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			About the Book

			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 quickly 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

			Acclaimed, bestselling historian Alison Weir draws on new research for her captivating novel, which paints a compelling portrait of Jane and casts fresh light on both traditional and modern perceptions of her. Jane was driven by the strength of her faith and a belief that she might do some good in a wicked world.

			History tells us how she died.
This spellbinding novel explores the life she lived.
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			‘Vivid characters and a wonderful sense of time and place combine with the story of a gentle, kind heroine who I really cared about, the more so because she was so cruelly robbed of her life at the moment of her greatest happiness’ Barbara Erskine
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			Praise for Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession:
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			‘This is Anne Boleyn as you have never seen her before. I could not put it down’ Tracy Borman

			‘Alison Weir has brought English history’s most famous “other woman” compellingly to life. The story of Anne Boleyn’s rise from accomplished court lady to Henry VIII’s second queen is vividly told and the terror of her final days will haunt the reader. A must for all lovers of historical fiction’ Linda Porter

			‘Alison Weir is the doyen of Tudor fiction and non-fiction . . . With Alison’s light touch, [Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession] is fiction that reads as fact, and leaves us breathless, hoping . . . then of course we recognise that we are not reading pure fiction after all, but a finely woven tapestry of fictional biography that stays with us long after we close the book at the final line. It is simply a masterpiece’ Susan Ronald
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			She is as gentle a lady as ever I knew, and as fair a queen as any in Christendom. I do assure you, my lord, the King hath come out of hell into heaven for the gentleness in this, and the cursedness and the unhappiness in the other. When you write to the King again, tell him that you do rejoice that he is so well matched with so gracious a woman as she is.

			(Letter from Sir John Russell to Lord Lisle, 1536)

			For jewelled crowns and gaudy sceptres

			Are but harbingers of tragedy and death . . .

			(From a poem by the author)

		

	
		
			Part One

			A Certain Young Lady

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			1518

			‘A health to the bride!’ Sir John Seymour smiled and raised his goblet as the company echoed his toast.

			Jane sipped her wine, watching as her new sister-in-law blushed prettily. Edward seemed besotted with his new wife. At seventeen, Catherine was a very comely girl, a year younger than he. Jane had been surprised at how practised she was at the art of coquetry, and how warmly the men were looking at her. Even Father seemed to be under her spell. Catherine’s father, Sir William Fillol, was leaning back in his chair replete, looking well pleased with the match – as he should be, for Edward, being Father’s heir, had good prospects and the determination to do well. Even at the age of ten, Jane knew that for an ambitious young man, marriage to the well-bred co-heiress of a wealthy landowner would be a great advantage.

			Sir William had been boasting of how the Fillols could trace their ancestry back to one of the companions of the Conqueror.

			‘And we Seymours too!’ Father had countered smugly, sure of his own exalted place in the world.

			All in all, it was a most satisfactory union, and worthy of this great feast. The long tables in the Broad Chamber of Wulfhall were laden with extravagant dishes, all prepared under the watchful eye of Lady Seymour herself. Meat and fowl of every kind graced the board, the centrepiece being a magnificent roasted peacock re-dressed in all its glorious plumage. Sir John had provided the best wine from Bordeaux, and everyone was attired in the new finery they had worn for the wedding.

			Sir William normally resided less than fifty miles away from Wulfhall, at Woodlands, near Wimborne, but he had opened up Fillol’s Hall for the wedding, and Jane’s whole family – her mother and father, and all their seven children – had travelled to Essex to be present. Father was so delighted with his new daughter-in-law that he had insisted that Sir William and Lady Dorothy accompany Catherine when Edward brought her back to Wulfhall to continue their celebrations. That had sent Mother into a flurry of preparation, and everyone agreed that she had risen to the occasion splendidly.

			It was dusk now, and candles were being lit on the mantelpiece and windowsills, their flickering, dancing flames reflected in the diamond-paned glass in the stone windows. As Jane observed Edward and Catherine conversing together and stealing the odd kiss, it came to her that in a little over eighteen months she herself would be of an age to be wed. Fortunately, there was no sign that Father had any plans as yet.

			For Jane had no desire to be married. She wanted to be a nun. Everyone teased her for it, not taking her seriously. Let them. Soon they would find out that she was as determined as her brother Edward when it came to getting what she wanted in life. She could not imagine her hearty, jovial father objecting, nor her adored mother. They knew of the dream she had had of herself wearing a nun’s veil, kneeling before Our Lady. It had visited her a year before, on the night after her parents had taken them all to visit the shrine of St Melor at Amesbury Priory. She had been overawed by the great church with its soaring octagonal steeple, and had prayed devoutly at the altar of the murdered boy-prince, kneeling beside her siblings with her hands pressed together, as she had been taught from infancy.

			Since then, she had been certain that her future lay within those twelve holy acres. She could see herself singing the offices in the choir with the sisters, gathering apples in the orchard or fishing in the ponds, dedicated to God and manual labour for all her life. Next year she would be old enough to enter Amesbury as a novice.

			For now, she was content to be with her family, laughing at the jests at table, enjoying the good fare spread out before her and sparring with her brother Thomas, less than a year her junior, who was at this moment throwing sugar plums at the newly-weds. Mother frowned.

			‘Catherine, you must forgive my youngest son,’ she said. ‘He never knows when to desist. Tom, stop that.’

			‘Such high spirits will take the lad far,’ Sir William observed indulgently. His wife sniffed.

			‘He’s a menace,’ Edward said, not smiling. Jane heard her mother sigh. Edward had no time for his youngest brother, and always treated him as a nuisance. And Thomas was adept at riling him, utterly resolved never to be outshone by Edward. It was an unequal struggle, for Edward was the heir and Thomas’s senior by eight years. He would always have first bite of the apple. When Jane was six, he had been sent to France as a page of honour in the train of the King’s sister, the Princess Mary, when she married King Louis, and the following year he had gone up to university at both Oxford and Cambridge, and thence to court, making himself useful to King Henry and his chief minister, Cardinal Wolsey, whom many asserted was the true ruler of the realm.

			It was hot in the Broad Chamber. Despite it being high summer, Mother had insisted on having the fire in the hearth kindled, in case anyone felt a chill. Jane pulled off the floral chaplet she was wearing, for the blooms were wilting, and smoothed down her long tresses. They were the colour of pale straw, rippling like fine silk over her shoulders. Edward, Thomas, Anthony and the baby Elizabeth were dark-haired, having inherited Father’s colouring, but Jane, Harry and Margery took after Mother.

			For a moment Jane felt sad that her beautiful hair would be cut off when she took the veil. It was her only claim to loveliness. Her cheekbones were too rounded, her nose too big, her chin too pointed, her mouth too small, her skin too whitish. Looking around the room at her brothers and her pretty little sister Margery, it came to her, without envy or rancour, that they were all more attractive, more jolly – more vital.

			In bearing children, Mother had done her duty as efficiently as she accomplished all her other domestic responsibilities. Before Jane had come along, she had borne five sons, although the eldest, John, whom Jane could barely remember, had died when he was eleven, and another John had died young. Harry and Anthony were cut from different cloth to their brothers: Harry was easy-going and had no ambitions beyond the Wulfhall estate, while Anthony was studious; he would be following Edward to university soon, and there was talk of his pursuing a career in the Church. Jane felt encouraged by that. If her parents could lay up treasure in Heaven by giving a son to God, how much more store they would have in giving a daughter too.

			Six-year-old Margery had been allowed to sit up for the feast, but tiny Elizabeth, having been brought in by her nurse to be admired by the guests, was now sound asleep upstairs in what was called the Babies’ Chamber.

			It was a teeming household, and a happy one. As Jane looked about her at the large room filled with her merry, feasting family, a sense of well-being and contentment stole over her. Whatever the future brought, she was proud to be a Seymour of Wulfhall.

			When Jane was little, she had thought that there must be wolves somewhere at Wulfhall. She had peered around corners and opened closets and cupboards in trepidation, lest one leap out at her. She had lain awake at night fretting about what she would do if she ever encountered one of the beasts. But hearing her screams one day when Thomas had sprung out from the dry larder shouting, ‘I’m a wolf!’ Father, having clouted him for it, had reassured her that the name Wulfhall had nothing to do with wolves.

			‘It was once called Ulf’s Hall, after the Saxon thane who built it hundreds of years ago,’ he explained, taking her on his knee. ‘Over the years the name has changed a little. Better now, sweeting?’ And he had kissed her and set her down to go back to her toys, reassured.

			Jane was aware that Wulfhall had been rebuilt and altered several times over the centuries. The present house was about three hundred years old, and it embraced two courtyards – the Little Court, which housed the domestic offices, and the Great Court, where she and her family lived. The lower walls were of ancient mellow stone supporting an upper storey of solid timbers framing white plasterwork. You entered through the porch and came into a large hall. At the far end a door led to the smaller Broad Chamber, which the family preferred to the hall, since it was easier to heat. On sunny days, the window panes in the Broad Chamber and the chapel glinted with a thousand lights, and the vivid colours of the armorial glass blazed like jewels. At one corner of the Great Court stood a high tower, a relic of an older house.

			Sir John was wealthy, owning extensive lands in the county of Wiltshire, enabling him to build a fashionable long gallery where his family could take exercise on a wet day. Their portraits, limned by itinerant painters who had visited the house looking for work, stared down from its lime-washed walls. Among them was an imaginary likeness of the founder of the Seymours’ fortunes, a Norman knight called William de St Maur.

			Oh, no, thought Jane. Father is going to bore everyone with the family history.

			‘He arrived with the Conqueror at the time of the Norman invasion of 1066,’ Sir John was boasting proudly. ‘Seymours have served the Crown loyally ever since. We have been farmers and landowners; we have held public offices, and held them well. Some have sat for the shire in Parliament.’ He refilled his goblet, warming to his theme; his children had all heard it before, many times. ‘I was knighted at eighteen, after fighting the Cornish rebels alongside my father. As you know, it was upon the coronation that I was appointed a Knight of the Body to King Henry.’

			Sir William nodded. ‘It’s hard to believe that was ten years ago. All that talk of conquering France, all come to naught.’

			Father had fought for the King in a French campaign (and probably exaggerated his exploits, Mother had said more than once behind his back, smiling affectionately).

			‘In time, in time,’ he said now, clearly more interested in impressing his guest with the family’s achievements. ‘You see that horn on the wall?’ He pointed to the great silver-bound ivory hunting horn resting on iron brackets above the fireplace. ‘I have the honour to bear that as hereditary ranger of Savernake Forest. Look at that line of trees yonder, through the window.’ He pointed to the dense woodland on the crest of a gentle hill. ‘That’s the ancient forest, which stretches all the way west as far as Marlborough, and to Bedwyn Magna, which is our nearest parish.’

			Jane anticipated that Father would soon be enlarging on how capable an administrator he had proved since his fighting days were ended, and the diplomatic missions abroad he had undertaken on King Henry’s behalf. Not for nothing was he sheriff of Wiltshire, Dorset and Somerset; not for nothing was he Justice of the Peace for Wiltshire.

			But no. ‘I am content to farm these days,’ he said. ‘You have to be at the forefront of change. I have twelve hundred and seventy acres here at Wulfhall alone, and I’ve converted them all into pasture for sheep.’

			Sir William raised his bushy brows. ‘And you’ve had no trouble? Other gentlemen of my acquaintance who have enclosed their land for sheep have met with violent opposition. Even Sir Thomas More, whom I met at court, says that sheep are eating men. And it’s true. For in growing rich on raising the finest and costliest wool, you noble gentlemen, yes, even men of God, leave no ground for tillage. It has put many a poor man out of work.’

			‘There has been some grumbling among my tenants,’ Father admitted. ‘But I have made sure that none were left in want, and found them other work to do when they might have faced destitution. Thus, I pride myself, I have retained their love.’ Young as she was, Jane knew from her dealings with the people on the estate that Father was well thought of, and Edward said his success at managing his estates was even spoken of at court.

			It was growing late, and the balmy late-summer night had covered the land. The men were growing noisier in their cups, and Mother was shooing her younger children off to bed. Catherine was yawning and her father suggested it was time for her to retire. Edward leapt up to accompany her.

			Jane rose too and excused herself. It was still hot in the hall, and she was relieved to escape outside for some fresh air.

			What she loved best about Wulfhall were the three gardens that immediately surrounded it. She wandered into My Old Lady’s Garden, which faced the house and was named for her Grandmother Seymour, who had been born Elizabeth Darrell and died soon after Jane was born. She had had a passion for growing things, and the garden she had created was gloriously colourful with roses, gillyflowers and pansies in season, as well as pretty shrubs and bushes tamed into the shapes of chess pieces. To the east lay My Young Lady’s Garden, which had always been Mother’s domain. The herb beds she had planted after her marriage were still flourishing, useful for cooking, making medicines and unguents and sweetening the rushes that carpeted the floors. To the west, there was the Great Paled Garden with its painted picket fence and the wilderness of wild flowers where Jane and her siblings still indulged in their childish romps.

			As she sat on a bench, enjoying the night air, she thought how fortunate she was to have the most wonderful mother in the world. Lady Seymour was the heart of the household. For all Sir John’s masculine authority, Wulfhall revolved around her. Most mornings found Jane and Margery in the kitchens or the still room, where Mother gave them instruction in running a great establishment.

			‘It will serve you well against the time when it pleases God to send you husbands,’ she had told them. Seeing Jane about to open her mouth, she had added, with a twinkle, ‘Nuns need to be good housekeepers too!’

			Bustling about, she would be checking that the meats were being timely turned on the spits, and that the bread was risen for baking. For all her gentle birth – and she was descended from kings – Mother was not above attending to such duties or even carrying them out herself. She took her responsibility as mistress of a knightly household seriously. Her table was legendary in these parts, her reputation sterling. Woe betide any cook or kitchen wench – or any daughter, for that matter – whose work fell short of her expectations.

			Not that the servants disliked or feared her. She was a humane lady, and kindly, but she would be respected and obeyed. Rarely did she have to raise her voice to anyone, or resort to the beatings so often meted out by others in authority. Even the unruly Thomas did her bidding without question. All her children adored her, and her servants blessed her for a godly and bountiful mistress. Few left her service through choice.

			Mother strove unfailingly to instil in all her charges the moral virtues of chastity, honesty, humility and docility. Her girls were raised to be loyal and obedient to their parents and – when the time came – to their husbands, and to conduct themselves soberly as became Christian gentlewomen. Above all, she taught her children to love God, to respect their betters and to honour the King and the Lord Pope in Rome.

			Often, as she stood at the large scrubbed table in the kitchen, or distilled perfumes and physick in the still room, Mother would reminisce, for she too believed that her children should be steeped in their family’s history. They could all recite that she had been born a Wentworth of Suffolk, and that she was descended from Edward III, the mighty House of Neville and Sir Henry ‘Hotspur’ Percy, hero of the long-ago Battle of Shrewsbury. As a young girl she had been a celebrated beauty. Even now, at forty-one, she was smoothly plump as a partridge with a clear, rosy complexion and fair hair.

			‘When I was seventeen,’ she liked to tell Jane and Margery, ‘I was maid to the Duchess of Norfolk in Yorkshire, and in Maytime they staged a pageant at Sheriff Hutton Castle, where a goodly laureate’s garland of silk, gold and pearls was presented to a young poet, Master Skelton, in honour of his talent. He wrote me a poem.’ Her eyes would grow distant, as if she were seeing that long-ago summer and recalling how it had felt to be a young girl on the brink of life. ‘It was entitled “To Mistress Margery Wentworth”. He called me a pretty primrose.’ Jane thought it a description that was still apt. There was a copy of the poem, written in some spiky hand, among the family papers. It had been taken out for display on several occasions.

			As Mother’s hands worked deftly at cutting pastry roses, she liked to reminisce on her courtship. ‘Two years after Master Skelton wrote that poem, I met your father. He had just been knighted, and he asked for my hand. Oh, he was a handsome swain, and I was smitten. He was accounted one of the new men, who were much favoured by the old King; men who were making their way by loyalty, hard work and diligence, rather than by nobility of birth. Your Grandfather Wentworth perceived those qualities in him, and saw rightly that he would make me a good husband. For your father, of course, it was a highly advantageous match, much in the family tradition, for by marrying well, your Seymour ancestors increased their lands and wealth, and their standing in the world. But our marriage was the greatest of them all. And to be happy in it is the crowning blessing.’ Mother would dimple and blush a little, for all her mature years. That her parents were happy anyone could see, but Jane had observed other married people together, and knew that not all got on so well. Marriage seemed to be as big a gamble as the games of chance they played on winter evenings.

			The morning after the feast, nearly everyone slept late, many nursing sore heads. Jane arose from the bed she shared with Margery, hoping to snatch some time alone in the chapel before Mother emerged and summoned her to help in the kitchens.

			The chapel was beyond the Broad Chamber. Beneath its traceried windows of stone and the stained glass depicting the Annunciation stood an altar adorned with an embroidered silk frontal, a jewelled crucifix and an old and much revered plaster statue of the Virgin and Child. Jane thought that the face of Mary was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, so calm, demure and serene, as she herself must always try to be in emulation of the Holy Mother.

			The air was redolent with the scent of the flowers Mother had arranged in honour of the newly-weds. Kneeling at a prayer desk before the altar was Father James, the family priest, who had tutored Jane and her brothers from their infancy. How well she remembered the horn book that had hung around her neck and the hard labour of learning her letters, her numbers and her catechism. When she grumbled, she had been told that she was lucky indeed to have forward-thinking parents who believed that little girls would benefit from learning their letters. She had far preferred the needlework her mother taught her. The embroidered caps and bodices she made as gifts were the pride of many of her friends. The altar frontal was also her work, and she trusted that her skill would be put to good use at Amesbury. In her mind, her future was settled.

			Father James crossed himself and rose to greet her, extending his hands in welcome.

			‘Jane, my daughter!’

			He was a dear man, much beloved by his small flock, and to Jane a friend in whom she could confide.

			‘Father,’ she said, ‘I came to pray, but now that I find you here, I would seek your help.’

			‘Sit down, my child,’ Father James said, indicating Sir John’s leather-studded chair. ‘How can I help you?’

			Mother was in the Broad Chamber, seeing to it that the servants restored it to normal after the feast.

			‘May I speak with you?’ Jane asked.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Mother asked, frowning at one of the maids. ‘Nell, please wipe that table properly!’

			‘Can we be private? Please, Mother.’

			‘Very well.’ Lady Seymour beckoned to the steward. ‘See that the room is left tidy,’ she commanded, then led Jane to her closet, the little room that was her personal domain, where all her papers and records were stored. From here, she ruled the household.

			‘Now,’ she said, sitting down at the table. ‘What is troubling you, Jane?’

			Jane took the stool that stood ready for anyone wanting a quiet word with the mistress. ‘Mother, I really mean this. I want to be a nun at Amesbury.’

			Lady Seymour gave her a long look. ‘I know. But Jane, you are yet to see your eleventh birthday, and this is not a decision to be taken lightly. When you are older, some young man might ask for your hand, and all thoughts of being a nun might fly out of the window. I know, I have seen it happen – and too late, in one instance. The girl, a cousin of mine, met the youth when he came with her family to see her take her final vows. He was betrothed to her sister, but when she saw him after the ceremony, she was utterly smitten. It was the ruin of her. I would not have that happen to you.’

			Jane felt tears of frustration welling. ‘But I know I have a vocation. I’ve just told Father James, and he did not try to put me off. He told me to talk to you, with his blessing. Mother, you know how I long to go to the good sisters and live in the peace of that beautiful priory. I do not want to marry.’

			‘Dear child, there is often no peace to be had in a convent, and inner peace is obtained only at very great cost. It is a hard life, not an escape. You must understand this.’

			Jane sighed. ‘Why does everyone try to make it difficult for me?’

			Mother smiled. ‘If you truly have a vocation, God will wait for you. But you need to understand many things before you take that step, not least what you will be giving up. Child, do not look at me like that. All I ask is that you stay in the world and learn more of it before you decide to forsake it. If you still feel the same when you are eighteen, then I will speak to your father.’

			‘Eighteen?’ Jane echoed. ‘That’s eight years away.’

			‘Jane, listen.’ Mother’s voice was tender. ‘You will change in many ways over the coming years. At eighteen, you will be a different person, and much more mature. Bide your time in patience. Good things are worth waiting for.’

			‘But—’

			‘That’s my final word at this time. And don’t go running to Father. He and I are of one mind on this matter.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			1526

			Jane held fast to her conviction that she had a vocation. After her eighteenth birthday, seeing her so resolved, her parents finally gave her their blessing, and letters were exchanged with Florence Bonnewe, the Prioress of Amesbury. At length, the Prioress invited Sir John to bring his daughter to the convent.

			As the family gathered in the Great Court to say farewell, Jane knew a moment’s hesitation. Of course she had understood that taking the veil meant leaving her family behind and renouncing the world; she had asked herself again and again if she could make that sacrifice, and felt certain that she could, if God asked it of her. But now, with all her loved ones crowding around, and Mother and her sisters openly weeping, she found herself doubting her resolve.

			They needed her, an insidious voice whispered in her head. Edward and Catherine were clearly not happy, although it was hard to fathom why. What had gone wrong between them? They had seemed so joyous in the first months of their marriage. Catherine was lovely, with her honey-coloured curls and dimpled smile, but that smile had been seen all too rarely after Edward had seemed to lose interest. It only appeared for their young son. John – the image of the grandfather in whose honour he had been named – who had been born a year after the wedding. He was seven now, the same age as his youngest aunt, Dorothy, whom Sir John always said should have been called The Little Surprise, for he and Lady Seymour had thought their family to have been complete with Elizabeth.

			Her mother needed her especially. As Jane had grown into womanhood, Lady Seymour had come to rely on her more and more. And Mother seemed not quite her usual self these days. Something was preoccupying her. Even Father seemed concerned about her. Jane feared she might be concealing some worrying ailment. But when she pressed her, Mother always insisted she was perfectly well.

			Catherine was crying now, her arms around a squirming John. She wept all too easily these days. Father put a comforting arm around her shoulders. It was touching, the affection he had for his daughter-in-law.

			Jane embraced Edward, knowing that his stiff face masked the sorrow he was feeling at her going. Thomas was subdued as he bent to kiss her. Harry, blinking away tears, gave her a warm hug, and Anthony a blessing. How she would miss them all. She clung to her sisters, and then Mother clasped her tightly to her bosom.

			‘May God go with you, my darling child,’ she wept. ‘I will come to see you very soon.’

			The Prioress was a big-boned, formidable woman. Seated serenely in her parlour, her cheeks rosy under her snowy wimple, she made the very sensible suggestion that Jane live with the community for a few weeks, to test her vocation.

			‘We will not discuss a dowry until you have decided to stay with us, but a contribution towards your keep would be most welcome, since our order is vowed to poverty.’

			A glance around the Prioress’s parlour with its Turkey rug, carved oak furniture and silverware rather belied that statement, but Sir John promptly handed over a heavy purse. Then he squeezed Jane’s hand, gave her his blessing and left.

			Under the Prioress’s strict rule, she quickly came to realise how much freedom she had enjoyed at home, and how indulgent her parents were. Coming from a noisy household, full of bustle, she found the silence of the nunnery hard to bear. The food was plain, and nowhere near the quality and abundance of Mother’s; the mattress in her cell was thin and lumpy, and the black habit she was given to wear was scratchy against her skin. But she had known not to expect worldly comforts in the religious life. She had known that she would have to get up in the night to attend the holy offices, although she had not anticipated how draining the constant interruptions to her sleep would be. She had known that chastity would be required of her, but she had not realised that she would never again be allowed to touch another human, unless there was urgent need. She had expected to mortify the flesh, but she was freezing cold most of the time, apart from the one hour a day that the nuns were allowed to spend in the warming chamber, the only room with a fire.

			She persevered. The glorious singing of the choir nuns sent her spirits soaring heavenwards. She prayed for hours in the chapel, communing with God and striving to find the inner silence that enabled her to hear His voice. She reverently adored the statues of the saints and came to feel that, like Mary in the chapel at home, they were her friends. She grew fond of the sisters, with whom she became acquainted during their daily period of recreation. She was pleased when they praised her embroidery.

			But at the end of her probationary time at Amesbury, she went home. The peace she had expected to find there had proved elusive. Always, it seemed, there was some worldly desire against which she must strive. She felt she did not have the stamina for it.

			And there had been another thing, a disturbing thing. If the nuns were vowed to poverty, why was it that Prioress Florence wore a habit of good silk and was served choice fare in her own comfortable parlour? And why was she permitted a lap dog, a nasty, yappy little brute that showed its fangs whenever anyone dared approach it, yet suffered its mistress to take it on her knee and fondle it?

			‘I do not know if I have a vocation,’ Jane confessed on that last morning. What she had really wanted to say was that Amesbury was not as she had envisaged it.

			‘This life needs commitment,’ the Prioress said. ‘I had rather have a nun who knew she had a calling than one who doubted. Go home and think again, with my blessing.’

			So Jane had come home, in something of a turmoil. The further she travelled along the sixteen miles to Wulfhall, the more certain she became that Amesbury was not for her. There were things about it that she would miss, of course, but others she was relieved to leave firmly behind her.

			Her family were all jubilant to see her.

			‘We have missed you!’ Harry said, hugging her warmly. ‘Wulfhall isn’t the same without you.’

			‘You never were cut out to be a nun,’ Anthony smiled.

			Mother was shaking her head as she embraced Jane. ‘I suspected you would have second thoughts,’ she smiled.

			Jane kissed her, hiding her irritation. ‘I don’t know. Maybe my future lies in some other nunnery. I will tell you about Amesbury. It is not perhaps the best place to test a vocation. I still want to become a nun.’ She would be glad to prove them all wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			1527

			Wrapped in a fur-lined cloak, Jane watched from the saddle as her hawk swooped on a doomed partridge. They would have a fine bag of birds for Mother’s game pie. It was good to be out hawking, surrounded by the merry companionship of her grown-up brothers and fifteen-year-old Margery. She loved to watch her bird soar up high in the azure sky, then dive suddenly. The freedom of being on horseback in the fresh air was exhilarating, as was the thrill of a good catch.

			As Anthony raced to retrieve the prey, Edward cantered down the hill towards them. He was Sir Edward now, having been knighted by the Duke of Suffolk, under whose command he had served in France four years earlier. This was one of the rare occasions he was at home, for these days he was often away at court or in the north. He had spent much of the past two years at Sheriff Hutton Castle in Yorkshire, as master of horse to King Henry’s bastard son, the Duke of Richmond, a boy of eight, the same age as young John. It was a coveted post, bestowed by the King himself.

			‘Bravo!’ he called. ‘But we should go home now.’

			‘Let’s give it another half-hour,’ Thomas challenged. They still could never agree on anything.

			‘Mother will be waiting,’ Edward said, in a tone that brooked no argument.

			‘Then I suppose we must call it a day,’ Harry said.

			The brothers reined in their horses, Thomas scowling.

			‘Come, Margery!’ Jane cried. Then they were off, galloping across the sweeping Wiltshire countryside towards Wulfhall.

			As the house came into view, they slowed to a trot, and Jane moved ahead to ride beside Edward.

			‘I must speak with you,’ she said. ‘Catherine was in tears again this morning. I couldn’t get any sense out of her. Edward, what is wrong with her?’

			Her brother’s mouth tightened. ‘It’s a private matter.’

			Thomas was suddenly there beside them. ‘It’s because of Joan Baker. Don’t bother trying to look virtuous, brother. And I’ll wager she’s not the first.’

			Edward flushed. It took Jane a moment to understand Thomas’s meaning. Joan Baker was a laundress at Wulfhall, a merry maid with blonde plaits and a plump bosom. If Mother got to hear of this, she would send her packing, there was no doubt of it.

			‘I’ll thank you to mind your own business,’ Edward hissed. Thomas grinned.

			‘But Edward, it becomes our business when we have to comfort your wife,’ Jane said evenly. ‘It’s been plain to us all for a long time that she is unhappy. And she’s not long out of childbed. This is when she should be especially cherished. Please show her some affection.’

			‘By God, you take too much upon yourself, Jane!’ Edward growled. ‘What do you know of what passes between a husband and wife – or rarely passes, in our case? You’re going to be a nun.’

			‘I only know that it grieves me to see her weep so often,’ Jane persisted. ‘As for becoming a nun . . .’ She allowed her voice to tail off. She was nineteen now, and although the religious life still held strong attractions for her, Mother had been right: she had changed, and she was not now as certain of her vocation as she had been last year.

			As they rode on in a frosty silence, she kept thinking about poor Catherine. Hopefully Edward, once he stopped sulking, would do something to cheer his wife. And maybe someone – not herself, but perhaps Mother – would remind Catherine to keep her husband happy in the marriage bed. Jane suspected that the root of their trouble lay there.

			Back at the house, she hung up her cloak, changed her leather boots for soft slippers and went to her bedchamber to fetch her sewing basket. Edward had stamped upstairs ahead of her, and as she left her room, she could hear his voice raised in anger, Catherine’s incoherent cries and the wails of baby Ned, their second child.

			They all knew that the marriage had been foundering for a long time. The lengthy separations had not helped, and when Edward did make his infrequent visits home, he was restless and clearly eager to be away again. The family had rallied around to support Catherine – Father especially had been a tower of strength to her − but they could not mend Edward’s indifference, nor her misery. Father had not hesitated to remind Edward where his duty lay and ordered him to look to his wife, but it had done no good. On the contrary, it had soured relations between father and son.

			Of late, however, poor Catherine had become increasingly mournful and moody, taking pleasure only in her children. Mother thought she was breeding again, but Jane suspected now that Catherine had found out about Joan Baker – and the other wenches Edward bedded.

			Lying in the tester bed that night, listening to Margery’s even breathing, Jane thought back over her weeks at Amesbury, and wondered if Lacock Abbey, the other great nunnery in Wiltshire, might offer her what she had been hoping for. But the truth was that she was now undecided as to whether the religious life really was for her. And perhaps, she realised, she always would be.

			‘If in doubt . . .’ Mother had said, leaving the sentence unfinished. ‘I’ve always said that, once a handsome young man presents himself, you’ll know exactly what you want in life.’

			But that was the trouble. No handsome young man had presented himself. It was not that Jane lacked a dowry; Father could afford to be generous. She feared that the reason no one had offered for her hand was because she was too plain. No one had even made the most tentative approach, and she was now beginning to resign herself to spinsterhood. She would be the devoted daughter who stayed at home and looked after her ageing parents. Most of the time the prospect did not bother her too much, as she loved them both, and Wulfhall. Marriage seemed to be something that happened only to other people, and not always successfully. Look at Edward and Catherine. But sometimes she was fearful of a future without love, that special love between a man and a woman, and children, which Mother always said were God’s greatest blessing.

			She realised she was crying. Stifling the sobs, she buried her face in the pillow. But Margery was awake.

			‘What’s the matter?’ she mumbled.

			Jane sniffed. ‘Tell me truly, am I ugly?’

			Margery reached across and patted her arm. ‘Of course not, dear Jane. I think you are pretty. You are so fair.’

			‘Too pale, you mean.’

			‘Some girls would envy you. Your complexion is like alabaster, and your eyes so blue. You look like one of the saints.’ She was trying to be kind.

			‘Then why has no man come courting?’

			Margery sighed. ‘We live too quietly here. We rarely see anyone. And when we do get invited anywhere, the people are all old and boring. They only talk about enclosure and taxes and how they hate Cardinal Wolsey.’

			Jane sat up and stared at the dying embers in the brazier. ‘Do you think that Father has been remiss, not finding us husbands?’

			Margery harrumphed. ‘Why would he do that, when you’ve told him for years that you want to be a nun?’

			Jane had to concede that. ‘But you don’t, and he hasn’t bestirred himself.’

			‘Maybe he likes having us at home. And I’m not in any hurry. I don’t want to end up like poor Catherine, married to someone like Edward, who treats her indifferently. But you, Jane – you should tell Father that you want to be wed. Then he might do something about it. Now let’s get back to sleep.’

			Jane settled down. Margery was right. She should speak to Father in the morning.

			But when morning came, she was still undecided.

			That May, Sir William brought Lady Fillol over from Woodlands to see their new grandson. They were greeted in the porch by Sir John, Lady Seymour, Edward, Catherine and the rest of the family, including a bevy of excited children, while the swaddled infant was proudly borne downstairs by his father to be inspected. After the birth of his second son, Edward had obtained leave from the Duke of Richmond, and ridden south from Yorkshire to spend some time with his wife and children. It was obvious to Jane that he was chafing to return.

			As wine and sugared fruits were served in the Broad Chamber, with the evening sunshine streaming in through the windows, the families exchanged news. Jane was uncomfortably aware that Catherine said little, and noticed Sir William regarding his daughter with concern.

			‘You’re looking a bit peaky, Cat,’ he said. ‘What ails you?’

			Edward’s face grew taut. Catherine ventured a smile. ‘Nothing, Sir. I am well, thank you.’

			‘She’s had a difficult time,’ Mother chimed in.

			‘It’s true,’ Anthony murmured to Jane, ‘but not in the way Mother means.’ Aloud, he said, ‘I have some good news. I’ve been offered a post as secretary to my uncle, Sir Edward Darrell, at Littlecote House. I start in September.’

			Thus diverted, Sir William and Lady Fillol congratulated him, and the conversation took a less perilous turn. Catherine made an effort to be sociable, and Edward stopped glowering.

			Mother had prepared another of her feasts. As the sumptuous repast was brought in, Jane was dismayed to see that Joan Baker had been summoned from the laundry to help serve at table.

			‘Mother cannot know what is going on between her and Edward,’ she whispered to Thomas, who had taken the space next to her on the bench.

			He grinned. ‘Pray God he behaves himself!’ There was nothing he’d have liked more than to see his brother discomfited.

			Jane held her breath as Joan leaned across and placed a platter of fowl before her mother and Edward. The maid’s face remained impassive, but as she drew back, her breast briefly brushed against Edward’s cheek.

			‘Sorry, Sir,’ she said, a touch too familiarly, and walked away. Edward looked furious, as Thomas stifled a chortle. Jane saw Father and Catherine exchange glances. She looked at their guests. Sir William was loudly praising the beef, but Lady Fillol was frowning.

			Jane was still holding her breath, hoping that nothing else would mar what should be a happy occasion, and trying to think of something to say to lighten the mood. Mother had worked so hard to make their visitors welcome. But just as the board had been cleared, the cloth lifted and the last ewer of spiced wine was being served, Catherine suddenly burst into tears.

			‘What’s this, then?’ Sir William boomed.

			Mother swooped to comfort the girl. Everyone crowded around, begging to know what was wrong. Edward patted Catherine’s hand and tried to appear solicitous, but his eyes were cold and angry. Father looked embarrassed. Unhappiness in his daughter-in-law reflected badly on his son.

			Lady Fillol beckoned her daughter. ‘Come, Cat, we will talk in private.’ And she led her away, into the chapel, and closed the door.

			‘Is she a little crazed after her lying-in?’ Sir William asked.

			‘I have been wondering that myself,’ Edward said.

			‘Liar,’ Thomas murmured. ‘He knows full well what ails her.’

			‘She has seemed a little distracted lately,’ Mother said, shaking her head. ‘We have done our best to cheer her.’

			‘I do not doubt that, my lady,’ Sir William assured her. ‘I’ll wager it is merely some woman’s fancy; after all, she’s not long out of childbed. Well, I’m retiring. My wife will tell me all about it when she comes up, I am sure. I bid you all good night.’

			After he had gone, the rest of them sat there for a while, listening to the indistinct sound of female voices beyond the closed door.

			‘Go to bed, all of you,’ Harry said, ever helpful. ‘I’ll wait up and see that all is well.’

			‘I’ll stay with you,’ Jane offered, relieved that Harry was at home. He was often away at Taunton, where he was keeper of the Bishop of Winchester’s castle, having been in the Bishop’s service for some years now. ‘Mother, you look exhausted. You should get some rest.’

			‘But I must know that Catherine’s all right,’ Mother protested.

			‘I will stay up,’ Father said, in a voice that brooked no argument, the voice that had silenced many an importunate offender at the assizes. ‘Go to bed, all of you.’

			When they broke their fast the next morning, the atmosphere was tense. Mother was up first, ensuring that there was sufficient bread, meat and ale for everyone. Edward came downstairs with Jane and Margery. He had arranged a hawking expedition in honour of his in-laws, but looked as if he had barely slept.

			‘Good morning,’ he said. The Fillols barely acknowledged him, and Jane concluded that Catherine had told her mother about Joan Baker.

			‘Catherine is staying in bed,’ Edward explained. ‘She has a headache. But she has begged me not to deprive you of your sport. We leave after breakfast. The horses will be saddled and ready then.’

			‘I regret very much that I am unable to join you,’ Father said. ‘I have estate business to see to and will be out all day. I assure you, I had far rather be going hawking with you on this fair day.’ He bowed to his guests and disappeared into the closet he used as an office.

			Not a word was said about last night’s little drama. Jane began to hope that nothing would come of it.

			Mother had planned a spread for them to eat outdoors. When Jane emerged into the Little Court, where the horses were assembled, she saw a great cart laden with baskets, stools and a rolled-up carpet. The children were swarming around, dancing with excitement.

			‘Lizzie! John! Dorothy!’ Mother called. ‘Get into the litter. You’re coming with me.’ They were to spend the morning running wild in one of the wide-open spaces in the forest, while Mother set out the meal and kept an eye on them.

			Jane mounted her horse, smoothed down the buff-coloured skirts of her riding gown, straightened her feathered cap and pulled on her glove. Holding out her hand, she waited as Father’s falconer brought her merlin falcon and attached her by the jesses to the glove. Trotting alongside Margery, she followed her brothers and the Fillols through the great gateway and along the path that led past the gardens. They broke into a trot as they reached the open track beyond and let the horses have their heads. It was good to be out in the bracing air, enjoying the freedom of cantering through the forest. Hopefully they would have good sport today. Heaven knew, they needed a distraction from the thinly veiled tension at home.

			As they sat on the rug in the greenwood, eating the hearty fare that Mother had spread out over a vast white cloth, Lady Fillol seemed quiet. Sir William was exerting himself to be pleasant, but Jane was aware that he had not spoken to Edward, and that Edward had sat down as far away from his father-in-law as possible. It was as well that there were eleven of them, chattering loudly, to give the illusion that all was harmonious.

			Jane was aware that Lady Fillol was toying with her food. Probably she was worrying about Catherine. At length, Lady Fillol laid down her plate. ‘I do apologise, Lady Seymour, but I feel quite unwell. I shall ride back to the house and lie down.’ She stood up.

			‘I do hope it’s nothing you’ve eaten?’ Mother asked anxiously.

			‘Not at all. I just feel a little light-headed.’

			‘I’ll come with you,’ her husband said. ‘Please excuse us.’

			Watching the couple walking back towards the tree where their horses were tethered, Jane could only feel relief. Sir William was all right, but his wife was hard work, and she was sure that something was amiss. She turned to Thomas.

			‘I think Catherine told her about Joan Baker,’ she murmured, under cover of the children’s laughter.

			‘I have no doubt of it,’ he replied, ducking as young John thrust at him with his wooden sword. ‘Whoa there, sirrah! Mind that blade!’ John skipped off, chuckling.

			‘I’ll be glad when they’ve gone home,’ Jane said.

			‘So will Edward,’ Thomas grinned.

			They returned to Wulfhall at four o’clock to find Sir William and Lady Fillol’s litter standing in the Great Court, their baggage in the porch and the knight and his lady themselves waiting in the Broad Chamber.

			Mother halted, bewildered. ‘Why are you leaving so soon?’

			‘Lady Seymour,’ Sir William said heavily, ‘I have witnessed something here this day that I had never thought to see in all my life.’

			‘Dear Heaven, what?’ she cried.

			‘On my honour, Madam, I cannot, for shame, speak of it. I am a guest in your house and you have been more than hospitable. It would not be fitting to mention so horrible a thing to such a gentle lady. But we cannot remain one moment longer under this roof.’

			‘By God!’ Thomas swore. ‘You go too far, Sir.’

			‘Hush, Thomas. But Catherine – she will be so sad to see you go.’ In her distress, Mother put out a hand as if to ward off the Fillols’ departure. ‘You cannot leave when your daughter is unwell.’

			‘I have no daughter!’ Sir William barked.

			‘I think you should explain yourself, Sir,’ Edward demanded, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

			Jane could contain herself no longer. ‘Sir William, please. If something bad has happened here, in our home, it is an unkindness on your part to not say what it was.’

			He glared at her. ‘Mistress Jane, you must ask Catherine about that. Come, my dear, we are going.’

			Edward barred the doorway. His face was grim. ‘She told you about my fall from grace, then.’

			‘I have nothing to say to you,’ growled his father-in-law. ‘Let us pass.’

			‘Catherine has done nothing wrong! Why do you say you have no daughter?’

			‘Ask her!’ And Sir William pushed past him, pulling his wife towards the waiting litter.

			‘Let them go,’ Anthony said. ‘Once they have calmed down, they will think more rationally. Whatever it is, they have probably got it all out of proportion.’ He turned to his older brother.

			‘This is none of your business,’ snarled Edward. ‘I must talk to my wife.’ He raced upstairs.

			Mother was weeping. Jane and Margery hastened to comfort her, as Thomas shooed the children out into the gardens.

			‘What was he talking about?’ she kept asking. ‘Wait till your father gets home. He shall hear of this.’

			Edward came downstairs shaking his head. ‘She won’t say anything. She just keeps crying. I’ve left her with her maid.’

			An hour later, Sir John returned. Seeing them all gathered in the Broad Chamber, and noticing his wife’s woebegone face, he wanted to know where Lord and Lady Fillol were, and what the matter was with everyone. Thomas was quick to tell him. Edward said nothing. Mother kept asking, ‘Why? Why?’

			Father sat down heavily in his high-backed chair by the fire. He looked drawn, as well he might, coming home to all this after a day spent riding around his lands and dealing with his stewards and tenants.

			‘Has Catherine said why her parents are so angry with her?’ he asked.

			‘She will say nothing. She is too distressed,’ Edward told him, tight-lipped.

			‘I will speak to her,’ Father said. ‘Is she in bed?’

			‘No, she was sitting at the table in our chamber when I left her.’

			Father rose. ‘I’ll go up.’

			Whatever Father had said to Catherine, he kept mostly to himself. Jane thought he was trying to spare Edward embarrassment. Mother, however, pressed him, after he had rejoined her and their older children in the Broad Chamber, the little ones having been sent off to have their supper.

			‘But why would Sir William say she was no daughter of his?’ she persisted.

			Father cleared his throat. ‘I have no idea.’

			‘Does Catherine not know?’

			‘She seems as mystified as the rest of us.’

			Mother turned sharply to Edward. ‘What do you say to all this?’

			Edward flushed. ‘Mother, I have not always been a good husband. Maybe Sir William assumed that Catherine gave me cause to stray.’

			Mother’s face was puce. ‘You have strayed? God help me, if you were not a grown man, I’d beat you! That poor girl.’

			Edward had the grace to hang his head. Jane, seeing Thomas smirk, glared at him.

			‘Well, husband, aren’t you going to reprove your son?’ Mother demanded.

			‘I don’t think Edward needs me to remind him of the shame and embarrassment to which he has subjected his wife and family,’ Father said. ‘He has to live with himself. That’s punishment enough.’ His mouth set in a grim line.

			The tower at Wulfhall was rarely used, except for storage. It was a relic from another age, a turning place from one wing to the next. But the children loved to play in the upper chambers, hiding and seeking each other amid the broken furniture and the detritus and dust of decades, if not centuries.

			On the day after the Fillols left, John went missing. He was a cheeky, fair boy with a fine sense of adventure, and they were all sure he was hiding somewhere. Father James was waiting impatiently for him, so that he could begin the morning’s lessons. But John did not like learning. Catherine, Jane and Margery went hurrying through the house calling for him.

			‘He’ll be in the tower,’ Mother said.

			‘Just shout that I’ll give him a beating if he doesn’t show himself,’ Father muttered, but he was chuckling. He adored his grandson, and admired his escapades.

			Jane checked the recess under the spiral staircase at the foot of the tower, then bunched up her skirts and ascended the stairs, calling for John as she went. He would not answer, she knew. She peered into the room on the first floor. It contained only a bed piled high with old bedding, and some ancient chests. John wasn’t under the bed, but there was perhaps room in the chests for a small, wiry boy to conceal himself. Jane opened the first. It contained some moth-eaten furs, a leather jerkin and a rubbed velvet gown with a high waist and a wide collar embroidered with silver thread that had gone black. No John. There were ancient documents and manor rolls in another chest, broken toys and household stuff in a third and more clothes in the fourth. An old portrait stood against the wall, its paint cracked and flaking. It was of a woman Jane did not know, wearing a steeple headdress in the style of seventy years ago. She pulled it forward, just in case the naughty boy was hiding behind it. He wasn’t. But there by the peeling wainscot was a handkerchief. Jane picked it up. It was embroidered with the letter C and an intricate design of knots, and blotched with yellow. She would have known it anywhere. It was Catherine’s.

			Jane pulled off the threadbare counterpane that covered the pile of bedclothes, half expecting to see John huddled beneath amid the bolsters and blankets. She stripped them from the bed too, just to make sure he wasn’t there. And then she noticed the stains on the mattress – stains similar to those on the handkerchief. She dropped the latter in distaste, guessing what those stains might be. Maybe Catherine was being unfaithful too. She had certainly been here – but not with Edward, surely? Jane’s mind reeled at the possibilities.

			She heard a noise above her. John! Racing up the stairs to catch him, she resolved that she would say nothing for now. ‘Speak no evil’, Scripture enjoined. Or, as Mother was fond of saying, ‘Least said, soonest mended . . .’

			Sir John was away at the assizes in Salisbury and an uneasy peace had settled on the household when, two days later, a letter came for Catherine, brought by one of her father’s servants. Jane, not far in her wake, recognised the livery, and waited as Catherine stood in the porch, breaking the seal and unfolding the paper. She heard the sharp intake of breath and saw her sister-in-law crumple, wailing, to her knees.

			‘What is it?’ she asked, sinking down and putting an arm around Catherine, as footsteps sounded behind them.

			Catherine was beyond speech; her mouth was working in distress. And then Edward was there, with Mother, Margery and the children behind him.

			‘Give it to me!’ he commanded, taking the letter. As he read it, his face darkened. ‘By God, he’ll answer for this!’

			‘What has he written?’ Jane asked.

			‘Tell us!’ Mother cried.

			‘He says he has made a new will, and that, for various causes and considerations, he has provided that neither Catherine nor the heirs of her body, nor myself, shall in any wise inherit any part or parcel of his lands. All he will leave her is forty pounds a year as long as she agrees to live virtuously in an honest house of nuns.’ As Catherine burst into fresh sobs, he recoiled from her. ‘It’s outrageous. By God, I’ll have this will set aside. None shall deprive me of what is rightfully mine.’

			‘But Catherine is Sir William’s co-heiress!’ Mother protested, shocked. ‘Everything was to be divided between her and her sister. And when John was born, Sir William named him his co-executor with Catherine. Edward, I can perhaps understand why you have been excluded, but what of your wife and sons? It is John’s right to inherit her share! Catherine, why would your father disinherit you in this way? My dear girl, what is all this about? You must tell us.’

			Jane thought immediately of the stain on the mattress, the handkerchief by the wainscot.

			‘Catherine?’ Edward barked, glaring down at her.

			She was too distraught to answer.

			‘I will find out, I promise you!’ he spat, his face like fury, and stamped off, leaving the rest of them to comfort his wife. Mother sank down on her knees and drew her daughter-in-law into her arms.

			Thanking God that Thomas was away on estate business, and not here to make matters worse, Jane rose and went after Edward. She found him in the dining parlour, his back to her, staring out of the window. He was shaking with anger. She sat down at the table.

			‘She has betrayed me, I’m sure of it,’ Edward growled, ‘and it must have happened here in this house, on the day her parents left. They saw something. It couldn’t have been one of our brothers – they were all out hawking with us. God’s teeth, if I find that she’s been bedding one of the servants, I’ll carry her off to a nunnery myself, and be rid of her!’

			Jane wrestled with herself. Should she tell Edward what she had seen? It was not conclusive proof that Catherine had been unfaithful, not cause enough to risk hurting young John and the baby. Tears welled in her eyes. ‘Edward, what of those two innocent children? It would be terrible for them to lose their mother, and grow up in the knowledge that she was an adulteress. Talk to her reasonably. Get the truth out of her, and then think of your sons.’

			Edward turned to face her, his blue eyes blazing. ‘I am thinking of them! My concern is their moral welfare. If Catherine has been unfaithful, she is an unfit mother. And if so, are the children mine?’ He was beside himself. Jane forbore to remind him that he was in no position to preach about morality.

			She stood up. ‘If, Edward. If! Talk to her. You’ve just been made a justice of the peace, so you, above anyone, should know that under the law, the accused is innocent until proved guilty. Talk to her, for the children’s sake – for Mother’s sake.’

			‘Very well,’ Edward muttered, and Jane followed him out of the parlour.

			They found Catherine still weeping in the hall, being comforted by Mother, and the children peering in at the door. Jane shooed them away.

			‘Come,’ Edward said, ‘I want to talk to you.’ And he led his distraught wife upstairs to their chamber.

			Within the hour, Edward emerged to tell Jane and their mother that Catherine had assured him, with many tears, that she had not betrayed him, and their sons were indeed his.

			‘But she will not agree to my contesting the will,’ he went on, ‘and so I don’t believe her. I’m thinking of riding to Woodlands and demanding that Sir William tell me what happened that day.’

			‘Is that wise?’ Jane asked.

			‘It’s the only thing I can do,’ Edward insisted.

			Just then a groom knocked and entered the room.

			‘Sir, my lady, a messenger from Cardinal Wolsey has arrived and is asking for Sir Edward.’

			They hastened to the hall. There stood a man in the Cardinal’s livery. He bowed and held out a letter to Edward. ‘Sir, his Eminence requests that you make haste to Hampton Court, and attend him on an embassy to France.’ It was a command, but Jane could see that it was a welcome one. Edward was always ready to accept any task that could lead to preferment; and both he and Father knew that many men had risen high in Wolsey’s service and gone on to serve the King.

			‘I thank his Eminence,’ Edward said. ‘If you will give me an hour’s grace, I will pack my travelling chest and return with you. I must write a letter to my lord of Richmond too.’

			‘He has been informed, Sir.’

			‘Very good,’ Edward said. ‘My lady mother here will see that you are well refreshed.’ Mother was already instructing the groom to see that a good meal and a flagon of ale were brought for the messenger.

			Jane ran upstairs with Edward.

			‘What will you do about Catherine?’ she asked.

			‘It will have to await my return,’ he said.

			‘But you could be gone for weeks . . .’

			‘Thank God. I can’t wait to get away. I need time to think and decide what to do. Now, Jane, if you don’t mind, I need to prepare.’

			Jane left, feeling strangely unsettled, but her unease had little to do with the trouble between Edward and Catherine. No, it had been the unexpected excitement she had felt when she heard that Edward was to go to Hampton Court, mingled with disappointment at being left behind. It was the realisation that the world was beckoning at last, and that she did, after all, want to experience every good thing it had to offer.

			But there still remained that pull towards the cloister, that yearning to immerse herself in the quiet observance of her faith. How torn she felt.

			Really, this indecision could not go on. If only she could find the answer in prayer.

			She slipped into the deserted chapel and knelt down, fixing her eyes on the beauteous Madonna. One could live in the world and still be devout. She could think of many who did. The Queen, for example, whose piety was legendary – and Mother also. They had the joys of marriage and motherhood and worldly pleasure, and the consolation of their faith. There was no question that she too would always be devoted to God, but there were other ways of serving Him than in a cloister. She did not have to commit herself to the religious life.

			She realised that her decision had been made.

			‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘Thank you for showing me the way.’

			Catherine did not come to the riding block to hand her husband the stirrup cup and say farewell. Mother had to perform that duty.

			‘God keep you, my son,’ she said, looking at him searchingly. ‘Write to us.’

			‘I will,’ Edward promised, and rode away with the messenger as they waved him goodbye.

			Wishing that she was riding up to Surrey with him, Jane returned to the house and knocked at Catherine’s door. Receiving no reply, she lifted the latch and went in. Catherine was sitting rocking Ned’s cradle, staring out of the window. Her cheeks were wet.

			‘Will you not confide in me?’ Jane asked, taking the other chair. ‘I would never divulge anything you tell me in confidence.’

			‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Catherine said. ‘Please leave me alone.’

			‘You can’t just stay in here moping,’ Jane protested. ‘Think of the children, if of no one else. Wash your face and come downstairs. There are tasks to be done.’

			‘I will come down in a little while,’ Catherine promised.

			When she finally appeared, joining Mother, Jane and Elizabeth in the kitchen, where supper was being prepared, she looked wan and said little. Over the next day or so, she trailed around the house like a wraith, a ghost of her former self, or hugged her children possessively, ignoring John’s squirming. Even Harry’s well-meant jests did not rally her.

			‘This can’t go on,’ Mother said one evening, after Catherine had gone early to bed.

			‘Have you tried talking to her?’ Jane asked.

			‘Of course I have. She will not open her heart to me, or to anyone. You’ve tried, haven’t you, Anthony?’

			‘She told me it was none of my business,’ he said.

			‘I’ve tried too,’ Harry chimed in. ‘I got short shrift as well.’

			‘You know, I might ride to Woodlands myself and see Lady Fillol,’ Mother said. ‘We have to know what has caused this.’

			‘It’s fifty miles!’ Harry reminded her. ‘And they wouldn’t tell us before.’

			‘She may not even receive you,’ Jane worried.

			‘It’s worth trying,’ Mother sighed. ‘We can’t continue like this.’

			‘No, we can’t,’ echoed Margery, looking distressed. ‘It’s making everyone unhappy.’

			‘I will ride to Woodlands tomorrow,’ Mother said.

			‘Then I will go with you,’ Harry promised.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			1527

			Mother had hardly begun to make ready for the journey when the messenger arrived from Woodlands. Sir William was dead.

			‘He died of an apoplexy,’ the man told them, as Catherine broke down in tears.

			They all made the sign of the Cross on their breasts. Jane wondered if Sir William’s death had been brought on by anger. What a horrible time this was! Trouble heaped upon trouble. She wished – and could not believe it – that she could be away from Wulfhall, even for a short time.

			‘We will go to the funeral and pay our respects,’ Mother announced.

			The messenger’s cheeks flushed. ‘I beg your pardon, my lady, but my mistress would be grateful if you all stayed away.’

			‘Well!’ Mother spluttered. ‘I was only trying to do the decent thing, and I think that was a generous gesture, in the circumstances. But to have it thrown back in my face . . . It’s an insult.’

			The man’s face reddened further. ‘My apologies, my lady. I am only repeating what I was told to say.’

			‘I’m aware of that,’ Mother replied. ‘Now you may go.’

			Her children stared at one another. Never had they seen her send a visitor away without refreshment. It was a measure of her rare anger.

			Thomas came home, with Father hard on his heels, weary after a week spent convicting murderers and thieves. Sir John seemed more shocked when Mother told him about Sir William’s will than at the news of his death.

			‘Edward is determined to contest it,’ Mother said, as they sat up later after supper in the parlour. Catherine had long since excused herself and retired, a sad little figure in her mourning gown.

			‘He must not! It would cause a scandal,’ Father said. ‘I have to think of my position.’

			Mother banged down her goblet. ‘Will you see Edward done out of his wife’s inheritance? You ought to be thinking of those poor lambs asleep upstairs. Why should those innocent souls be cheated of their birthright?’

			Father placed his hand on hers, looking chastened. ‘I think it is a case he cannot hope to win.’

			‘But there is no proof or admission of any misconduct,’ Anthony pointed out. ‘What if Sir William misunderstood the situation? Should blameless children be made to suffer for it?’

			Jane bit her tongue. Would what she had seen in the tower constitute proof? Ought she to say something? And what would happen if she did? It was probably best to keep silent. Again, she wished she could be away from all this unpleasantness.

			‘Husband,’ Mother asked, ‘why don’t you ride to Woodlands and insist that Lady Fillol tells you what happened that day?’

			‘I doubt she would, and I would not wish to intrude on a grieving widow. I think the best course is for me to talk to Catherine. Until I have done so, let us speak of more pleasant matters.’

			‘Father, I would appreciate your help,’ Jane said quickly, seizing her moment. ‘I have decided that, if it could be arranged, I would like to go to court and serve the Queen or the Princess Mary.’

			Father looked visibly relieved, and everyone spoke at once.

			‘You, little mouse?’ Thomas laughed.

			‘Oh, my dear child!’ That was Mother. ‘How you do surprise me!’

			‘I would miss you!’ cried Margery.

			‘The court is an envious place,’ Anthony observed. ‘You’d be a lamb among wolves.’

			‘I can’t understand why you want to leave Wulfhall,’ Harry said.

			‘I can,’ Thomas muttered.

			‘It’s not that I want to leave you all,’ Jane assured them, aware that it was not entirely the truth. ‘But I felt envious when Edward went to serve the Cardinal, and it made me realise that I should like to go to court too, if it could be arranged. The Queen, as Father and Edward have often said, is a kind and virtuous princess, and the Princess is known for her learning and beauty. If there is a position, however humble, I would gladly fill it.’

			Father had heard her out, looking thoughtful. ‘So you’re not going to be a nun, I take it?’

			‘No, Father. I think I knew that last year. Now I know for certain.’

			‘Hmm.’ He stroked his beard. ‘There is much competition for positions in the royal households. Securing one is not a thing easily accomplished. You need to know the right people, and they may want a handsome consideration.’

			Jane sighed. Was the court now to be barred to her?

			‘Daughter, do not look so disheartened.’ Father smiled. ‘It might be contrived somehow. Young ladies in the Queen’s service are well placed to find good husbands, and it’s about time you were wed. I have long wanted to arrange a marriage for you, but you were set on the religious life. I need not say how pleased we are that you have reached this decision, eh, Margery?’

			Mother nodded. ‘I’ve prayed that you would marry one day and have a family of your own.’

			Father thought for a few moments. ‘I think I know just the person who might bring this to pass. When I was at court, I became friendly with a distant cousin of ours, Sir Francis Bryan. You have heard me speak of him. He is vice-chamberlain to the Queen, and must have some influence. Leave this with me, Jane. I will write a letter to him.’

			Jane felt again that same excitement that had come upon her when the messenger had brought Edward the Cardinal’s summons. Yet, she reminded herself, nothing was certain; she must rein in her hopes. But please God, let Sir Francis Bryan say yes!

			Father had spoken to Catherine, but, he said, she had declined to talk to him. As those tense weeks of Edward’s absence passed, and Jane hoped and prayed for a communication from Sir Francis Bryan, little more was said about the dark matter that hung over Wulfhall like a cloud.

			Jane wondered why Catherine would not tell anyone what had happened to make her parents leave so abruptly. If, as she had told Edward, she had not been unfaithful, and the children were his, why was she holding back? Or was there nothing to tell? In that case, surely anger and a sense of injustice would impel her to seek redress, rather than shying away from doing so? But Catherine remained tight-lipped on the subject. It was like having a stranger in their midst.

			And then, in the heat of August, Edward came home from France, earlier than expected. There was no loving reunion with his family; his face told them that something dire had happened and, at the sight of it, Mother sent the children to the chamber called the Old Room, where they had their lessons and played.

			Jane wondered fleetingly if Edward had somehow displeased the Cardinal, but then she saw him recoil as Catherine came to greet him, and stare at his wife as if she were a piece of dirt to be brushed away. When he did not kneel for Father’s blessing, but fixed him with that same look, Jane began to feel afraid. What was going on?

			‘Sir, I would speak to you in private, please,’ Edward said, his voice like steel.

			Sir John nodded. ‘Of course. Come into my closet.’

			Catherine looked like an animal caught in a trap, staring at them both. Jane caught Mother’s eye, but Mother looked as perplexed as she was. Jane thought guiltily of what she had seen in the tower. Should she have said something?

			Father and Edward were in the closet for only a few minutes before Edward crashed out, slammed the door and stalked towards them. He pointed at Catherine.

			‘Leave this house,’ he commanded. ‘I will not have you under this roof a moment longer. You have dishonoured me and my family, and I cannot endure your society any longer. Go and get your belongings.’

			Catherine’s face had gone white with fear. With a great sob, she flung herself to her knees. ‘Edward, I beg of you! Please do not send me away. What of the children?’

			‘What of them indeed? You should have thought of them when you embarked on your evil deeds.’

			‘Edward, what is all this about?’ Mother cried.

			He turned an anguished face to her, as Catherine’s wails increased in volume. ‘Oh, God, Mother, I do not know how to tell you. This is the hardest thing I have ever had to say.’

			Jane was seized by a fit of trembling. She did not want to hear this. Beside her, Margery was crying.

			‘You must tell me,’ Mother insisted, in the voice of authority that had quelled many an obstreperous child or servant. Catherine subsided to a whimper. Her eyes were dark pools of horror.

			Edward closed his eyes as if he were in pain. ‘Father has been her lover these past nine years, almost since we were wed.’ He dragged the words out, his voice sounding strangled. ‘The boys are most likely his.’

			Jane felt as if she had been punched. As Mother, poor Mother, sank down on a bench, she and Margery swooped to put their arms around her. ‘No,’ Lady Seymour said, in a broken voice, all her authority vanished in an instant. ‘No, no, no. Not Catherine, his own son’s wife. I guessed long ago – God help me, I knew – there was another woman, but I never dreamed of this. Oh, Blessed Virgin, help us!’ She collapsed in a torrent of weeping. Even Thomas was blinking away tears.

			Jane could not believe it. Not Father, their beloved father, who had been as a rock to them all? Yet rocks could be made of clay. How could he have done something so base, so vile? And kept on doing it all these nine years? For if John was his son, this wickedness had been going on since the year Edward married.

			She tried desperately to recall any hint of what had been happening under their very noses, and of course, when she thought about it, there had been signs, innocent in themselves, but now invested with a new significance. This, surely, had something to do with the Fillols departing so abruptly that day. Had they seen something that aroused their suspicions, or had Catherine confessed to what had been going on? Oh, God, it must have been her and Father in the tower – and on more than one occasion, judging by those stains! Her cheeks flamed with the shame of it. She could not bear to think of Father in such a lewd situation. It was disgusting.

			But it explained his constant kindness to Catherine, his anger with Edward, and why he stayed up on the night Catherine’s mother spoke to her. He must have been anxious lest Catherine betray what they had been doing. And when he had gone to talk to her himself, it must have been to warn her to keep quiet. It was all so sordid.

			And Mother – she had known that Father was being unfaithful with someone. How had she stayed cheerful and gone about as if all were well, putting everyone else first as usual? Such bravery was humbling – and shocking. But of course Jane had known, in some corner of her mind, that something was wrong. In her innocence, she had put it down to Mother suffering the change of life.

			‘Now you see why she has to leave,’ Edward said. In response, Catherine threw herself at him and clung to his knees.

			‘I beg you, do not send me away!’ she screamed. ‘Please! Please! I cannot leave my children! Edward, I beg you!’

			He disengaged her, none too gently. ‘You will do as I order you,’ he hissed, his voice icy. ‘Get up. Go.’

			The world seemed to be turning upside down. Jane could not bear the thought of facing Father when he emerged from the closet, where he was no doubt hiding like a coward. And whatever Catherine had done, she could not help feeling some pity for her.

			‘I will take you to Prioress Florence at Amesbury,’ she said. ‘Harry, will you escort us?’

			‘Aye,’ Harry agreed.

			‘Margery, look after Mother,’ she urged. ‘I will be back as soon as I can. Catherine, please get up. We must gather your things.’

			Thomas and Harry lifted Catherine to her feet.

			‘I must see the boys!’ she cried, struggling to evade their grip. ‘I cannot leave my baby! I must see them!’ She was becoming hysterical.

			‘No,’ Edward said. ‘Someone, get her gear.’

			‘I’ll do it.’ Mother made for the stairs, looking defeated and suddenly much older. Jane could not stem her own tears. She could well imagine the pain of losing a child, and how John and Ned would feel when they realised that their mother was never coming back. And that would only be the beginning of it.

			Just then, Mother stumbled and collapsed on the bottom stair. ‘It’s no use,’ she wept, ‘I cannot . . . It’s all so dreadful.’ Jane and Margery hastened to succour her.

			Harry let go of Catherine and squeezed Jane’s hand. ‘I’ll take her to Amesbury,’ he said. ‘You stay with Mother.’

			Jane dabbed at her eyes, appalled to see Mother in such a state. ‘Maybe it would be best,’ she agreed. ‘I’ll write a note to the Prioress.’

			‘Please let me see my children!’ Catherine begged, her eyes wild. She tried to push Edward aside, but he held her firmly, ignoring her cries. Jane fetched writing materials, but her hand was shaking so much that she could manage no more than an untidy scrawl.

			‘I have told Prioress Florence only that you have been an unfaithful wife,’ she said to Catherine. ‘I will not shame this family by telling the whole truth.’

			‘That’s very wise,’ Anthony observed, his voice hoarse, ‘and it’s what we should all agree to do. Let’s not make this any worse than it is. Imagine how the scandal would rebound on us if what has happened ever got out.’

			‘You mean we should act among ourselves as if nothing has happened?’ Mother said, rising unsteadily to her feet. ‘You believe I can do that?’

			Anthony’s lean, handsome face flushed. ‘Mother, I am only trying to spare you further distress. If we keep this matter in the family, you will be able to look our friends in the eye, without shame. And in truth, what else can you do? We are all bound to Father in loyalty and obedience. If you abandon him, the world will censure you as a faithless wife.’

			‘We will discuss this later,’ Mother said.

			She dragged herself upstairs and they sat there waiting for her, the silence broken only by Catherine’s sobs. Presently, Mother came down carrying a bag crammed with clothes, with a groom in her wake hauling a leather-bound chest. Jane could see from the resolute look on her face that she had recovered a semblance of her usual composure and was doing her best to be strong. ‘Catherine, here are your things,’ she said, her tone cold. ‘Harry, can you order the litter to be brought round, and horses?’

			‘It’s here,’ Thomas said. ‘I gave the order.’

			‘You must go,’ Mother said, turning to face her weeping daughter-in-law. ‘Edward has decreed it, and I will not gainsay him. I hope, Catherine, that you realise the enormity of what you have done, and that you are sorry for it. In charity, I will pray for you.’

			‘Please!’ Catherine begged, her teeth chattering. ‘Please let me see my children!’

			‘Get her out,’ Edward said, and as Harry hesitated, he pulled her towards the door. She started screaming, but he slapped her face. ‘Quiet! What must the servants think?’

			Harry put a firm arm around Catherine and hurried her through the door. Jane followed them and stood by as he bundled her into the litter. When she leaned inside, Catherine stared at her, looking half crazed.

			‘Listen,’ Jane said. ‘If you respect our silence and never name my father as your paramour, I will do my best to ensure that you see your children. If you don’t, I will think you the most ungrateful creature that ever lived, and do nothing more for you. Do you understand?’

			Harry was looking at Jane with new respect. Catherine seized her hand. ‘I promise I will never speak of him! I give you my word, my vow. I’ll do anything, if you’ll bring my children to me or let me visit them.’

			‘I will try,’ Jane promised. ‘God be with you.’ She stood in the Great Court, watching as the litter was borne off and Catherine’s wails faded into the distance. Then she went to find Edward.

			They were still in the hall, absorbing the enormity of what had happened.

			‘She has gone,’ Jane said. ‘Edward, you should be aware that a visit from the children may be the price of her silence.’

			Edward was slumped on a bench, his anger spent. ‘I don’t want them seeing her. No good can come of it.’

			‘Her discretion will come of it! Besides, I more or less promised her that if she keeps silence about Father, I will do my best to help her see the children.’

			‘You had no right!’ Edward barked.

			‘She has a lot of sense!’ Mother riposted. ‘Do you want our shame trumpeted to the world? Word gets about, you know. Nuns love gossip. It’d be all over the county in five minutes. Think of me – and think of those poor children. They are going to miss their mother. They have never known a day without her.’

			‘I will think on it,’ Edward growled.

			‘Then think quickly,’ his mother said.

			‘The thing I don’t understand,’ Anthony spoke up, ‘is how you found out about Father being Catherine’s lover.’ Jane saw Mother wince.

			Edward hesitated. ‘You will find the truth hard to believe. When I was in France, I was racked with uncertainty about Catherine. I had to know if she had really been untrue to me, and if the children were mine. It was the worst time to be away from home, and it grieved me that there was no way I could resolve these matters until my return. I was losing sleep over it.’ He paused. ‘There was a gentleman in the Cardinal’s retinue. When we were at Amboise, I heard him speak of a learned man in the town who was supposed to have great skill in magic.’

			‘A warlock!’ Anthony burst out.

			Edward glowered at him. ‘Be grateful you weren’t in my situation, boy. You know nothing of what you speak.’ He turned to the rest. ‘This man was reputed to be able to see visions and predict the future. I wondered if he could help me. I visited him in a house in a narrow street not far from the mansion where the artist Leonardo lived. At first, the man said it was forbidden to conjure visions, and if he did, he risked being accused of witchcraft or heresy. I swore I would tell no one. I offered sureties. In short, I begged and pleaded, because I was desperate to know the truth.’

			‘But how did you know he was not a charlatan or fraud?’ Harry asked.

			‘People at court spoke of him with respect, as a learned man, a man of probity. Only this gentleman of the Cardinal’s had mentioned his magicking, and he assured me that he was as sound in that respect as in any other. And so I was happy to pay, handsomely, for his help.’

			Mother was shaking her head. ‘I cannot believe that a son of mine would involve himself in something like this. Father James would be appalled.’

			Jane herself was appalled, but also engrossed.

			Edward stood up. ‘I can see that you don’t approve of what I did, and I doubt you will believe it. There’s no point in telling you what happened. I’m going to the stables.’

			‘Wait!’ Jane cried. ‘We’ll hear you out. I’m sure you acted for the best reasons. Doesn’t everyone agree?’ Her gaze swept over the entire company.

			‘I will hear you out,’ Mother said, ‘but I’ve had shocks enough for one day.’

			Edward sat down again. ‘Mother, I gained no sense that this man was wicked; rather that he was sober and sincere. He understood my anxiety, and was sympathetic. He told me he would use a magical perspective to try to discover what was happening at home. He took me into a small room hung with black cloth, and invited me to sit with him at the table. On it were placed two silver candles and a bowl of what looked like cristallo, filled with water. He asked the water to let us see the truth about my wife, then he took five moonstones from his pocket and dropped them in the bowl.’

			Mother crossed herself, but held her peace.

			‘Nothing happened for a while,’ Edward recounted, ‘but then, to my amazement, an image began to appear in the water. It was of a woman in a green gown, like the one Catherine often wore, but . . . I will only say that there was a man with her, in a more familiar posture than befitted the honour of either of them. The vision lasted only for seconds, but I recognised him. It was Father.’

			‘How could you be sure?’ Thomas asked, incredulous.

			‘I had no doubt. But even if I was mistaken, or the man used trickery, it was no more than the truth, and Father has admitted it. Both of them have.’

			‘So because of what you saw, you hurried home,’ Thomas said. ‘What did the Cardinal say to that?’

			‘I did not tell him the truth. I said my wife was crazed because her father had died, and I was in great fear for her. He was sympathetic, and gave me his blessing. I do not think he will hold it against me.’ He buried his face in his hands.

			For a few moments, no one spoke.

			‘What will you do now?’ Jane ventured to ask.

			‘If Catherine takes vows, you could easily obtain an annulment and marry again,’ Anthony said.

			‘You think I want to?’ Edward asked, his tone bitter.

			‘You must give yourself time,’ Mother said. ‘We all need time to come to terms with what has happened.’ She was weeping again. ‘Your father is become a stranger to me. I know not how I shall cope. And what is to become of the children?’

			Edward sighed. ‘I have thought long about this. I love them both. They may be mine, but even if they are Father’s, they have the same blood. The law presumes that the husband is the father of any child of his wife, so there is no need to brand them with bastardy. Therefore I will do nothing to their prejudice.’

			Jane could see that Mother was as relieved as she was to hear that.

			‘As long as you do not withdraw your fatherly love from them,’ Mother said. ‘They are going to need that, especially John. And they are not to blame for any of this.’

			‘I cannot stop loving them, even if they remind me of their mother and the wicked thing she has done,’ Edward replied. ‘But I do intend to contest Sir William’s will; there is no reason why I, or her children, should be deprived of Catherine’s inheritance.’

			Thomas looked up. ‘If you do that, brother, you risk angering Lady Fillol, who might have her revenge by proclaiming to the world that it was our father who tupped her daughter.’

			‘Thomas!’ his siblings chorused in protest.

			‘Have you no respect for Mother?’ Harry snapped.

			Thomas had the grace to look contrite. ‘I’m sorry, Mother.’

			‘And I am sorry too, more than I can say.’ It was Sir John, standing in the doorway, looking like a broken man and searching their faces as if to see whether any semblance of love and respect remained. ‘Can you ever forgive me?’

			His children rose to their feet, through the force of habit that had been drilled into them from infancy. All the obedience, deference and affection that Father had commanded throughout their lives could not be overturned in an instant. And yet already Jane found herself looking at him with new eyes. He was still the father she had loved, and yet he had become a stranger, a man revealed in all his sinful weakness. Her brain could not fully compass it.

			‘Margery?’ Sir John said.

			Mother would not look at him. Edward got up and walked out.

			‘Margery, come into the Broad Chamber,’ Father said, and stood back so that she could precede him, his eyes wet with tears. Jane was shocked. She had never seen him weep.

			Neither Father nor Mother ever revealed what had passed between them on that hot August afternoon, but it was clear that both were making an effort to go on much as before – except that nothing could ever again be the same. At supper, Father occupied his high chair at the head of the board, as usual, and Mother seated herself at the opposite end, as she always did. Between them, they kept the conversation going, and their children took their lead from them. It was not their place to censure their father.

			Jane’s heart bled for her mother. She was being so brave. Jane did her best to keep up the pretence that all was normal, but she was aware of her mother’s pain and her father’s shame, and was struggling to come to terms with both. Edward was sitting there like a furnace about to explode. The tension was palpable. No one was eating much of the good food that had been set before them.

			‘I had a letter from Sir Francis today,’ Father said, towards the end of the meal, as if it were something unimportant he had forgotten. ‘He writes that he will willingly sue for a place for you, Jane. He implied that I might ease his labours with the hope of a reward. Fear not, I will recompense him. It is the way of the court. Patronage was ever lucrative. I will send the money tomorrow.’

			‘Thank you, Father,’ Jane said, her heart beating faster at the realisation that she might really be going to court. But oh, how much more thrilled she would feel if this good news had arrived in happier circumstances! How could she leave Mother at this time?

			‘It will be a fine opportunity for you,’ Mother said stoutly, ‘and it may help you to a good marriage. I pray it comes to pass.’ Jane felt somewhat relieved.

			At last, the interminable meal was over, grace was said and they could all escape to bed. Jane took a candle and went up with Margery. In the chamber they shared, with its low beams and wooden bedstead hung with embroidered curtains, they undressed without speaking, folded their clothes, pulled on their night-rails and climbed into bed. Jane blew out the candle, and they lay there with the room bathed in the moonlight that shone through the open latticed window.

			‘I wish you weren’t going to court,’ Margery said.

			‘I may never get there,’ Jane answered. ‘Nothing is certain yet. But if I do, I will ask the Queen if she has a place for you too.’

			‘Would you?’ Margery’s voice was full of longing.

			‘Of course, dear sister. I love you so much. I will miss you dreadfully.’

			‘But it’s always easier for those who go to new places than it is for those who are left behind,’ Margery observed, with a wisdom that belied her fifteen years.

			‘Yes,’ Jane agreed. ‘And things won’t be easy here for a long time, I fear.’

			‘Do you think that Mother and Father will be able to put this behind them?’

			‘What else can they do? They are married. Father is an important man hereabouts. Mother will not risk any scandal. We have all agreed that secrecy is the best policy. And that begins at home.’

			‘Well, I shall try to go on as normal,’ Margery declared, turning over in the bed, ‘and I pray that everybody else does. Good night, Jane.’

			Jane could not sleep. She lay fidgeting in the darkness, trying to curb the teeming thoughts in her head. At length, she got up, put on her night robe and tiptoed into the empty chamber next door, where there was a privy. When she emerged, she was wide awake, so she crept downstairs to the Old Room, where there was sure to be a book that would take her mind off all the tumults. Father James being a lenient tutor, the room was a jumble of hobby horses, dolls and spinning tops, with horn books and papers strewn across the desks. Jane smiled as she spied young John’s untidy letters, then felt a pang as she thought of the loss that her unsuspecting nephew must soon face.

			On a shelf there were some favourite books from childhood. Taking Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, she sat down and opened it. As she began to read, she became aware of a soft noise beyond the door at the far end of the room, which led to Father’s closet. Was he up at this late hour?

			She waited, wondering if she should make herself scarce, but then the door opened and Father walked through it.

			‘Jane! What are you doing?’ He could barely meet her eye.

			‘I couldn’t sleep, Father. I came to find a book.’

			‘Alas, poor child, I doubt that any of us will sleep much tonight.’ He swallowed and came towards her. ‘My darling girl,’ he said, and folded her in his arms. ‘I am so sorry. What have I done?’ His voice was muffled against her hair. His shoulders heaved. She did not know what to do or say.

			‘It’s all right,’ she whispered at length. ‘You must give us all time.’

			‘Try not to think too badly of me,’ he murmured. ‘I was a fool, fancying myself in love. Edward neglected her, and I took advantage of her misery.’ He released Jane and faced her, her big, strong father, weeping and looking strangely diminished. ‘Though she was willing, the blame was mine. I can never sufficiently atone.’

			Jane forced a smile. ‘I make no doubt but that you are forgiven in Heaven already, since you so truly repent. I forgive you heartily, and I will try to forget.’

			He drew in a sharp breath. ‘I do not deserve such charity, but I thank you, Jane, from the bottom of my heart. Your mother told me it was you who urged that we keep this within the family, and for that I thank you again. I am truly blessed in such a daughter.’ He had controlled himself now, and reached out his hand. Jane hesitated. More than anything, she wanted him back as he had been. Forgiving him was the first step towards that. She took his hand.

			The letter from Sir Francis Bryan arrived a week later. Sir John came into the kitchen where Jane and her mother were baking pies, and read it aloud. ‘Jane, you are to go to court. The Queen has graciously consented to receive you as a maid-of-honour, and the King has signified his approval.’

			Jane’s heart began thumping with excitement. ‘That’s truly marvellous news! I never expected that it would come to pass.’ She could hardly focus on the list of things she would need for court, which threw Mother into a spin and mercifully distracted her from her unhappiness.

			‘You can only wear black or white, it says. No colours. We’ll have to send to Marlborough for the mercer to come, and tell him to be quick, if you’re to be at Greenwich by the end of the month. Why you can’t just wear your best gowns is beyond me!’

			Edward was standing behind Father, listening to the conversation – or rather, Mother’s monologue. ‘Only the Queen and her ladies-in-waiting wear colours, Mother. All her maids-of-honour wear black and white.’

			‘Why is that?’ Jane asked.

			‘So that they do not eclipse her. Most of them are young, fair maidens, while the Queen – to be plain – is no beauty. But she is very stately and dresses sumptuously.’

			‘What is Queen Katherine like?’ Jane asked.

			‘I have never spoken to her, but I have seen her on many occasions. She is always gracious and smiling, even though she has many crosses to bear.’

			‘Yes, she has no son,’ Father observed, sitting down in the chair by the hearth, ‘and she is past the ways of women.’

			Edward did not answer. Still he would not speak to his father. The atmosphere in the house remained tense, and Jane felt guilty for feeling relieved at the prospect of going away and leaving the rest of them to cope with it.

			‘Is the Queen beautiful?’ eight-year-old Dorothy piped up.

			‘She was in her youth,’ Father told her. ‘Alas, she is no longer young. She is older than the King.’

			‘I want to go to court,’ Dorothy insisted. ‘I want to wear pretty clothes and dance and sing and see the King.’

			‘All in good time,’ Father said.

			‘As if I haven’t enough to do fitting out one daughter for court,’ Mother huffed. ‘Jane, we must go upstairs and go through your chest, to see what can be used. You’ll need new hoods too. You can’t wear your hair loose at court. When the mercer comes, we must allow extra for trains. And you can take my pearls—’

			Edward interrupted. ‘I will escort you to court, Jane, before heading north to Sheriff Hutton. I am due back there soon.’ The hint of relief in his voice was unmistakable.

			After supper, Jane and Edward walked in the gardens at Wulfhall.

			‘It’s a solace to be out of the house,’ he said, his thin features drawn, dark eyes shadowed. ‘Our departure can’t come soon enough.’

			‘Won’t you miss the boys?’ she asked.

			‘They will do well enough with Mother.’

			‘But they need you at this time.’

			‘Jane, don’t meddle!’ Edward flared.

			‘If I meddle, it’s because I care for them,’ she retorted, stung. ‘They have just lost their mother.’

			‘And that’s my fault? I didn’t wallow in incest for nine years.’

			‘Did she wallow?’ Jane said slowly. ‘Or was she afraid to say no to Father? She was never happy, was she? A woman in love, who is indulging that love, must look happy. I cannot but think that the love was all on Father’s side.’

			‘The lust, you mean!’ Edward growled.

			‘For nine years? I had heard that lust was quickly sated. No, Edward, I am certain that Catherine was more sinned against than sinning.’

			‘You must remember how she conducted herself at the first,’ he snarled, bitter. ‘Older than Eve. Certainly she worked her wiles on me. She was no innocent; she knew what she was about. You do me wrong to take her part.’

			‘No, Edward!’ Jane cried, aware that she could not afford to anger or alienate him. Stiff-backed, cold and moralistic as he could be, he was yet her brother, and from next week he would be her only link to home. She touched his arm. ‘I am sorry for you both, but whatever Catherine’s part in all this, she has lost her children, and that must be dreadful for her.’

			His shoulders slumped. ‘You are too soft-hearted, Jane. By her conduct, she has forfeited her right to her children’s company. I cannot risk their being infected by her wickedness. She is no fit person to guide and rear them. And you might think of me. I have a wife – and no wife. I cannot remarry, unless Catherine takes vows, or I apply for a divorce, but that would be prohibitively expensive. It would take an Act of Parliament. So I must resign myself to being alone.’

			Or not so alone, she thought, but decided it would be wiser to bite her tongue. ‘I am truly sorry for you,’ she said, and linked her arm in his.

			They strolled on in silence.

			‘What is the King like?’ Jane asked, trying to break the mood.

			‘He’s very handsome in person, or so the ladies say,’ Edward told her. ‘He’s tall and magnificent, as a great prince should be, and he carries himself regally. Sometimes he’s more of a good fellow than a king. He’s not above sharing a jest with his inferiors, and I’ve even seen him playing at dice with the master of his wine cellar. Once, when an envoy was nervous at being in his presence, I saw him put an arm about the man’s shoulders and talk with him familiarly, to put him at his ease.’

			‘That’s encouraging.’ She was rather dreading the prospect of meeting the King.

			‘He doesn’t bite.’ Edward attempted a smile. ‘Don’t look so frightened.’

			At last, everything was ready. As she said farewell, Jane clung to her mother. Father kissed her, then gave her his blessing and a purse of coins. Mother was putting on a brave face, smiling and bidding her to write often. Her brothers and younger sisters crowded around, with the children, to say goodbye. Jane gave Margery a special hug. ‘I haven’t forgotten my promise,’ she said.

			She climbed into the litter, next to the chest in which her new gowns had been carefully laid, with the hoods, wrapped in old silk, on top. There was a smaller chest containing body linen, furs and a winter cloak, and a small casket of jewels: Mother’s pearls, which had been passed down from Grandmother Wentworth, three rings, a small pendant with a diamond, and a lozenge-shaped brooch of enamel depicting the Five Wounds of Christ. Tucked in beside Jane was a large basket containing food for the journey.

			Edward mounted his horse, two grooms took up the rear, and slowly the little cavalcade passed out of the Great Court, through the Little Court and the gatehouse, and then took the road that led to Marlborough, Newbury and Maidenhead, where they would board a boat for Greenwich. Jane forced herself not to look back.
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