, “I foolishly tempted fate by putting myself in harm's way. The coronation celebrations were an opportunity I couldn’t resist, but my judgement has been found wanting of late. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Never mind, deary. We’ll see what we can do to get you out of here, but we’re going to need some help.”

“I’d be grateful for anything you do on my behalf. I’ll do everything I can to repay your kindness once I’m out of here.”

“Easier said than done, my lovely, but we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I know you’re on your guard, and so you should be, but it’s going to take money to pay for the favours you’ll need to gain your release. Do you have any coin you can use to befriend the guards?”

Claire was still reluctant to reveal how much money she had with her, but she didn’t want to spend a minute longer in this hellhole than she had to. 

Her instincts told her that Betty could be trusted, but she wasn’t going to play all her cards at once. She decided to keep some things to herself and only disclose as much as was strictly necessary.

“I have a few coins, but I fear it will not be enough. Could I trade my skills as a healer in exchange for the help I need?”

“You’re a healer? I wasn’t expecting that, but it could make all the difference. Lord knows there are plenty of souls in here who could use your help, but most of them don’t have a penny to their name.”

“No matter, I’ll do what I can and accept favours in return if they don’t have the coin. Hopefully goodwill and kindness will be enough to gain my freedom.”

Betty looked doubtful, but didn’t voice her misgivings.

“Well, we can only try, but we’d best get started. Let’s get you acquainted with your new home, and we’ll meet some people who might be able to help you.”

“Can we go wherever we want?”

“For the most part. Some folk are more privileged than others, but you’ll soon learn the way of things.”

Claire sincerely hoped that she wouldn’t be here long enough to ‘learn the way of things’, but paid close attention to everything that Betty had to say, nevertheless.
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Anne arrived at the Tower under an almost continuous barrage of cannon fire. Stepping ashore, a path was cleared for the official party to proceed to the King’s Bridge. 

Henry, as ancient tradition dictated, had stayed out of sight, but awaited his new Queen at the private postern gate (now in the Byward Tower) by the waterside, and showed his happiness by greeting her with a kiss, much to the delight of the assembled crowd. 

Tower officials and heralds led the royal couple to the royal apartments. Before entering, Anne turned back to thank everyone present, and the citizens remained, continuing to enjoy the celebration and making a great melody. 

The once splendid royal apartments to the south of the White Tower had recently been rejuvenated with extensive renovations bringing the rooms back to their former glory in preparation for the lavish celebrations. The King had ordered the refurbishment of his own rooms and the remodelling of a suite of chambers for Anne.

In addition, the lodgings over St Thomas’s Tower had been largely rebuilt to accommodate the King’s chief household officers and the kitchens had been overhauled in order to provide the enormous amounts of food required for the sumptuous feasting.

From the outside, the most dramatic alteration was the addition of onion-shaped domes on the top of the White Tower, creating the iconic silhouette that would still be recognisable five hundred years later.

The royal couple spent the next two days in the King’s recently renovated private apartments, enjoying the celebration and partaking in the time-honoured rituals associated with such an auspicious occasion. 

During the celebrations in the Tower, eighteen Knights of the Bath were created, many with strong connections to Anne or her Howard relatives. They included John Tyndale, Francis Weston and Francis Hastings.

There was a great deal of gossip and title-tattle around Hastings’ nomination. His mother, Anne Stafford, Countess of Huntingdon, was rumoured to have been a mistress to the King. 

Her husband evidently believed the gossip to be true, responding with outraged indignation by sending her to a convent; her brother showed his displeasure by leaving court, refusing to stay under Henry’s roof. 

If Henry was concerned about the scandal, he gave no indication. His customary discretion when it came to his private affairs was unusual in an age where most monarchs were boastful of their manly virility.

The eighteen men being inducted into the Order of the Bath participated in a ceremony which had barely changed for hundreds of years. It took place the day after Anne arrived at the Tower, on Friday, the 30th of May 1533.

All the knights being inducted into the Order attended a formal dinner before being led to their chambers in the White Tower. Once they were in their rooms, they undressed and underwent a ritual purification through a ceremonial bathing.

Tradition dictated that each knight be in the bath when the King made his entrance. A formal exchange of vows would culminate with the King dipping his fingers into the water and making a sign of the cross upon the man’s naked back. 

After the short ceremony, the knight would be dried and then dressed, before resting in preparation for the long night ahead.

When all the knights had taken their vows, they were summoned by a bell to process to the ancient chapel of St John. 

Inside the chapel they would find waiting for them their new armour and insignia. All night, they would stay inside the chapel, keeping vigil near the high altar, until daybreak, when they would emerge as Knights of the Bath, prepared to defend their King and country against any and all enemies and adversaries.

On Saturday, the 31st of May, the day before Anne’s coronation, there was a magnificent coronation procession from the Tower of London to Westminster Hall. The event was intended to begin at two in the afternoon, but the start was delayed by nearly three hours. 

The procession was two and half miles long and took a great deal longer to assemble than had originally been planned.

Initially the barons had been placed in front of the earls, a maid had fainted and then a horse had bolted when some bunting had blown down. It had been a disorderly shambles that seemed to take forever to sort itself out.

Thankfully, the exasperated marshals were finally able to create some semblance of order from amongst the chaos and the procession was able to begin.

The spectacle was intended to be a resounding affirmation that Anne was beyond question England’s legitimate queen. 

As the undisputed wife of the King, it was also an acknowledgment that she would soon give birth to the heir to the throne of England.

There were six customary points for pageants on route through the city and all these plus three additional locations had been beautifully decorated in honour of Anne. 

Henry was demonstrating that his love for Anne far exceeded anything he had felt for Katharine; this celebration was far more lavish than his first wife’s coronation ceremony.

Leading the procession were four hundred gentlemen, walking in pairs. Most notable among them were the men of the French ambassador’s household, acknowledging Anne’s strong connection with France.

The gentlemen of the King’s Privy Household came next, then nine judges wearing scarlet velvet. 

Following them came the newly created Knights of the Bath, adorned with scarlet robes and hoods of miniver.

High-ranking churchmen came next, followed by marquesses, earls, then barons, all mounted on horseback.

Directly behind this group was Henry’s subservient Lord Chancellor, Thomas Audley, who rode alone. Many people thought it was because no one was prepared to ride next to the morally unprincipled former Speaker of the House of Commons, but protocol was the only reason.

The Archbishop of York accompanied the Venetian ambassador, while the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, rode next to the French ambassador.

Then came the group that everyone had been waiting for. Processing in front of Anne was the Mayor of the City of London, Master Christopher Askew often referred to as the ‘draper mayor’ because he was a member of the Worshipful Company of Drapers. He was carrying the ceremonial mace, a symbol denoting protection of the Queen.

Following him was Anne’s Uncle, Lord William Howard, just twenty-three years old, who was deputising for his half-brother, Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk and Deputy Earl Marshal of England. 

Both he and Anne’s brother, George Boleyn, were in France on a diplomatic mission for the King. Riding beside Lord Howard was Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, acting as High Constable of England. 
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Anne was dressed as a radiant bride in a white cloth of gold gown, with a mantle of the same cloth, trimmed with ermine. On her head was a coif made of white silk in the French style, decorated with a circlet of rich stones and cross barred with gold cord and edged with passement; her beautiful long hair hung loose to her waist and was adorned with an exquisite gold coronet. 

She was carried in a litter of white satin, draped with white cloth of gold inside and out. 

A canopy of cloth of gold, decorated with gilt statues and silver bells was carried above her by the four wardens of the Cinque Ports; then came her own palfrey, also trapped in white. 

Following the Queen were her chamberlain, Lord Borough, and her master of the horses, William Coffin. 

Behind them were twelve ladies attired in crimson velvet, then two carriages, one white and one red, followed by thirty gentlewomen on horseback, this time in black velvet.

These were followed by the King’s guard in two files, one on each side of the street and lastly, all the servants of the court in the livery of their masters or mistresses.

Claire should have been in this last group, but those that knew her were oblivious to her fate. It was assumed she had been called away to attend on someone gravely ill and desperately in need of her healing skills. 

Her reputation had spread far and wide and it was not unusual for a message to arrive in the middle of the night, begging for her to come with all speed to aid someone at death’s door.

It could be days before anyone began to wonder where she was, but even then, there was no way of knowing what had become of her. 

As Anne’s procession travelled along the major streets of the city, crowds lined the route, but despite enjoying the plentiful free wine on offer, there was a decided lack of enthusiasm on display.

Anne was greeted by the Lord Mayor of London and other high-ranking officials before travelling to the north-west of the Tower, soon arriving at Fenchurch Street, where she was entertained by children performing in a pageant dressed as English and French merchants.

Passing Tower Hill, Anne couldn’t help but feel a shiver of unease. Even though the severed heads of villains, miscreants and those convicted of treason had been removed, it still sent a chill down her spine.

Moving further down the street, Anne stopped to watch another costly and spectacular pageant. Sponsored by the merchants of the Steelyard and designed by the celebrated artist, Holbein,it featured the God Apollo, surrounded by the muses, who presented Anne with gifts. 

Continuing down Gracechurch Street, the procession halted at Leadenhall Street for another spectacle; a mock castle, adorned with red and white roses, signifying the Houses of Lancaster and York, and a falcon, clearly referencing Anne’s badge.

More symbolism depicted an angel wearing armour, descending to crown the falcon. Heaven smiling on Anne’s elevation to the nobility.

The coronation procession continued with many sights and entertainments held on raised scaffolds for the benefit of the soon to be Queen. All the guilds were present, standing in their best liveries and the initials ‘HA’, interlaced in a love knot, were displayed everywhere. 

Some people, their judgement clearly impaired by the abundance of ale on offer, thought it amusing to mock the HA and turn it into a laugh, HA HA HA. 

They wouldn’t be laughing if the King’s guard or sheriff's men heard them and hauled them off to gaol, but the constables couldn’t be everywhere and so the drunken disrespect went unchecked.

Anne’s procession left the city via Ludgate. The route took her down the Strand to reach Charing Cross, where the royal stables of Whitehall Palace were sited. From there she turned down King Street and headed southward, passing the Palace of Whitehall, under the Holbein Gate and on to Westminster. Here, Anne was finally able to leave the crowds behind as she was received into Westminster Hall.

With her coronation procession completed, Anne quietly departed through the back of the Old Palace of Whitehall to take a barge downstream. Henry was waiting for her just half a mile away at the Palace of Whitehall. The next day would be a truly momentous occasion; it was the day Anne Boleyn would finally be crowned Queen of England.
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Inside Westminster Abbey, all was in readiness for the arrival of the woman who would walk in as a marquess but leave as a Queen.

The highest-ranking nobles in the kingdom were assembled, with a few exceptions, to witness the crowning of England’s new Queen. Regal music flooded the cavernous vaults, nervous clergy made last-minute preparations, as a choir of angelic voices added to the solemnity of the occasion.

St Edward’s Chair had been draped in cloth of gold. For the first time in English history, the King’s wife was being crowned as joint monarch, not just as a queen consort.

As Anne stood waiting to enter, her gaze was fixed resolutely forward, but her heart felt like it might fail her at any moment. 

Her conflicting emotions—apprehension, excitement, triumph—were barely contained behind a practised facade of composure.

Having waited for what seemed like half a lifetime, her destiny was now literally in sight.

Very few souls were anointed by God to rule upon this earth. Anne prayed that whatever may come to pass from this day forward, she would possess the strength and determination to bear this enormous responsibility with grace, wisdom and dignity.

Just four days earlier, Thomas Cranmer, the recently appointed Archbishop of Canterbury, proclaimed the validity of Henry and Anne’s marriage. 

This proclamation at Lambeth Palace, was the result of a secret enquiry carried out by the archbishop following the ruling of the special court set up at Dunstable Priory, to hear the case for the annulment of Henry VIII’s first marriage to Katharine of Aragon.

Given everything that had occurred in the preceding years, it was hardly surprising that the court had fallen into line with Henry’s wishes and dissolved the marriage.

On the 5th of April 1533, Convocation had already determined that Pope Julius II should never have granted a dispensation for Henry to marry Katharine, his brother’s widow. 

By default, this conveniently meant that the current Pope, Clement VII, had no power to dispense a ruling on the matter.

This proclamation was confirmation that the King’s second marriage was true and valid, and that the child Anne was carrying in her womb was Henry’s legitimate heir. 

*****
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SUNDAY, 1ST OF JUNE 1533 was Whitsun, the Christian holy day of Pentecost. 

Anne was escorted from Westminster Hall to St. Peter’s Abbey in an impressive procession of high-ranking nobles and clergy. 

All the monks of Westminster were present in rich copes of gold, followed by thirteen mitred abbots, and after them all the King’s chapel in rich copes with four bishops and two mitred archbishops, and all the lords dressed in their parliamentary robes.

After the procession of the lower-ranking nobles, the Marquis of Dorset and the Earl of Arundel entered bearing the sceptre and the rod of ivory, symbols of royal power. 

Then came the Earl of Oxford, carrying Edward the Confessor’s crown, followed by the lord high steward, the earl marshal’s deputy and then the most important person of all, the soon to be Queen, Anne.

The ceremony unfolded with meticulous precision, the rites and rituals dating back centuries and performed with great reverence and solemnity. 

Anne looked every inch the Queen she was about to become, dressed in a kirtle of crimson velvet and a robe of purple velvet, both decorated with ermine.

On her head she was adorned with a rich coronet decorated with a cap of pearls and an array of precious stones.

Her robe was held up by the Bishops of London and Winchester, and the train by Anne’s step-grandmother, Agnes Howard, the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk, with Lord Burgh, the Queen’s chamberlain, supporting the train in the middle.

It had originally been intended that Anne’s aunt, Elizabeth Howard (sister of Henry VII’s Queen, Elizabeth of York) should help carry the train, but she refused to have anything to do with Anne. She loathed her husband, Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, and anyone associated with him. Their daughter Mary, who had married the King’s illegitimate son Henry Fitzroy, against her wishes, was given her place instead. 

After her followed ten ladies looking resplendent in robes of scarlet trimmed with ermine and round coronets of gold on their heads; following after them, the Queen’s maids in exquisite gowns of scarlet, edged with Baltic fur.

As with her procession through the city the previous day, her canopy was carried by the four lords of the Cinque Ports.

Moving in solemn procession, Anne passed through the quire where the voices of the boys and gentlemen of the King’s Chapel and the monks of Westminster rose in an angelic exaltation of ‘Anna Regina.’

In front of her, the high altar was resplendent in shimmering gold, while to the north of the altar, the tombs of three mediaeval knights, lying in repose, added their stately dignity to the occasion.

Anne stopped to rest for a short time on a chair, before following ancient tradition and prostrating herself in front of the great altar. Given her pregnancy, protocol had been relaxed slightly, so she respectfully lowered herself to her knees before reaching forward with her arms in front of her, stretching out until her forehead touched the cold stone of the cathedral floor.

Two of her ladies then stepped forward and helped her rise to her feet. Slowly walking towards the high altar, the same ladies aided Anne’s ascension until she was standing in front of the two-hundred-year-old wooden coronation chair of King Edward.

Thomas Cranmer and William Boston, the Abbot of Westminster, then stepped forward. In his left hand, Cranmer carried the golden eagle-shaped ampulla containing the sacred oil and in his right hand, the golden spoon into which the oil would be poured before it was used to anoint Anne. 

He extended his right hand to bless the oil, making the sign of the cross as he prayed over it, 

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus, Sancti Amen.”

He then poured oil from the spoon first upon Anne’s hands, then her forehead and finally her chest, making the sign of the cross each time.

Having been anointed with holy oil, Anne turned to face the congregation—there was only one thing left to do. She was guided to the throne, where her ladies arranged her robes and seated her with special care. Archbishop Cranmer raised the crown for all to see, before reverently lowering it onto her head.

The sovereign’s two sceptres were brought forward on velvet cushions. The Sceptre of Gold was placed in her right hand and the Rod of Ivory delivered into her left, as strains of Te Deum echoed around the Abbey in celebration.

It was done. Anne was the crowned and anointed Queen of England.
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A solemn mass was then celebrated with the liturgy, sung in Latin. The newly crowned Queen stepped forth twice to kneel before the high altar—the first time to make an offering and the second to receive the blessed sacrament from the Archbishop of Canterbury.

This done, she sat down again and was then presented with the symbols of her new sovereignty—golden spurs denoting chivalry, the orb representing Christ’s rule over the world and a ring, placed on her finger, signifying her marriage to England.

From beginning to end, the ceremony had taken several hours, and Anne was on the point of physical exhaustion, but there was one more thing Anne wanted to do.

With the assistance of the ladies attending her and with bishops and abbots accompanying her, Anne made her way behind the great altar, to the shrine of St. Edward the Confessor.

She prayed most fervently that she would be a worthy Queen, reigning with wisdom and compassion and most importantly, for the safe delivery of a healthy baby boy. 

Anne then retired for a brief rest, after which the procession returned to Westminster Hall, with the newly crowned Queen supported by her father and Lord Talbot.

Upon her return to the palace, Anne breathed a sigh of relief. The weight of the crown was more than a physical thing; gold and jewels could easily be borne, the weight of expectation and the burden of history yet to be written was a far greater burden.

She took the opportunity to relax and regain her strength while the celebratory feast was prepared.

Finally for Anne, after a gruelling seven years of uncertainty, speculation and unrelenting pressure, she was Queen of England. Set above all others and witnessed by God himself—only death could remove her.

A sumptuous banquet was staged after the coronation in Westminster Hall, with the eight hundred guests served up to thirty dishes at each course, along with, as one guest described them, ‘subtleties and ships made of wax, gorgeous to behold’. 

Anne sat on the King’s throne at a high marble table on the dais, elevated to be twelve steps high, so everyone present could admire their new Queen. 

As protocol required, Henry was absent from both the coronation ceremony and the celebration banquet which followed it.

For all the magnificence and lavish celebrations carefully orchestrated by Cromwell, Henry was still dissatisfied. 

Despite the opulent ceremonies, the extravagant pageants and vast amounts of money that had been spent to validate Anne’s Queenship, she was not well received by the people.

They still held Henry’s first Queen, Katharine of Aragon, in their hearts and that wasn’t about to change because of some free wine and pageants in the street.
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On the 23rd of May 1533, less than a week before Anne’s grand coronation celebrations began, Frances Brandon, the elder daughter of Mary Tudor, the King’s younger sister, and Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, married the young Henry Grey, Marquess of Dorset. 

King Henry was the principal guest of honour, but Anne did not attend. 

Even though Anne had first met Mary Tudor in 1514, when she had been one of her ladies-in-waiting at the French court, now their roles were reversed. 

At the age of eighteen, Princess Mary had been sent to France to marry the fifty-two-year-old King Louis VII of France, and a young Anne Boleyn had come from the court of Margaret of Austria to serve her. 

Mary was married to the elderly French King for just eighty-two days before he died. King Henry sent his best friend, Charles Brandon, to France to bring his sister home with the strict instruction not to form any romantic attachment with her. 

Even before she went to France Mary was besotted with Charles and had come to an arrangement with her brother that if she married who he chose for her the first time, she would be free to marry whoever she wished thereafter. 

Having recently become a widow, Mary begged Charles to marry her. Risking King Henry’s displeasure he obliged her, and they returned to England as a married couple.

Henry had been furious, claiming that no arrangement had been made with his sister and even though he was the King’s best friend, Charles came very close to losing his head. 

Only by imploring Cardinal Wulcy to intervene on their behalf and pacify the King were they allowed back at the English court. They were forced to pay an enormous fine, but eventually Henry and Charles restored their friendship, and they had remained firm friends ever since.

The King’s sister had made it abundantly clear from the outset that she did not approve of Anne becoming Henry’s new wife, and they now avoided each other, only attending the same events when required by protocol.

Sensitive to her fractious relationship with her sister-in-law, Anne thought it best not to attend the ceremony.

For her part, Mary Tudor had never been concerned about upsetting Anne and frequently let her feelings be known, publicly voicing her displeasure with her brother’s new wife. 

Just over a year earlier, on the 23rd of April 1532, having once again spoken out against Anne, an incident occurred between a group of her husband’s men and some men from the house of Anne’s uncle, the Duke of Norfolk.

The fracas led to the murder of William Peninthum, a servant of Brandon, at Westminster Abbey. Records from the time give the following account:

At the moment of his arrival at the Court, one of the chief gentlemen in the service of said Duke of Norfolk, with twenty followers, assaulted and killed in the sanctuary of Westminster, Sir William Peninthum, chief gentlemen and kinsmen of the Duke of Suffolk.

In consequence of this, the whole Court was in an uproar, and had the Duke of Suffolk been there, it is supposed a serious affray would have taken place.

On hearing of what had happened, he (Suffolk) was on his way to remove the assailants by force from the sanctuary, when the King sent the Treasurer, [Thomas Cromwell] to him, and made him return, and has adjusted the affair; and this turmoil displeased him.

It is said to have been caused by a private quarrel, but I am assured it was owing to opprobrious language uttered against Madame Anne by his Majesty’s sister, the Duchess of Suffolk, Queen Dowager of France. The affair of the divorce becomes daily more difficult.

Just over a month after her daughter’s marriage, at the age of thirty-seven, Mary Tudor, died at the family residence, Westhorpe Hall, in Suffolk.  

Her body was embalmed and lay in state at Westhorpe Hall for three weeks, with hundreds of candles burning night and day.

Mary had been a controversial figure at times. She was close to her brother, rather tempestuous and unafraid to make her feelings known. 

She had been good friends with Katharine of Aragon and consequently hated Anne Boleyn with a passion.

As an English princess, daughter of a king, and a dowager Queen of France, Mary’s funeral was conducted with great heraldic ceremony.

Her eldest daughter, Lady Frances, served as chief mourner, accompanied by her siblings and husband, the Marquis of Dorset.  

A grand funeral procession took place, featuring French heralds, clergy, nobility, and one hundred poor men bearing torches.

Grand funerals for prominent people required a spectacle in keeping with their status. A large procession, sometimes with hundreds of torchbearers, demonstrated the wealth, influence and social standing of the deceased.

The lit torches symbolised light guiding the soul, but they were also seen as an act of charity, or alms giving from beyond the grave. The needy people who carried the torches were often supplied with new clothes, such as black gowns and hoods, as well as money or food, providing much needed income for the poor.

Mary was laid to rest in a splendid alabaster tomb, in Bury St. Edmund’s Abbey. 

On the same day, Archbishop Cranmer and the court at Dunstable found Henry VIII’s marriage to Katharine to be null and void. 

His marriage to Anne was declared valid just the day before the Coronation festivities were due to begin on the 28th of May 1533.
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Claire was feeling bewildered and more than a little scared. One minute she had been on the streets of London, enjoying the coronation celebrations and the next she had woken up in a stinking jail cell.

Her head felt like it had been kicked by a plough horse and she was finding it difficult to make sense of what Betty was telling her.

Forcing herself to concentrate, she managed to hear that when a prisoner was delivered to Newgate, they were held down by two truncheon officers, while another two searched their pockets, claiming six pence each as a privilege of their office.

Betty told Claire that in all her time inside these walls, she was the only person she’d seen who hadn’t been searched. It was unheard of, but no doubt her royal connections had something to do with that.

Still, it didn't mean she would be shown any further special treatment and listening to her new friend, it seemed she had a lot to learn and not much time to do it in.

If Betty was to be believed, Newgate was a hive of bribery, vice and corruption - and Claire believed her.

She learnt that after the keepers collected their dues, it was the turn of the gaolers. It was accepted practice to charge a fee for visitors to see family and friends and also to claim a portion of any food or ale that was brought into the gaol.

They would also use underhand means to extort fees by subjecting prisoners to a range of abuses, such as restraining inmates indefinitely in irons, the stocks, or in solitary confinement as a form of torture until the prisoner paid to be released.

Extortion wasn’t just confined to the guards and warders, it actually started at the very top.

Officially the sheriff or keeper was appointed by the London Court of Alderman, although appointment holders often sublet their office to the highest bidder.

This practice of subletting the prison was illegal but was widespread, nevertheless.

Those who purchased the position of gaol keeper saw it as a lucrative opportunity to make themselves comfortably rich.

Gaol keepers and all those who worked under them could make a small fortune by extorting prisoners and their visitors for profit. For as long as anyone could remember it had been customary for a gaoler to charge each prisoner four pence upon their release, but the gaolers at Newgate had earned a notorious reputation for their unscrupulous tyranny.

“There are three main wards,” Betty continued, introducing Claire to Newgate.

“The master’s side is for those who can afford to pay for their own food and tolerable living conditions. The common side is for those who are poor and destitute, such as myself, and the press yard is for special inmates.” 

“What do you have to do to be a special inmate?”

“It covers a multitude of crimes. They can be heretics, thieves, murderers ... or witches.”

Betty paused to gauge Claire’s reaction to learning that she was a ‘special inmate’ but was heartened to see that it didn’t seem to cause any apparent distress. 

Continuing with her lesson, Betty explained that even though they were in London, there were prisoners from all over the country, from all walks of life, held within Newgate’s walls. 

“The authorities often use Newgate as a holding place for special prisoners who have been transported to London for crimes against the Crown. It seems that special prisoners can only be tried in London.”  

Claire was starting to get the impression that being a ‘special prisoner’ wasn’t going to work in her favour, but she would just have to deal with that as best she could.

It seemed that she was caught in a nightmare she couldn’t wake up from. It was taking all her self-control not to collapse into a sobbing mess, but the last few years had taught her that showing weakness was to be avoided at all costs, so she maintained her composure, even though she knew it was held together by the thinnest of threads.

Claire soon found herself rubbing shoulders with debtors, thieves, murderers and the very worst society had to offer.

She wasn’t the only person charged with witchcraft. Superstition, gossip and hearsay were all the evidence required to accuse a woman of being a witch. 

Anyone could claim that a curse had been placed on them. 

Likewise, bad luck, circumstance or ill chance could all be blamed on a witch. 

A cooking accident, a kick from a horse or chickens that had stopped laying were just a few of the things that could be construed as witchcraft, particularly if you had an axe to grind.

It was an easy way to settle a dispute or end a long-running feud and, more often than not, the witch was found guilty and sentenced to be burned at the stake. 

.

“You’re going to get a lot of attention. Not just because you’re a new arrival, that dress makes you look like a duchess. 

Be on your guard and try not to be caught alone, there are villains in here with nothing to lose. They’ll slit your throat as soon as smile at you.”

“How will I manage that? You’re the only person I know.”

“You’re going to make some new friends. You weren’t fibbing when you said that you’re a healer, were you?”

“No, not at all. I’ve treated rich and poor, high and low born, all manner of folk, with all manner of ailments.”

Claire didn’t want to boast that she’d even had occasion to discuss treatments with the King. She doubted Betty would believe her anyway, best to demonstrate her ability by treating those who most needed her help.

“That’s good. There’s hardly a person in here not suffering some malady or affliction. Barely a day goes by that some poor soul doesn’t succumb to gaol fever. Your skills are going to be in great demand.”

Betty hadn’t been jesting when she said that Claire should expect to be the centre of attention. All eyes turned to look at the rich, attractive, young woman wherever she went.

Claire didn’t want the other prisoners thinking she was better than she was, but Betty told her it was the only reason she was being left alone. 

“The gaolers had a fearsome argument with the serjeant when you first arrived. I couldn’t hear everything that was said, but now I understand it was because you have very powerful friends.”

“That’s not much use if they don’t know where I am.”

“True enough, and if I’m not mistaken, the serjeant didn’t want any record of your arrival.”

“I’ll bet he didn’t, but I’m here now, so he must have got his way.”

“He very nearly didn’t, but in the end, he passed over some coins to sway the outcome.”

“So no one knows that I’m in Newgate, is that what you’re telling me?”

“I can’t be sure, but that’s the way it seemed to me. Still, it’s not all bad news. We’ve never had a duchess in here before, so you’re quite the novelty.”

“You know I’m no duchess.”

“I do, but they don’t and that’s the way we want it to stay.”

They had walked into an outdoor yard open to the sky, but the smell was scarcely less nauseous and the muck under their feet was thick and slippery with all manner of filth. 

The yard was crowded with women, many of whom appeared to be poor wretches dressed as scarecrows, their clothing little better than rags. 

Some seemed to be well affected by ale, while others stared sightlessly at the cold stone walls starving them of freedom.

Even worse, Claire was stunned to see small children clinging to their mother’s skirts, while others sat disconsolately in the muck, too lethargic to play.  

“Why are there children in here?” Claire blurted the question without conscious thought.

“If they have no family or friends on the outside who are willing to look after them, their mothers have no choice but to bring them in here whilst they serve their sentence.”

“That’s disgraceful. How can this be tolerated?”

“You might be surprised what’s tolerated in here, but one thing at a time. There are a couple of people I’d like you to meet.

Betty headed towards two women who were standing slightly apart from the rest. Their clothes were slightly less soiled, but their faces looked thin and drawn.

“Claire, these are my friends Joan and Ester. You can trust them to watch out for you, but you still need to be careful—there are nasty scoundrels all around that will take advantage the moment you turn your back.”

Claire noticed immediately that the two ladies were both with child, but they appeared weak and pale. She didn’t have to be a healer to know they weren’t getting enough to eat.

Joan’s belly was only just beginning to show, but Ester’s pregnancy was well advanced, she was around six months along in Claire’s estimation.

The two ladies seemed to be surprised to be in the presence of someone clearly from the upper classes and were unsure what was expected of them. Ester affected a clumsy curtsy, and Joan hastily copied her awkward attempt.

“There’s no need for any formality. I’m nobody of importance.” Claire tried to put them at ease. 

“I see you’re both with child. How are your pregnancies progressing?”

Joan seemed surprised that Claire had noticed her condition. Evidently not many people had realised that she was pregnant.

Ester was the first to reply. “I’m feeling poorly in the morning, but otherwise I just feel tired and hungry.” 

Joan nodded in agreement. “I’m sickly first thing in the morning as well, but apart from that I just feel lazy.”

Claire was surprised they weren’t in even poorer health considering the terrible conditions they were living in. She marvelled that they both weren’t desperately ill.

“Morning sickness is to be expected, but you both need more to eat.”

Claire turned to Betty and asked, “Is there any way they can have more food? It’s important for their babies as well as themselves.”

“You can get whatever you pay for, otherwise you have to try and stomach the slop they give us. We’re all debtors, confined in here until we repay our debts, but we haven’t a penny between us and no hope of getting one.”

“I feared as much, but might I be able to trade my healing skills for some food?”

Betty appeared thoughtful. “It’s worth a try. There are likely people in the Master’s Ward who are feeling poorly. They have the means to pay for candles, ale and decent food, they should be able to spare a few coins for a healer.”

Whilst they were in the yard Claire noticed that quite a few of the women around them were pregnant. Ester and Joan certainly weren’t the only ones. As they were making their way to the Master’s Ward she asked Betty about it.

“They’re pleading the belly,” Betty informed her. 

Claire had heard the term before but wasn’t entirely sure what it entailed.

“It allows a woman who has been sentenced to death to have her execution delayed until after she has delivered her child. It’s only supposed to be for forty days, but often the woman is granted a pardon or receives a more lenient sentence when their baby is born.”

“That would go some way to explaining the great number of expectant mothers,” Claire remarked.

Having ‘pleaded the belly,’ the prisoner was required to be examined by a jury of twelve matrons, generally selected from the observers present at the trial. 

These were married women with experience of childbearing who were required to determine if the convicted woman was ‘quick’ with child. The ‘quickening’ was the stage of pregnancy when the baby could be felt to move within the womb.

The process left a lot to be desired, with some of the jury matrons, usually friends or family of the prisoner, likely to want to help the convicted woman escape execution. 

The whole process of pleading the belly was open to abuse, with women who had been charged with a capital offence often becoming pregnant as soon as they were arrested and held in gaol. 

Desperate to escape the death penalty, most women charged with a capital offence attempted to fall pregnant at the earliest opportunity. 

Being held in a gaol rarely presented any obstacles, with most gaolers taking advantage of their position to exploit the vulnerability of the women placed in their charge.
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